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      I’d grown accustomed to waking up in the middle of the night. A full night’s sleep stopped being a guarantee the moment I started training for the Skotan Military back on my homeworld.

      Late night drills turned into late night emergencies and my sleeping patterns adjusted.

      It only got more intense when we crash landed onto the human colony planet of Ankau.

      Dealing with the Xathi meant that I never got more than three hours of sleep at a time.

      There was always an alarm going off, a radio call coming in, or someone in need of rescue.

      Despite the constant threat of death, I believed that battling the Xathi was the happiest I’d ever be. I felt so fulfilled.

      I was doing what I was born to do.

      I was wrong.

      I was born to find Jeneva.

      Saving her planet, my planet now, was just a bonus.

      Some humans believed in soulmates. If someone had approached me before the crash and explained the concept, I would’ve questioned their intelligence. After meeting Jeneva, I fully believed in soulmates.

      I wasn’t going to pretend that it was love at first sight when I met Jeneva.

      She was standoffish and cold.

      I was narrow-minded and angry.

      Yet, from the instant we met, there was an unspoken bond. At first, it was a silent agreement to not make the other’s life more difficult than necessary.

      Sort of. We still differ a little on some of those definitions.

      It quickly evolved to the unique bond that forms when one’s safety depends on another.

      It hit me like a regulation hover fighter when I realized my feelings for her had nothing to do with my duty as a soldier.

      I felt that impact of pure love and adoration every time I looked at her.

      So, when Jeneva shot up from our bed, groaning in agony, I was awake in an instant, ready to battle whatever caused her pain.

      “I’m fine, Vrehx. Go back to sleep,” Jeneva said through gritted teeth.

      Except, I couldn’t. What was causing her pain was something, rather someone, I loved every bit as much as I loved Jeneva.

      Five months ago, we made a life-changing discovery. Jeneva was pregnant. The notion of having children crossed our minds on multiple occasions both before and after we bound ourselves to one another. Since she was human and I was definitely not, we assumed that children weren’t going to be part of our future.

      Neither of us was bothered by that, at first. Jeneva never saw herself as a mother. I knew all too well how dangerous the world was and felt hesitant to bring a child into such chaos. However, the more we thought about children being an impossibility for us, the more we both wanted one. We even considered adoption. So many displaced children needed homes after losing their families in the Xathi invasion.

      Then we realized we had a baby of our own to plan for. Our lives turned upside down in the best possible way.

      But now, we were realizing the process of carrying our son to term was going to be more complicated than we originally hoped.

      “Impossible. And you’re not fine.”

      “Pain during pregnancy is normal. My body is literally reshaping itself to accommodate the baby.”

      “Nothing about this pregnancy is going to be normal. You need to speak to Evie in the morning.”

      So far, Jeneva and I had been getting by on tips from human women on their pregnancies. There wasn’t anyone on the planet who could advise us on how to carry a human-alien hybrid baby.

      Jeneva’s independence was one of the qualities I loved most about her, but she was taking it to extremes now. It took me weeks to talk her out of working once the baby started sucking up all her energy.

      “Fine, I will.”

      “You must really be hurting if you’re agreeing without argument.”

      Despite the pain, Jeneva laughed and gave me a playful smack on the shoulder.

      I sat with her for another hour until the pain subsided. Within moments, Jeneva was asleep again as if nothing had happened. I, on the other hand, was rattled by the experience. These bursts of pain had become more and more frequent. I never slept easily anymore.

      I was still awake when the sun came up. I climbed out of bed, carefully extracting myself from Jeneva so I wouldn’t wake her up. I grabbed my boots from the front room and silently slipped out the door.

      Jeneva’s sister, Amira, and I weren’t the best of friends, and never would be.

      At best, we tolerated each other for Jeneva’s sake. Our strained relationship no longer mattered as I crossed the street to the apartment complex. Amira chose that building because of its proximity to my and Jeneva’s home, though Amira was rarely in Nyheim.

      She’d spent the last few months bouncing from one ancient site to another looking for useful tech. My fellow soldier, Daxion, often accompanied her.

      It took me a while to find her door. I’d never been to her apartment before. She and Daxion always came to us.

      When I knocked, I realized just how early it was. Amira might not be awake. My theory was soon proven when a disheveled Amira opened the front door. Her hair was a tangled mess and she wore a shirt that must’ve belonged to Daxion.

      “What the hell?” She squinted at me. “Vrehx?” Her eyes went wide as she imagined all the reasons that would bring me to her doorstep.

      “Is Jeneva okay? Did something happen to the baby?”

      “I’m not sure,” I confessed. “Jeneva insists she’s fine.”

      “You don’t actually believe her, do you?” Amira placed her hands on her hips.

      “I’m not sure what to think. This pregnancy is new territory for all of us. She’s experiencing pains.”

      “Make her go to the doctor.”

      “Of course I’m making her go to the doctor,” I snapped.

      Reeling in my temper, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Amira infuriated me at times, but I needed her help.

      “I need a favor.”

      “Name it.” She spoke without hesitation. Amira’s unfailing loyalty was one of her few redeeming qualities as far as I’m concerned.

      “I want you to move in with us.”

      Amira snorted. “We’d kill each other in a day.”

      “I’ll have to trust my self-discipline,” I muttered, and Amira snorted. But I might think about it. “I’d feel better having someone around while I work. Jeneva would love having you and you could force her to go to a hospital if something happens while I’m not there.”

      “That’s a good point.” Amira tapped her chin. “Of course, I’ll move in if you think that’s what’s best for her.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But let’s get one thing straight. Right now.” Heat burned in her eyes. “If you think that this means you don’t have to be there for her or that you expect me to be a parent to that child so you can keep being a soldier, you need to find someone else.”

      The accusation hit like a slap in the face.

      “Do you really believe I’d do that to Jeneva?” I clenched my jaw.

      “People do fucked-up stuff when life gets stressful,” Amira shrugged.

      “I’m not people. I’m her husband and mate. That baby is my son. I resent the implication.”

      “Okay, okay! Point taken,” Amira raised her hands in surrender. “I’m sorry. I just don’t want my sister to go through any more crap. She’s been through enough.”

      “That’s the only reason why I trust you enough to look after her while I’m away.”

      “I think there was a compliment in there somewhere,” Amira smiled wryly.

      “Don’t get used to it,” I chuckled. “When can you move?”

      “I can have a bag packed in an hour. I was supposed to go to a dig next week, but I’ll consult remotely.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “Jeneva might not,” Amira warned.

      “Maybe not at first, but she will. She’s still trying to make up for lost time when it comes to you.”

      “She doesn’t have to do that anymore,” Amira sighed sadly. “I’m the one who needs to make things up to her now.”

      “This is a perfect opportunity for that.”
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      “What could that possibly be for?” Jeneva asked as I dragged a miniature weapon rack through our front room on the way to the nursery.

      She and Amira sat side by side on the couch, watching something on the entertainment console. Jeneva had a bowl of popped corn balanced perfectly on her round belly. She and Amira took turns taking huge handfuls, happily munching.

      “The baby’s room.” Wasn’t that obvious?

      “Is it some kind of storage thing?” Amira asked.

      “Of sorts.”

      I brought the rack into the nursery. Amira and Jeneva soon appeared in the doorway, watching me with curious expressions. I reached for a large portfolio-style bag I’d brought in a few hours prior and unzipped it.

      “Vrehx, you can’t be serious,” Jeneva exclaimed, cackling.

      “What?” Clearly, I’d missed something.

      “Babies don’t need weapons.”

      I looked down at the neatly arranged rows of miniature training staffs, clubs, and spears in confusion.

      “There aren’t any blasters here,” I reasoned. “Nothing dangerous.”

      “That club has spikes on it,” Amira pointed out.

      “They’re not metal.” I bent one to prove my point.

      “Vrehx, human babies can’t even hold their heads up for a little while after birth,” Jeneva explained.

      “That seems like an evolutionary disadvantage,” I frowned. “Skotan infant muscles develop quickly. They’re running within weeks.”

      “That’s a terrifying thought,” Amira muttered. “I hadn’t thought we’d need a leash yet.”

      “How do we know how Skotan this baby is going to be?” Jeneva’s eyes went wide and she put both hands on her baby bump.

      “I have no idea,” I frowned. “The ultrasounds don’t tell us much at this point.” There were more tests Evie and her colleagues could perform. But they would be invasive, possibly hurt the baby or Jeneva. We’d decided to keep things simple for now.

      “It looks like a large, human-esque bean,” Amira confirmed.

      “Thank you for that beautiful parallel.” Jeneva sighed and rolled her eyes.

      “Beans are great!” Amira protested. “Beans make coffee. You love coffee.”

      “I do love coffee,” Jeneva nodded thoughtfully. “Too bad I can’t have any.”

      “Has that been confirmed, though?” Amira wondered. “What if caffeine’s good for Skotan babies?”

      “Caffeine is definitely not good for Skotan babies,” I laughed. “Inside the womb, that is.”

      “It’s good for them outside the womb?” Jeneva asked, wide-eyed.

      “It can be beneficial,” I shrugged.

      “That sounds like a dad-answer,” Amira muttered to Jeneva, who laughed into her palm.

      “What does that mean?”

      They both looked at me for a moment before bursting into another fit of giggles. I patiently waited for their laughter to subside.

      “Most dads don’t consider every horrible thing that could happen the way moms do,” Amira explained.

      “Example?”

      “Jeneva, do you remember that time we wanted to go searching for Mudrig eggs when we were kids?” Amira asked.

      “Yes!” Jeneva dissolved into another round of laughter.

      “Why is that funny?” I asked.

      “If we’d asked our mother, she would’ve checked to make sure we knew how to get to the Mudrig nests, how long we were going to be gone, and if we knew how to avoid the other common dangers of the forest,” Jeneva explained.

      “Dad, on the other hand,” Amira continued, “only considered whether or not Mudrig eggs were dangerous objects. The eggs aren’t dangerous, so he agreed.”

      “We had no idea where to find the Mudrig breeding grounds, we had no concept of time, and we never paid attention at any point, let alone in the forest,” Jeneva chuckled. “We stumbled home hours after dark, scared out of our wits because we ran into a creature.”

      “Mom didn’t speak to dad for three days,” Amira finished.

      “That was actually a formative experience for me,” Jeneva said thoughtfully. “I learned that I could make it through the forest after dark alive.”

      “I learned to ask dad if I planned on doing anything questionable,” Amira added.

      “Skotan children would never get away with any of that,” I jumped in. “I’m a soldier. A strike team leader. I’m capable of thinking things through before giving an answer.”

      “You say that now,” Jeneva wagged her eyebrows. “But just wait until the dad instincts kick in.”

      “You’re lucky you’re not having a girl. Can you imagine?” Amira giggled.

      “Every boy in the city would be too afraid to ask her on a date.”

      “What game are you two playing?” I looked back and forth between the two of them from my position on the floor.

      “We’re just having fun imagining you being the shotgun dad,” Amira shrugged.

      “I would never use such an archaic weapon,” I snorted. “They’re primitive and leave behind a huge mess.”

      “Definitely glad our first one is a son,” Jeneva nodded.

      “First one?” Amira repeated. “You’re planning on more?”

      “I think so,” Jeneva smiled warmly. “Our original idea was adoption. We might still do that once this one,” she rubbed her baby bump, “is a few years old.”

      “At this rate, Dax and I won’t need to have kids. We’ll just take care of yours.”

      “You say that now, but I bet you fifty credits that you’ll want a baby of your own the second you see ours.”

      “Deal.” The sisters shook hands.

      I went back to the weapons rack and started organizing the child-sized weapons.

      “Absolutely not,” Jeneva said sternly. When I realized she was talking to me, I got to my feet.

      “Skotan babies have the same aggression level as Skotan adults,” I warned her. “He’s going to need something to hone his anger with.”

      “No weapons until we know exactly how Skotan this baby is,” Jeneva replied firmly.

      “I’ll keep them in the storage closet,” I compromised. “But I’m insisting on the armored crib.”

      “The what now?” Amira stuttered.

      I retrieved a few pieces of the crib from the storage closet and laid them out on the nursery floor.

      “Are those pieces of a crib or the walls for a really tiny high-security prison cell?” Amira narrowed her eyes.

      “What the hell is that thing?” Jeneva shot me a look, her hands wrapped around her belly. “You’re not putting my baby in that.”

      “It’s a crib.”

      “I’m now officially more afraid of Skotan babies than I am of regular Skotans,” Amira muttered.

      “No way is our baby sleeping in that.”

      “He’s going to have to,” I insisted. “Skotan babies shed scales like crazy.”

      “What?” Amira sputtered.

      “Skin stretches to accommodate growth. Scales don’t. As the baby grows, he’ll need to shed his scales.”

      “That still doesn’t explain why the crib needs to look like that?” Jeneva gestured to the paneling that was metal on one side and soft foam on the other.

      “The first time a Skotan baby sheds its scales, it’s more of an explosion,” I explained. Both Amira’s and Jeneva’s jaws dropped.

      “An explosion,” Jeneva repeated faintly.

      “A tiny explosion,” I clarified. “Hence the padding.” I slapped the foam paneling for emphasis.

      “You’re going to have to elaborate.” Amira still looked shocked.

      “The foam faces the baby inside his crib. It prevents the scales from ricocheting back and hitting the baby. The metal is to stop the scales from piercing through the foam and hitting anything else.”

      “Congratulations on your new baby porcupine.” Amira patted Jeneva on the shoulder.

      “When you and Dax have a baby, it’ll be half Valorni,” Jeneva replied, jaw tight.

      “I know,” Amira said slowly.

      “Meaning it’ll probably be the size of a baby hippo,” Jeneva finished.

      Amira went pale. “Oh, we’re definitely never having kids.”

      “I can’t wait to hold that over your head when you tell me you’re pregnant,” Jeneva smirked. “The crib can stay, Vrehx. If our baby is going to be shooting scales all over the place, I trust you to prepare adequately.”

      “I broke a window when I first shed my scales.” A fact I was quite proud of, actually.

      “I’m going to look into a better home insurance plan.” Jeneva pressed her fingertips to the bridge of her nose.

      “Get certified in treating puncture wounds while you’re at it,” Amira suggested.
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      I’d gotten so used to going to Evie for every ache and ailment that I was stunned when she finally referred me to an obstetrician.

      “No,” I blurted, clutching my belly protectively. I immediately snapped my mouth shut and sighed. “I’m sorry, Evie. I just don’t trust anyone else to look after my own health, let alone the health of the baby.”

      Never in my life had I considered myself the maternal type, yet here I was snapping at my trusted doctor and friend like an overprotective Larkin brood mother.

      “If you trust me, then you already know I’d never send you to someone who’d put you or the baby in danger,” Evie had reasoned with me. “Besides, you can always use your mind powers to figure out if you trust the baby doctor or not.”

      “That’s not at all how my empath abilities work,” I snorted. “I sense the feelings of others, not their medical qualifications.”

      “Remind me to run those brain tests after you’ve stopped breastfeeding,” Evie said offhandedly. “I want to do a research paper on your abilities, if that’s okay with you.”

      “Breastfeeding?” I blurted.

      “Are you planning to bottle feed instead?” Evie asked.

      “How do I know if I even can? I’m not sure if I even have the right kind of milk.”

      “Of course, you do. You’re the baby’s mother.”

      “The baby is only half human,” I pointed out as if anyone could forget.

      “This is exactly why I’m sending you to the planet’s most qualified obstetrician. She can answer those kinds of questions,” Evie beamed.

      “They can tell me what kind of breastmilk my half-alien baby will want?” I arched one brow.

      “Maybe not that specific,” Evie laughed. “This is going to be a new experience for everyone. You and Vrehx aren’t just changing history, you’re changing the human genome.”

      “As if being a first-time mother wasn’t enough.”

      “Just go to the obstetrician,” Evie had urged me. “You’ll feel much better when you do.”

      Those words rang in my ears now as I sat in an uncomfortable chair in the obstetrician’s waiting room. When I first walked in, the other waiting mothers smiled at me. Out of curiosity, I used my empath abilities on them. I didn’t feel anything unexpected. Excitement, love, hope, and, of course, a tinge of fear. I felt many of the same things myself.

      “How far along are you?” A mother with a waterfall of red curls and a glowing complexion asked me as she rubbed her protruding belly.

      “I-” my words caught in my throat. I didn’t know how to answer that. The human gestation period might not apply to me. I couldn’t pinpoint the exact date that Vrehx and I conceived our child. In my panic, I just sputtered.

      “Don’t worry about it,” the expecting mother smiled. “I bet it’s your first time here.”

      I nodded.

      “Dr. Calibas is the best,” she gushed. “She’ll tell you everything you need to know. Are you here by yourself today?”

      “My husband should be coming shortly,” I whispered. I looked around at the human men smiling at their human partners, rubbing and talking to their baby bumps with looks of utter bliss plastered on their faces.

      “Is he excited?” the mother gushed. “Stupid question, of course he’s excited! Mine nearly jumped out of his skin when I told him. He wanted to come today but he had to work. You know how it is.”

      “Very well,” I nodded.

      “What does your husband do?” She asked.

      “Security,” I stammered. It wasn’t a lie, but with all of the anti-alien hullabaloo, I didn’t want to go around broadcasting what Vrehx did for a living.

      Or what I did, for that matter. Not that I’d been working much. The little Skotan nugget inside me sucked up all my energy day and night. I was exhausted after a few hours on my feet.

      “Here in Nyheim?” she asked.

      I nodded.

      “Wow! He must have his hands full with all that’s going on.”

      “Absolutely,” I agreed. “But we still make time for each other. He’s going to take time off when the baby comes.”

      “So is mine,” the mother gushed. “I can’t wait for the three of us to spend all day every day together.”

      At that moment, Vrehx strode into the waiting room. The mother I’d been talking to, as well as the other mothers and their husbands, looked up in confusion.

      “I wonder what’s going on,” the mother whispered to me. “I’ve never seen one of them in this part of town.”

      “There you are, darling,” Vrehx said when he spotted me. Despite the tension in the room, I smiled and tipped my face up to receive his kiss. “This place is a labyrinth. I’m sorry I’m late.”

      “It’s all right. The doctor is running behind,” I explained.

      “Why is it that all human doctors run behind schedule?” Vrehx mused.

      “It’s all that bedside manner,” I joked.

      “This is your husband?” the mother I’d been speaking to asked in a halting voice.

      “Yes,” I smiled. “This is Vrehx.”

      “Good to meet you,” Vrehx said amiably.

      The mother wasn’t looking at him. Instead, she stared at my baby bump.

      “So, your child is his?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Oh.”

      I could tell she was uncomfortable.

      Part of me didn’t blame her. At times, I was uncomfortable with it, too. Although, that was mostly because the little Skotan inside me liked to practice unsheathing its armored scales in the middle of the night. Very uncomfortable.

      But most of me wanted to shake the ignorance and prejudice out of her.

      Instead, I practiced the deep-breathing exercises Evie had suggested for my temper.

      “Excuse me for just a moment.” Vrehx stood up and walked away, talking quietly into his comm unit.

      I glanced around at the other people in the waiting room, who were pretending like they hadn’t been staring at me or Vrehx. The mother next to me looked like she was trying to come up with something to say.

      A nurse stuck her head into the waiting room.

      “Ambrosia Lott?”

      “Oh, thank goodness,” the mother next to me sighed. She gathered her things and quickly stood up. “Good luck,” she said to me before disappearing through the door.

      Vrehx returned a few moments later.

      “You had to take the call right at that moment?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Vrehx replied. “You know how it is.”

      “I know. But does General Rouhr know where you are today?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I think he’ll be understanding if you don’t answer your comm unit for a little while.”

      “Something could happen,” Vrehx replied. “I want to be informed so I can best advise my team of how to act in my absence.”

      “They’re highly trained and smarter than you give them credit for.”

      “Even Axtin?”

      “Okay, maybe not Axtin,” I chuckled. “Don’t try to get me off subject by making me laugh.”

      “It was worth a shot.” Vrehx made himself comfortable in the waiting room chair and pulled out a datapad.

      “What are you doing now?” I whispered.

      “Intel reports. I have to read them and give my recommendations for new aerial tactics.”

      “And you absolutely have to do that now?” I pressed.

      “We’re in a waiting room. Nothing’s going to happen until we’re called in.”

      “Something’s happening right now,” I told him.

      “What?” Vrehx gave me a blank look.

      “Your wife is nervous about seeing a new doctor for the planet’s first hybrid pregnancy,” I replied. “I’m a little stressed at the moment, if you can imagine it.”

      Vrehx’s expression softened.

      “You’re right. Of course, you’re feeling overwhelmed. But I’m right here next to you and I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Until you get an important call,” I scoffed.

      “You and I both have a job to do right now. It’s your job to ensure a safe environment in there,” he placed a hand on my stomach, “for our child. It’s my job to ensure a safe environment out there. The more I do now, the less I’ll have to do when the baby comes.”

      He had a point.

      A damn good one, at that.

      Even if I didn’t like it.

      I took a deep breath to settle my racing heart.

      “You’re right. Thank you for everything you’re doing,” I said. “Our baby is lucky to have such a dedicated father.”

      “Our baby is lucky to have such a caring mother.” Vrehx leaned over to kiss my forehead before returning to his datapad.

      A wave of exhaustion swept over me, not an uncommon occurrence nowadays. I rested my head on Vrehx’s shoulder and waited for the doctor to call us.
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      Vrehx took our conversation at the doctor’s office to heart. The next day, he stayed home from work.

      Then he stayed home the day after that and the day after that and the day after that. He’d transformed into the most attentive, loving future father that ever was.

      Ever.

      Maybe it was the pregnancy hormones, maybe it was my natural independence, but I quickly learned that I preferred it when he went to work during the day.

      Vrehx wasn’t letting me do anything for myself.

      He even tied my boot laces when I wanted to go for a walk around the block. He then proceeded to hold my hand for the duration of the seven-minute walk. It wasn’t a loving we’re-a-couple-so-we’re-holding-hands type of thing.

      If anything, I felt like an unruly toddler he was charged with keeping in line.

      On top of that, the house was a mess!

      Vrehx wouldn’t let me lift a finger to clean, but his idea of clean was not up to scratch. I guess that was a universal male trait, no matter the species.

      Crabby, restless, and at my wit's end, I excused myself to take a bath.

      “I’ll come with you. You might need help getting in and out of the tub.” Vrehx got to his feet but I lifted a hand to stop him, barely keeping in a hiss.

      “I’ll be fine. I promise. You’ve already installed that handrail, remember? Give me a chance to test it out.”

      “All right,” Vrehx said skeptically. He didn’t sit back down.

      I walked through the bedroom, expecting to hear him following me at any moment. I grabbed my comm unit from the bedside table and took it into the bathroom with me. While I let the bath water run, I made a call.

      “Hello?”

      Hearing Renna’s voice put me at ease immediately.

      “Hi, Renna. It’s Jeneva.”

      “Jeneva! How are you, dearest? How’s the baby?”

      Renna was my one link to civilization when I lived alone out in the forest. She sold the extracts and poisons I collected on my behalf. I always wondered how fate had aligned so perfectly to bring her into my life, then I found out she was my grandmother.

      She shared my empathic abilities, though hers had dulled considerably with age. She rarely used them.

      At least, that’s what she said.

      “The baby’s fine. I’m about to lose my mind, though.”

      “Vrehx,” Renna said knowingly.

      “I can’t get a moment alone!” I sighed. “I thought it was what I wanted. He’s been so great, but I can tie my own shoes.”

      “Independence runs in our family,” Renna chuckled. “I can get him out of the house if you want. There’s something I’ve been meaning to give you but I haven’t had the time to make the trek.”

      “I can have Vrehx send one of his team members to pick you up. It’s no big deal,” I told Renna for the hundredth time.

      “I’m old, not an invalid. I can make the walk myself,” Renna said dismissively.

      “Renna, no one makes that walk. Ever.”

      “I’m not just anyone,” she tutted. “Do you want Vrehx to pick up a special herb mixture for you or not?”

      “I do!” I said quickly. “Absolutely.”

      A knock at the door interrupted our conversation.

      “Just making sure you’re alright, darling,” Vrehx called. I walked across the bathroom and opened the door.

      “Just fine.” My smile was tight. “I’m chatting with Renna. She has something for me. An herb mixture that helps with pregnancy.”

      “Hello, Vrehxie!” Renna called through the comm unit. I bit back a laugh.

      Vrehx hated being called Vrehxie.

      I couldn’t imagine anyone else even trying it.

      I suspected Renna got her kicks from calling him that at every opportunity. It was one of her ways of showing affection.

      At least, that’s what I keep telling him.

      “Hi, Renna,” Vrehx replied. “You’ve got something for Jeneva?”

      “Yes, but I need you to come to my cottage. I want to make sure all of the herbs react positively with your Skotan blood and skin and whatnot.”

      “Oh,” Vrehx brightened. “That’s an excellent idea. When would you like me to come?”

      “Can you make it out today? This is the most beneficial time window in Jeneva’s pregnancy for herbal boosts.”

      “Will you be all right, Jeneva?” Vrehx asked.

      “Of course! I’ll just take a nap and catch up on some notes from work,” I assured him.

      Excited, Vrehx hurriedly put on his boots and arranged for an aerial unit to take him to Renna’s little cottage. I gave him an extra-long kiss before he left. When the door closed, I took in the silence and solitude with a happy sigh.

      “Thank you, Renna,” I said to the still connected comm unit.

      “You’re welcome, dearie. Men always get so strange with pregnant women.”

      “I’ve never seen him like this,” I sighed.

      “I’ve always believed it’s because the men know the women are doing the hardest part and are desperate to make up for it,” Renna reasoned. “My husband, your granddad, tried to carry me everywhere when I was pregnant with your mother.”

      “Vrehx is at that point,” I laughed.

      “Just wait until that baby is born. I’ll let you enjoy your solitude. I’ve got some herbs to prepare.”

      “Bye, Renna.”

      The hot water from my bath was still steaming when I walked back into the bathroom. According to my obstetrician, and a few Skotan soldiers who had children of their own, Skotan babies liked hot water. When I lowered myself into the tub, I felt an appreciative wiggle.

      “Do you like that?” I laughed.

      Another wiggle.

      “I like it, too. Carrying you around is hell on my back, you know?” I placed a hand on my swollen belly and sighed. “You’re only getting bigger so I better get used to it. Would you think I’m completely uncool if I got some compression socks for my ankles?”

      No wiggle.

      “Fine. No compression socks. I’ll just let my ankles balloon out.”

      I soaked in the hot water until my back stopped aching and goosebumps appeared on my skin.

      The handrail Vrehx had anchored into the wall actually came in handy when I needed to haul myself out.

      “Remind me to tell your father how useful the handrail is,” I told the baby inside me. “I think it’ll make him feel nice. Did you hear great-grandma talking about how your father might feel inadequate? Any thoughts on that?”

      Wiggle. Wiggle. Wiggle. Kick.

      “Well, you’re half Skotan, so you’d know better than me,” I chuckled. “You haven’t been born yet and you’re already smarter than me. How many parents can say that?”

      Kick.

      “No, I’m not turning into one of those mothers that brag over their child’s every breath,” I countered. “Remember, you’re changing history. I’m allowed to brag about that.”

      Wiggle.

      “When your brain develops a little more, I’m going to try my empath abilities on you. I think that’ll be a more efficient way of communicating. I only get the gist of things when you kick my bladder.”

      Kickkickkickkickkick.

      “I know what that means, even without using my abilities. Want a stardew fruit?”

      One hard kick was my answer.

      I walked to the kitchen and sliced up one of the vibrant pink fruits. I personally hated the things but the baby loved them.

      I cleaned off the knife in the sink.

      “Might as well do the dishes,” I reasoned. Within an hour, I’d scrubbed the kitchen from top to bottom.

      “Does the carpet look a little gray to you?” I asked the baby.

      No response.

      “I know you can’t see but can you humor me, kid?”

      Kick.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      The baby and I worked hard all afternoon until our home was spotless. It felt good to use my body. I think the baby appreciated the exercise as well. By the time I felt satisfied with the cleaning, the baby was asleep and I was exhausted.

      Like I’d promised Vrehx, I went into the bedroom to take a nap. While I slept, I dreamed of a huge garden filled with every medicinal plant in the forest. My baby knew every one of their names.
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      The transport shuttle zoomed over the forest, cutting through the tatters of clouds that drifted aimlessly across a blue sky. I looked out the window, taking in the vibrant green that stretched underneath me. The trees reached up high into the air, carpeting hills and valleys, and their canopies were so dense I couldn't even make out the ground underneath them.

      A small smile spread across my lips as I remembered my first couple of hours on this planet. It had all seemed so new back then. Barely did I know that this place would eventually become home.

      "Alright, now where's that clearing?" I muttered under my breath, carefully lowering the hovercraft's speed. The engine’s growl turned into a purr and I started making my descent, the altitude sensors beeping as the shuttle flew dangerously close to the top of the trees. I kept my eyes peeled for the clearing where I would meet Renna and, not seeing it, turned my attention to the control panel.

      I checked the coordinates on the dashboard and, once I was sure they were right, I trusted the navigation instruments and lowered the altitude some more. Finally spotting a gap in the forest's green tapestry, I guided the shuttle there and engaged the landing pad. The landing was a smooth one, the exact opposite of how the Vengeance had crashed here, and the clearing I was in brought all those memories back to the surface. I smiled, suddenly feeling nostalgic about it. It all seemed like it had happened a lifetime ago, and to a different version of me.

      The jump into the unknown, the crash landing, the Xathi…

      "Renna." Climbing out from the shuttle, I felt the crunch of a soft autumn's carpet underneath my boots. Renna sat on a flat rock by the edge of the clearing, three wicker baskets resting at her feet. She was looking at me with an amused smile, a soft breeze whipping at her silver hair. Despite the deep lines on her face, slashes that dug into her skin around her lips and eyes, she had a kind of timeless beauty. Just like Jeneva.

      "Grab those, will ya?" Pushing herself off the rock she was on, she smoothed out the front of her rough dress and pointed at the baskets. "And careful not to break anything."

      I picked up the baskets dutifully, and heard a dozen glass jars inside each one of them. It seemed like Renna hadn't been kidding when she mentioned 'herbal boosts'. The woman was a walking pharmacy.

      "How have you been, Renna?" I asked her. Despite her age and diminutive size, I found her intimidating. She had the same fiery personality as Jeneva, and she wasn't the kind of woman that would suffer fools gladly. I figured that a life spent in the wilderness, all by herself, had toughened her.

      "Better than ever." Looking back at me over her shoulder, she climbed the small ramp that led up into the hovercraft. I followed after her and, punching the panel after I climbed aboard, I waited as the hydraulics pulled the ramp up.

      "Do you need any help strapping in?"

      "I might be old, but I'm not useless." Smiling, she plopped herself down on the passenger's seat and grabbed the two pieces of the belt. Instead of sliding the metallic tab into the appropriate slot, locking the belt in, she wrapped the two ends around her waist and knotted them. Not exactly standard protocol, but I decided to keep my mouth shut.

      I placed the wicker baskets in a compartment in the back, to ensure they wouldn't break during our flight back into the city, and then sat in the pilot's chair.

      "Do you get nauseous when flying?" I asked Renna. "I can go slow, if you prefer."

      "You must be driving Jeneva crazy," she said, ignoring my question. There was an amused glint in her eyes, a grin tugging at the corner of her lips.

      "And what's that supposed to mean?" Turning the engine on, I watched as the sudden burst of power coming from it made the trees in the clearing bend slightly. Slowly, I started lifting the shuttle off the ground, the engine roaring its way back to life.

      "C'mon, don't pretend you don't know what I'm talking about," she laughed. "You must be annoying her to no end."

      "Annoying her?"

      "Knowing you men like I do, you're probably treating her as if she's sick and dying."

      "What? That's definitely not what I’m doing."

      "Are you sure?"

      I frowned. I had taken over all household duties, including cooking ones, and I did my best to pamper Jeneva every waking hour of the day. That didn't mean I was treating her as if she was sick. Of course, Renna's words were oddly familiar. After all, Jeneva had developed a habit of telling me she wasn't sick whenever I tried to convince her to get back in bed and let me handle all the cooking and cleaning.

      "Your silence is deafening," Renna continued.

      "I'll have you know I'm doing my best," I said.

      "I hope you are."

      "Of course I am."

      "Is that why Jeneva kicked you out for the day?"

      "She didn't kick me out for the day," I threw back at Renna. "I just left her because I had to come and pick you up."

      "Of course."

      Sighing, I directed some power into the thrusters and started the flight back into the city. Neither Renna or I spoke for quite some time, but eventually I broke the silence. Even though she was a nice old woman—at least when she wanted to be—it was slightly unnerving to sit in complete silence with her.

      "It'd be so much easier if you humans were in control of your emotions," I finally breathed out. It was getting harder and harder to predict how Jeneva was feeling, and that always resulted in the weirdest of situations. I now found myself having to leave the house at three in the morning just so I could find canned pineapples, and Jeneva sometimes started furiously arguing with the characters in her favorite holo-show. Attempts to calm her down only resulted in having the might of her fury thrown my way.

      "What?" Renna chuckled. "Don't tell me Skotan women show no emotions. Are they as robotic as you are?"

      "I’m not robotic,” I protested, but quickly shook my head and gave up on that. “Skotan women show emotion, yes. But with Jeneva, there are always a lot of emotions. It's just that...sometimes I don't know how to deal with her."

      "Of course not." Her tone was an amused one, but there was also some kindness in her words. "Jeneva's pregnant, Vrehx. There's a life growing inside her. Her body is a melting pot of hormones. Just be happy she hasn't bitten your head off."

      “Now that’s a lovely thought,” I chuckled. In the distance, the tall spires of the city gleamed under the light of the setting sun. “Maybe the herbs will help,” I continued, and that just had Renna laughing again.

      "The herbs will help, but not with that.” She rested her chin on the palm of her hand, and looked at me as if she were appraising me. “Jeneva's changing moods might be like a rollercoaster, but there's little anyone can do to change that. It’s just the way of the world, kid. You’ll have to be patient and do your best to understand."

      "Well, I do try to be understanding."

      "I bet you do." That amused tone, again. Renna was having her fun teasing me, no doubt about it.

      "What?" I frowned, looking back at her for a second. "Do you think I'm a bad husband?"

      "No, not at all," she smiled. "I just think that you are a husband."
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      "What are you doing?"

      Pushing herself to her feet, Jeneva gave me a smile.

      "Cleaning," she said, a glint in her eyes. I didn't like to see her down on her knees, scrubbing the floor of the bathroom as if that was the most important thing in the world, but I bit my tongue and remained silent. Renna had accused me of treating Jeneva like a sickly woman, and I wanted to show her that I wasn't doing anything like that.

      "Jeneva, dear," Renna walked past me, her sassy tone suddenly gone. Despite her advanced age, she was still fast, and closed in on Jeneva like a pouncing cat. "You look amazing," she continued, hugging her granddaughter tightly. Taking one step back, she looked down at Jeneva's belly and let a bright smile take over her face.

      "She does look beautiful, doesn't she?" I heard someone say behind me, and I turned on my heels to see Amira standing in the kitchen's doorway. She had her hair tied back, a few stray locks falling over her face, and she positively ignored me as she walked toward Renna and wrapped her arms around the older woman.

      The three of them started talking fast, their voices high-pitched, and I simply stood there awkwardly, shifting my weight from one foot to the other. There was something about pregnancies that made women—even the ones that weren't pregnant themselves—act strangely.

      "Vrehx, could you please go and grab us some tea?" Jeneva asked me, and I spun around fast, eager to actually do something other than stand around idly. I put the kettle on, grabbed a few cookies and crackers from the cupboard, and laid it all out on the counter. Five minutes later and I was stepping into the living room, carrying three cups of tea on a tray, along with the biscuits.

      "You trained him well," Renna nodded approvingly as she took a sip of her tea.

      "Vrehx has been amazing," Jeneva said. "He's taken over household duties. I barely do anything these days."

      "Oh, I can imagine," Amira laughed, glancing at me with a grin.

      "Vrehx, why don't you leave us to our tea?" Jeneva rose from the couch and waddled toward me, one hand draped over her belly. Going on her tiptoes, she brushed her lips against mine and cupped my face with both hands. "You deserve to take a break, and Renna and Amira are here in case I need anything. Why don't you go and meet the guys?"

      "Are you sure?" I asked her. As much as I trusted Renna and Amira, I had to be sure.

      "I'm positive," she chuckled. "You go and relax, alright?"

      "Alright." I kissed her once more, one hand at her waist, and then gave the other two women a slight nod. I grabbed my comms unit from the kitchen counter and, as I made my way down the stairs and out of the building, I reached out for Tu'ver. I was about to step into the hovercraft when he picked up and told me he was at New Hope, a small bar that was within walking distance.

      I made my way there, both hands in my pockets, and stepped inside to see Tu'ver and Axtin sitting at one of the tables by the corner. Although the bar was an old one, it had undergone renovations, as well as having its name changed. The Xathi had laid waste to the building, but instead of giving up, the owners simply rebuilt their business. Hence the name, New Hope.

      "How's it going, dad?" Axtin smiled, a pitcher of beer in his hand. Although most of us could drink like a regular human would, from a glass or a mug, Axtin enjoyed his beer in the largest container available. I was actually surprised to see him drinking from a pitcher and not a barrel.

      "Very funny." Sitting beside them, I waved at the bartender and ordered a mug of beer. When I realized that both Axtin and Tu'ver were almost done with their drinks, I then decided to order a round.

      "Not in a good mood, huh?" Tu'ver asked me, looking straight at me over the rim of his mug.

      "What are you talking about?" I frowned, pursing my lips into a straight line. "I'm in an excellent mood."

      "Sure, looks like it," Axtin laughed. "Leena tells me that pregnant women can be complicated creatures.”

      "She's right about that," I muttered, and then reached for my mug once the waitress laid it in front of me. I took a sip, which turned into a long gulp, and soon enough there was nothing but foam sloshing in the bottom of the mug. I looked down at it, watching my reflection on the glass, and sighed. "Make it a pitcher," I told the young waitress, and she let out a small giggle before leaving our table.

      "How is it, really?" Tu'ver asked, and this time he wasn't teasing me. He was genuinely curious. His curiosity, though, wasn't an innocent one. I knew some of the guys were already thinking of taking the next step in their relationships—fatherhood—but they were holding back before talking to their mates about removing their contraceptive implants. They wanted to see how things went for me and Jeneva before making the jump. I didn't blame them for that. We weren't the same species, and there were a lot of things that could go wrong. I tried not to dwell on it, though. All the medical exams Jeneva had done indicated a healthy baby boy, and I had to trust the doctors.

      It was either that or go insane.

      "It's not easy, I’ll tell you that." Grabbing my full pitcher, I took another large gulp. I leaned back in my seat, the beer making me feel warmer, and sighed. "The mood swings, the late-night cravings...women transform when they're pregnant."

      "Late night cravings?" Tu'ver asked, narrowing his eyes.

      "Yeah," Axtin laughed. "Remember that time when we were leaving the bar and came across him?"

      "Oh, right," Tu'ver nodded, looking at me with amusement. "You were carrying a giant haunch of Luurizi. I thought that was weird."

      "Sometimes I think I work at the market," I admitted. "I've been there so many times, looking for all kinds of stuff, that I know where everything's stocked. But it's not just about the late-night cravings...the mood swings are what terrify me."

      "C'mon, aren't you exaggerating?"

      "I wish," I said. "Sometimes she's happy and we're goofing around...and then she gets mad at whatever's happening on the holoscreen. I'm telling you, one of these days, she's going to throw the damn thing out the window."

      Tu'ver and Axtin exchanged a quick glance. They looked scared, and that was enough for me to realize that I had been right. The two of them were already considering fatherhood.

      "But I wouldn't change any of it, you know?" I continued. "There's nothing quite like watching your woman's belly grow, and to know that soon enough you'll be holding your kid in your arms."

      "Aren't you scared?"

      "Scared?" I hesitated before replying.

      "Yes. I mean...we're all soldiers, and it's not like we have people around that are experienced on how to raise a Skotan boy."

      "It's going to be a challenge," I admitted. "And, yes, sometimes it's frightening to think we're so far away from the place we used to call home. But, at the end of the day, I have Jeneva. And with her as the mother, I know it'll all work out."

      "Spoken like a true father," Tu'ver laughed, and then he grabbed his pitcher and held it up. "To fatherhood!"

      "To fatherhood!" Axtin echoed, and the three of us clinked our pitchers.

      "To fatherhood," I whispered. It was hard to believe that, after fighting the Xathi, there'd be something even more challenging in my life. But fatherhood...well, that was an adventure I was more than willing to embark on.
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      "What are you doing here?"

      Leaning back in my seat, I swiveled the chair around to find General Rouhr staring at me from the doorway. His arms were folded over his chest, and there was a serious expression on his face.

      "Just finishing some reports, sir," I replied, but that didn't seem to impress him. He arched one eyebrow and, holding my gaze, shook his head slightly. He looked disappointed.

      "It's late, Vrehx," he said. "Shouldn't you be home?"

      "It's not that late..." I started to say, but trailed off once I saw the time in the corner of my holoscreen. It was already past dinner time, and I had promised Jeneva I’d be at home on time. "Skrell," I muttered, and then quickly cleared my throat and straightened my back. "Sorry, sir. I lost track of time."

      "You're not trying to put in more hours because of the baby, are you?" Sighing, the general's expression finally relaxed. His disappointment gave way to concern. "Right now, the important thing is for you to be there for your family."

      "I appreciate that, sir," I smiled. Even after all this time, it still felt weird to hear people refer to me and Jeneva as a family. It also felt amazing. "It's just...there's a lot of work to be done, and we're extremely understaffed. I don't want to burden the others. I know that Jeneva's pregnant, but it wouldn't be fair for me to—"

      "It wouldn't be fair for you to leave your woman waiting," he cut me short. I was about to reply to that when he held one hand up, silencing me. "Go home, Vrehx."

      "Yes, sir." I nodded. "Thank you."

      Raking one hand over my face, I pushed myself up to my feet and followed the general out of the office. We parted ways in the corridor, and I made my way out of the building and toward the hangar where I had my hovercraft.

      When I finally got home, I started hearing the three women's voice even before I had the door unlocked. They were talking loudly, the laughter coming from the inside enough to put a smile on my face. Even though Renna could be annoying at times, I still liked having her around.

      "Look who decided to show up," Renna said as I stepped into the kitchen. There was flour all over the counter, and the three of them were wearing aprons.

      "Don't you have a watch?" Amira said, backing Renna. "Dinner's getting cold. And to think, poor Jeneva would dine alone if we weren't around.”

      I did my best not to frown. These two were always taking shots at me, but I didn't take it personally. It seemed like whenever women were together in a group, their sassiness levels increased tenfold. Especially when a pregnancy was involved.

      "Don't mind them," Jeneva chuckled, kissing my lips. She laid one hand on my face, and I felt the flour on her fingertips sticking to my skin.

      "What are you doing?" I looked at the oven, curious as I saw an orange glow coming from it.

      "Lemon cake," Jeneva replied. "I don't remember the last time I had one. Renna has some herbs that blend with it perfectly."

      "You're lucky you have us." Closing in on me, Amira poked me in the ribs with her elbow. "What would become of Jeneva without her man around?”

      "I didn't choose to be late," I said, and this time I couldn't stop myself from frowning. "There's a lot of work to be done, and we're massively understaffed as it is. I can't shirk my duties and responsibilities, and—"

      "C'mon, Vrehx," Amira laughed, patting my chest with her flour-covered hand. My frown deepened as I saw a thin mist of the white powder covering my uniform. "I'm just messing with you. I know you guys have been working hard. Dax always gets home late, as well. I can't remember the last time we had dinner together."

      Clearing my throat, I suddenly felt slightly embarrassed at my prickly attitude. Dax was one of the guys working extra shifts all the time, and it was obvious that Amira knew we were all drowning in work. She was just joking around, and I had started growing irritated, like an idiot.

      "Just wait until the baby's born," Renna added, that teasing glint in her eyes.

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "You'll stop working late soon enough," she explained. "I mean, you're going to be up all night."

      "Up all night?" I blinked at that, confused. "Why would I do that?"

      Renna arched one eyebrow, looking from Jeneva to Amira. "He doesn't know?" She asked them, and then she burst out laughing.

      "I didn't want to scare him," Jeneva admitted. "He told me Skotan babies only cry when they start dropping their first scales, so..."

      "Oh, Vrehx, you're in for a surprise then," Amira chuckled. "Human kids are always up during the night. You'll have to sleep in intervals."

      "That's not going to be a problem," I told them. Military life had prepared me for that. Hopefully, enough. "Is there something else I should know about?"

      "Oh, I bet there are a thousand things you don't know about what it takes to raise a baby," Renna said, and then she gave me a little wink. "But I'll be around. I'll be your mentor."

      I shuddered at the thought. I didn't know if I'd be able to take Renna's endless teasing...especially if, like they had said, I would have to survive sleepless nights.

      "I think I'll manage just fine. I've been doing some reading."

      "Reading?" Renna echoed, both hands on her hips. She looked at Jeneva, who just gave her a coy smile and shrugged her shoulders.

      "Vrehx got a couple of books from the library in Glymna on how to raise human kids," she explained, and that had Renna and Amira in hysterics. Apparently, it was funny to imagine a grown Skotan man hunched over a how-to book.

      I didn't blame them. It was funny, after all.

      Had anyone told me a few years ago that this would be my life, I would’ve burst out laughing, too.

      When we first crash-landed on this planet, I never thought I'd be wondering about developmental stages and when the baby should speak its first word.

      I was nothing but a soldier, my only concerns being the amount of ammo on my belt and the location of the nearest Xathi, but here I was now...standing in a kitchen with a woman I loved, my son growing inside her belly.

      Renna and Amira, as merciless as they were with their teasing, completed the happy scene. They were family, after all.

      "Alright, now that you've all had your fun, what do you say we sit down to eat?"

      "You go and take a seat, Vrehx," Renna told me, gesturing me toward the dining room. There, I froze in the doorway. The table had already been set, and there was a tray with my favorite meat roast in the center.

      "Renna cooked it for you," Jeneva said with a kind smile. "She knows how to cook it even better than I do."

      I just looked at the three of them, not knowing what to say, and settled on a smile.

      Women could be complicated creatures, yes...but they were also the best damn thing in the galaxy.
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      I stood in front of the bathroom mirror, looking at my figure apprehensively. I dropped my towel to the floor, just so I could appraise my nakedness, and gave myself a proud smile. I hadn't put on as much weight as I had feared, and my figure remained slender. My protruding belly, though, was a dead giveaway of how pregnant I was. Sighing, I made a mental note to tell Vrehx to buy me some more clothes with elastic waistbands.

      Despite all that, my figure wasn't what I was worried about. The fact that my baby would be the first of its kind was what had me feeling anxious. No matter how many times the doctor told me everything was fine, it was almost impossible not to feel worried about the future. I was afraid the doctors didn't know what they were talking about—after all, what did they really know about half-human, half-Skotan babies?

      I laid my fingers on my belly as I felt one of the baby's kicks. It felt like he was trying to reassure me everything would be okay. "I sure hope you're right, kiddo," I whispered, smiling as I ran my fingertips over the rising curve of my belly. There was another kick, and I closed my eyes and tried to relax.

      Putting my pajamas on, I finger-combed my hair and walked into the bedroom. Vrehx was already fast asleep, his bulk taking over most of the bed, and I had to give him a soft push so that I could climb onto the mattress. He stirred in his sleep and, a couple of seconds later, his eyelids fluttered up.

      "Go back to sleep," I whispered as gently as I could, slipping under the covers and laying my head against his bare chest. He placed his arm over my shoulder and pulled me against him, the warmth of his body spreading onto mine.

      "I was dreaming of you," he told me, his voice heavy and mellow. He turned his head, locking his eyes on mine, and smiled. I returned his gaze, remembering the first time I had seen him, and the memories bubbled up to my mind’s surface. At the time, I had no idea Vrehx would end up being the father of my children...but now it all seemed so obvious. Even back then, lost in the middle of the forest and fighting for our lives, I knew there was something special about him. Something unique.

      "Was it a good dream?"

      "A great dream," he replied, that kindness in his eyes enough to make my heart melt. "Is everything okay?"

      "Why are you asking?"

      "You just seemed a little concerned, is all," he replied. Even though he didn't know how to deal with my constantly shifting moods at times, he was now more attuned to how I felt than ever. I was a lucky woman, no doubt about that.

      "It's just..." I hesitated, running my tongue over my lips. Closing my eyes for a moment, I tried to decide on my next words. I didn’t want to scare him. "I'm scared, Vrehx. Our baby...he's different."

      "Yes, he is," he said in that reassuring tone of his. "And he'll grow to be as strong as his father, and as smart as his mother. And soon enough, there'll be more like him running around. It’s only a matter of time."

      "I hope so," I nodded. "It just feels like everyone's waiting for our baby to be born, you know? The other women want to see how my pregnancy goes before they risk it themselves. It's...it's a lot of pressure. I almost feel like it's my duty to be okay."

      "I know, darling." Kissing my forehead, he began stroking my hair. "I'm scared, too."

      "You are?"

      "Yes," he nodded. "But deep down, I know that I'm worrying needlessly. Even if our baby didn’t happen to be the first of his kind, I'd be scared all the same. I think that's just part of being a parent." Then, after making a slight pause, he let a grin tug at the corner of his lips. "At least that's what the books say."

      "You and your books," I laughed softly. "I read them, too, you know? When you're not around. But they just make me worry even more."

      "Why's that?"

      "It's just...everything hurts and feels wrong compared to what I read. I know that some of it is normal, but other things...oh, I don't know. I just don't want anything bad to happen. Even Renna tells me I worry too much, but I just can’t help it."

      "I know." Pulling me against him, he took a deep breath, his chest gently rising. I nestled up to him and closed my eyes, the anxiety slowly leaving my body. Whenever I was close to him, I felt safe and protected. I felt happy. "I love you, Vrehx. I really do."

      "And I love you," he repeated. Turning on the mattress so that he was facing me, he rested his forehead against mine. I opened my eyes only to find him looking at me with a loving smile. "I will always love you, Jeneva. No matter what."

      "I know," I whispered. Smiling, I finally felt all my concerns turning into tiny specks of dust. All my fears paled in comparison to his love. I didn't know how he did it, but he always made me believe that everything would work out.

      I closed my eyes and, with one hand on his chest, I felt his heartbeat. It was steady and strong, and I somehow knew that the tiny heart belonging to our child beat in that same rhythm. Just like Vrehx had said, I was convinced he would be as strong as his father. Not just strong, but brave and kind, as well. That was all a mother could ask for.

      A mother, I thought, suddenly surprised at the strength behind that word, I'm going to be a mother. That was something I had never believed would happen. When I ran through the forest, without a care in the world, I thought that would be my life forever. Fate, though, had other plans for me.

      "C'mere, you," I muttered, cupping Vrehx's face with one hand. Pressing my breasts against his chest, I then brought my lips down onto his. We kissed softly, his tongue parting my lips with a blend of gentleness and lust, and I felt my heart flutter inside my chest.

      "I want you, Vrehx," I continued, my hand roaming down his bare chest until I found the waistband of his boxer briefs. Just a little further down and my fingertips brushed against his hardness, his desire pulsing against the palm of my hand. "I need you."

      "And I'm right here."

      "Then take me," I whispered, eager for that sweet moment of surrender, the one where our bodies fused into one.

      "Are you sure that—"

      "Yes, I'm sure," I cut him short, smiling as I saw his eyes dart to my belly. Even after all this time, I still had a hard time believing that this battle-hardened warrior of mine had such a gentle soul inside him. "We'll be careful."

      "Yes..." he whispered. "Yes, we will."

      With that, he kissed me.

      The night was ours, and ours alone.
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      "This is crazy," I muttered under my breath, dropping thin slices of fruit, more fruit, cups and cups of native vegetables and some weird herbs into the dough. Holding the wooden spoon into one hand, I mixed it all under Renna's watchful gaze.

      "Less complaining, more stirring," she told me, and I threw her an annoyed glance. In a way, Renna reminded me of General Rouhr. She could be extremely kind, yes, but she also knew how to dispense heavy doses of tough love.

      "Are you sure this is going to work?" I asked her, eyeing the dough in the bowl, a thousand pieces of different fruits and vegetables dotting its yellow surface. "I mean...I know what a fruit cake is, but this is too much."

      "Are you saying your woman doesn't know what she wants?" She sounded amused, but I just sighed. Two months had passed since Renna took over the guest bedroom, and Jeneva's cravings had been growing more and more demanding. Seven months pregnant, and she was eating so much I was starting to feel like a picky eater whenever we had dinner together. Of course, Renna had seized the opportunity to give me a crash course in cooking.

      I didn't think I'd enjoy it, but, truth be told, there was something to be said about whipping out a good homecooked meal. Of course, Jeneva's definition of a good homecooked meal was slightly different than mine. Her requests had been growing weirder with each passing day, and the fruit cake I was trying to bake now was proof of that.

      I dipped one finger into the dough and, bringing it up to my mouth, I grimaced as the sweet flavor coated my tongue. "This is too damn sweet," I grumbled. "I don't want to give her such sugar while she’s pregnant."

      "Who told you to dip your finger into the dough?" Renna chided me, slapping my hand with her wooden spoon. I looked at her and frowned, but, placing both hands on her hips, she just glared me at me defiantly. "Take a deep breath and relax, alright? You worry too much, Vrehx."

      "I don't," I muttered, but I knew the old woman had a point. The more Jeneva's pregnancy progressed, the more lost and confused I got. I just had no idea what I should be doing. She was having more cramps than usual, and she was in pain constantly. I did my best, asking her what I could to help, but that just seemed to irritate her.

      She didn't like for me to keep watch while she showered, nor did she like it whenever I told her to sit down on the couch while I washed the dishes. I didn't get why. What if she slipped while showering? What if she overexerted herself and made her soreness even worse? I didn’t think she was useless...I just wanted to be useful.

      "Oh, crap," I suddenly heard her shout from the living room, and I dropped my wooden spoon like it had burst into flames. I rushed out of the kitchen and into the living room so fast that I bumped against the small coffee table, flipping it and sending it against the wall. One of the legs broke, and the books resting on the surface fell to the floor with loud thuds.

      "What's the matter?" I asked Jeneva, immediately going down on one knee in front of her. She had both her hands on her belly, and she was grimacing. Her teeth were gritted, and she didn't look very happy. "Are you going into labor? Do I need to get the hovercraft? Should I grab the bag?"

      "Calm down," she hissed, fury in her eyes. "It was just a contraction. Nothing more."

      "Are you sure? I better call the hospital, just in case." I was about to get up when I felt her fingers around my wrist. She squeezed so tightly I felt my bones almost crack under the pressure.

      "No, you won't," she said with a scowl. Looking straight into my eyes, she pursed her lips tightly. "It was just a contraction, Vrehx. Don't make a scene over it."

      "I'm not making a scene," I protested, but that only seemed to make her angrier. She was about to say something when Renna stepped into the living room.

      "False contractions are normal," she said in a soothing voice. Laying one hand on my shoulder, she smiled at me and pushed a piece of paper into my hands. "Would you do me a favor, Vrehx? I need you to run an errand for me."

      I stood there, not saying a word as I held her gaze. I wasn't used to seeing Renna act so kindly toward me, and that had caught me off guard.

      "I... I guess I can head to the store," I said, but she just shook her head.

      "No, you won't find those herbs I need at the store. You'll have to look for them in the forest. I need to make some poultice, and some tea as well."

      "Do I really need to travel to the forest?"

      "Yes," she smiled again. "Yes, you do."

      "Alright," I nodded, hesitantly looking at Jeneva. "I guess I can do that, then. I'll be back as fast as I can."

      "We know that," Jeneva frowned, her hands still resting on her belly. Sighing, I turned around and headed out. I was trying my best to be helpful, but it didn't seem like it was working. The only thing I seemed to be doing was making Jeneva even more anxious and frustrated. Ironically enough, that was exactly how I felt. There was nothing that I wanted more than to help out and make her comfortable, but I was failing miserably at it.

      Finally sitting behind the controls of the hovercraft, I grabbed Renna's piece of paper and unfolded it. Her list of exotic herbs was there, in perfect handwriting, and she had even drawn the herbs beside their names, alongside instructions on how to pick them out without damaging the leaves. She really knew her stuff, no doubt about that.

      What had me surprised, though, weren't her perfect instructions. Underneath the list was a little sentence that had me arching my eyebrows.

      Just give her some space, Vrehx, she had written. Pregnancies aren't easy to go through. She'll be in a better mood when you return. P.S: Follow the instructions to the letter. Mess it up and I'll kick your ass.

      "Women..." I sighed. "Can't live with them, can't live without them."

      I had never paid much attention to all the sayings humans liked to spout randomly, but that one suddenly took over my mind.

      Turning the engines on, I guided the hovercraft in an upward trajectory, waiting until the city underneath me seemed like a children's room filled with dollhouses, and only then did I engage the thrusters.

      I was almost sure that this errand had been nothing but an excuse to get me out of the house, but, in that moment, I really didn't care. Jeneva and I were slowly driving each other crazy, and I had no idea how to deal with the situation anymore.

      Pinching the bridge of my nose, I sighed once more.

      "Women..."

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Ten

          

          

      

    

    







            Vrehx

          

        

      

    

    
      It was terrible for me to think this, but the Xathi decimating the natural wildlife populations had made the forest a truly peaceful place to walk. Of course, I was thrilled that the creatures were slowly recovering, since it meant only good things for the overall health of my child’s planet, but it was nice to simply stroll.

      I saw a few species of sentient tree as I walked, but I was able to give them a wide enough birth so I wouldn’t disturb them. It was nice knowing I could keep my eye on the living trees and know that some other deadly beast wasn’t creeping up behind me or preparing to drop down from the canopy.

      Then a branch snapped behind me.

      Evidently, I still had to worry about beasts creeping up from behind.

      The snap didn’t sound close, but too close for comfort. I dropped into a low position, using the lush plants that grew waist high to my advantage. For the first time in my life, I wished I’d been born a Valorni. Their green coloration gave them a distinct advantage when it came to camouflage. Then again, I’d never met a Valorni that relied on camouflage in a fight. The advantage was wasted on them here.

      I raised myself just enough to look over the tops of the low plants. A lone aramirion tore through the underbrush. It looked like it was in pursuit of something. Probably a small rodent. Only something like that could move across the forest floor while swiftly avoiding the clutch of the aramirion.

      What was unusual was that a small, forest-dwelling rodent wasn’t the usual prey of an aramirion. Jeneva had taken it upon herself to impart all of her wisdom to me. I was grateful for it. Her knowledge had saved me on more than one occasion. However, I wasn’t sure what the best course of action was when dealing with an aramirion.

      The creatures hunted in packs. Even then, they opted to trap their prey rather than chase it down. This errant aramirion was likely a symptom of the ecological turmoil. I bet it hadn’t had a meal in days. Rather than elicit pity, I felt a sense of alarm. A creature was most dangerous when it was desperate to survive.

      I was nearly a mile from Renna’s cabin at this point. Renna wasn’t worried about aramirions or any of the forest creatures, for that matter. There was a protective ring around her home made of nothing more than specific herbal mixtures. It was as effective as a steel wall. It was for that reason alone that I’d agreed to come out here and gather herbs for Jeneva’s benefit. There was no doubt in my mind that Renna knew her stuff.

      I’d questioned every doctor and health professional we’d seen since finding out Jeneva was with child. I’d questioned them to the point that some of them threatened to ban me from the examination rooms. Never had it crossed my mind to question Renna. The last thing I wanted was to get on the bad side of Jeneva’s grandmother.

      As I hid in the underbrush, my frustration welled up. I was wasting precious time. I needed to get the herbs Renna’d requested so I could get back to Jeneva as soon as possible. What if something went wrong? What if she was doubled over in pain right now?

      Amira wasn’t there when I left. She should be finished with work by now, but what if she didn’t go straight to the house?

      This was ridiculous. I was a Skotan warrior. Nothing stood between me and my goal, especially when that goal was taking care of my wife and my unborn son. I gripped the hilt of the electrified club I’d brought with me. My blasters were stored safely in General Rouhr’s armory. I’d stopped bringing them home after I had a stress dream about one accidentally going off and shooting Jeneva in the stomach. She said keeping the blasters at work wasn’t necessary, but I wasn’t going to take any chances.

      I’d faced off against a handful of aramirions, but I’d only ever used a blaster against them. I hadn’t gotten a good look at the one scuttling through the underbrush now. There was a possibility that its poison-tipped limbs were longer than my electrified club. If that was the case, a head-on battle wasn’t a good idea.

      I wanted to fight the damn thing. I needed to do something with my nervous energy before I went mad.

      I never used to be like this. I was selected to be the leader of a strike team because of my level-headedness in the most stressful situations. When I thought about Jeneva and the baby, the last thing I felt was level-headed. There were too many variables, too many things I couldn’t control, and far too many things that could go wrong. What was most precious to me could be snatched away so easily and, in most cases, there was nothing I could do to prevent it.

      The anger from knowing how helpless I was boiled inside me to the point of frenzy. My muscles tensed, ready to spring into action, but somehow, I stopped myself. Aramirions were among the most dangerous creatures in the forest. They were quick and toxic. Even if I managed to kill the thing, I likely wouldn’t make it out unscathed. Not even Jeneva knew the full effects aramirion toxins had on a Skotan.

      I wasn’t going to risk injury. Jeneva needed me to be there for her.

      Tucking my frustrations away, I hunkered down and waited for the beast to leave the area.

      I wondered what kind of choices my father made while my mother carried me. Skotan men weren’t as involved in childrearing as most human males appeared to be to me. It was the job of a Skotan male to provide a safe, stable environment so the female could adequately handle a growing Skotan child.

      Skotan children were far less docile than human children seem to be.

      Most Skotans work within or in partnership with the military. My father was an outlier in that case, though that didn’t make him any less valuable to the Skotan community. My father was a farmer. He supplied both eateries and markets. He supplied the military at one point, but their excessive demand drained our family’s land and almost destroyed the farm.

      My memories of him weren’t vivid. He didn’t train me as a child, my mother’s brother did. He was far more qualified.

      I never knew if my father wanted me to take over the farm one day. He never once objected to my military career. I vowed to do the same for my son when he decided what he wanted to do with his life. Though, if things didn’t improve soon, he might have to have a military career whether he wanted one or not.

      No, I’d make sure things got better so my son could follow the path of his choice.

      Even if I hadn’t had the constant guidance of a father, I’d always be there for my son. I didn’t resent my father for never being there. He was there indirectly. He wasn’t at the breakfast table because he was already out in the fields, doing everything he could to make sure my mother and I had a roof over our heads.

      I needed to find a balance. My job was extremely demanding and vital to the safety of the planet. Yet, I refused to miss anything in my son’s life.

      I’d be there for him.

      I promised.
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      We laughed. We laughed harder than we had in a while. Damn, it felt so good!

      Not that my life with Vrehx wasn’t good and there weren’t laughs, but he’s such a serious individual that sometimes it was good to laugh with other people.

      And, right now, it felt damn good to be laughing with my grandmother and my sister. At Vrehx’s expense. Without him here to hear it.

      I loved him, of that there was no doubt, but holy hell, that man could be a bit overwhelming.

      “He is a little, what’s the word I’m looking for… intense about things,” Amira said, coming eerily close to echoing my thoughts.

      “You might be being too nice using the word ‘intense’, darling granddaughter,” Renna laughed. It was good having her around. The simple fact that she was in her nineties, making her old enough to be my great-grandmother, didn’t bother anyone. She moved around like she was in her fifties, talked like she was in her twenties, and smacked people in the back of the head like she was in her thirties.

      She had had my mother a little later on in life, and that didn’t seem to bother her, so I didn’t let it bother me.

      “Yeah?” Amira cracked back. “What word would you use then?”

      Renna made an overexaggerated play at thinking. “Hmm,” she hummed out loud. “I would have to use the word extreme. Maybe try severe, potent, vigorous, all-consuming, overwhelming, insane, just to name a few.”

      Amira laughed and even I chuckled a bit. I knew that even though it might have sounded like Renna was being mean about Vrehx, she loved him and her words were said with love and admiration, even if they did seem to go a little far at times. She was unabashed with her words and attitude. She didn’t give a damn what others thought of her, and I shared a lot of that mentality with her.

      Before the guys arrived, bringing their tiny little fight with the Xathi with them, I couldn’t have cared less what anyone thought of me, including my sister. Now, I cared about what people thought, to a point. I cared about what the people I cared for and respected thought of me.

      Everyone else could suck on something.

      “What do you think, sweetie?”

      I looked at my grandmother and gave her a smile. “Yeah, he can be a little overbearing at times.”

      “Overbearing? Honey,” my grandmother said in her I’m about to teach you why you’re wrong voice. “I know women wish men would be there every second of the pregnancy, but damn if that man doesn’t dote on you like you’re some sort of invalid. I swear, if we didn’t kick him out every once in a while, he’d probably try to use the bathroom for you.”

      I couldn’t hold back the laugh. It escaped as a snort, with made me laugh out loud. She wasn’t wrong. Vrehx was an amazing man, and after that incident at the doctor’s office where he was on his damn tablet instead of paying attention—regardless of what was happening in the world with everything else—he’d been the most attentive man I had ever heard of.

      Too attentive.

      “Did you see his face when you cramped up?” Amira asked. “It was like this,” and she went on to do a fine imitation of Vrehx. I don’t remember ever seeing his eyes go so wide, and so filled with absolute loss of control and fear. He looked damn near terrified, but in a comical sort of way.

      I laughed even harder, then grabbed my belly. “Oh. Don’t make me laugh so hard,” I cried. “Baby is kicking my ass from the inside out when I laugh.”

      “And here I thought you were about to say that you were gonna piss yourself,” Renna said. Amira and I both looked at her in shock. We knew she talked however she wanted, but she usually saved it for people other than the two of us. “What?” she asked.

      I looked at Amira and she was mirroring the same look I must have had on my face, because we both sputtered and laughed. The baby must have been having fun at daddy’s expense, too, because he was kicking the shit out of me.

      “Holy hell,” I nearly shouted after a particularly hard kick. “This kid is gonna kick his way out.”

      “Maybe we should calm you down, then,” Amira said. “Wanna talk about the humans that hate you and your man?”

      “No,” I said loudly. “Those assholes can kiss my pregnant ass.”

      “With how big that ass is getting, there’s probably room for all of them to kiss it at once,” Amira commented.

      “Ah!” I grabbed a pillow and threw it at her, hitting her in the shoulder as she tried to duck away.

      “What did I say?” she gasped between breaths as she laughed.

      “Wait until you get pregnant. Dax is bigger than Vrehx,” I commented.

      “Yeah, he is,” Amira smirked. When my jaw dropped, I watched as she and Renna laughed.

      “You two are incorrigible.”

      “You said it, sweetie,” my grandmother responded from her chair at the table. “Not us.”

      “Ha. Ha,” I said flatly as I got up from my chair and waddled into the kitchen. I liked using the word ‘waddle’. It was a cute little word. I got myself something to drink from the cooling unit and leaned against the island. Sitting down felt good, but my ass was hurting, so I needed to stand for a minute, even if my feet were swollen and uncomfortable as hell.

      “See?” Renna said, pointing at my glass of orange juice. “Vrehx wouldn’t have let you get up to get that for yourself.”

      I had to nod in agreement. “True. He has gotten to be a little overwhelming in his overprotectiveness.”

      “The only way his overprotectiveness could get any crazier would be if he somehow figured out how to have the kid for you,” Amira commented from her spot at the island.

      “Oh, god,” I breathed. “That would be fantastic if he could.”

      “Baby,” Renna started, “his ass would die. Men love to say that they’re strong and tough and can handle pain, but the pain of another human being ripping you apart in the place that also gives you that much pleasure, he’d die.”

      Amira audibly choked down her laughter as I just stared at my grandmother. I opened my mouth to say something, found that I had nothing, and closed it again. I looked at my sister and nearly died looking at her face. She was struggling to hold back her own laughter.

      “Hey, you better be careful. Dax is a lot more attentive that Vrehx is. Just imagine his big ass trying to take care of you,” I said.

      I watched as she thought about it for a second, then her face fell as she realized that I was probably right. Dax was a fuzzy teddy bear compared to Vrehx…with a big-ass gun.

      “Shit.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said with a little bit of a headshake. “You think I have an overbearing protector, wait ’til you get prego.”

      “Uh,” she stuttered.

      “Damn,” Renna cut in. “She’s got you there, baby girl.”

      “Shut up.”

      We all broke out into laughter again. It felt good to laugh, it took my mind off the fear I felt in the back of my mind at the idea of giving birth to a mixed-species baby. Vrehx had scared me with stories of Skotan births, and while this kid was only half, I was still worried.

      That’s why it felt so damn good to laugh right now.
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      “Vrehx, come out with us,” Axtin called to me as he walked out of the briefing room.

      “I can’t,” I replied without looking up from my console. As I worked, the notes from the briefing I didn’t attend downloaded onto my drive. I’d look them over before I left for the day.

      “Of course, you can.” Axtin clapped me on the shoulder. The rest of my strike team followed him over.

      “My leave is rapidly approaching. I need to make sure everything is in place so you all don’t kill yourselves while I’m gone,” I muttered.

      “All the more reason to come out with us,” Daxion urged. “Don’t you trust me to keep them in order? We’re practically brothers-in-law.”

      “That phrase only has meaning to the humans,” I replied.

      “Don’t act like human traditions mean nothing to you,” Tu’ver observed. “You just referenced your upcoming leave. You’re only taking that leave because of human tradition.”

      “That’s not true. I’m taking a leave of absence to support Jeneva and spend time with my new son once he’s born.”

      “That’s very human of you,” Sakev smirked. “Skotan fathers don’t do that.”

      “Perhaps I’m taking leave because I’m sick of dealing with the lot of you.”

      “That sounds more reasonable,” Axtin nodded.

      “Just wait until Leena’s pregnant,” I grumbled. Axtin tipped his head back and laughed.

      “I can’t wait for that! Having Calixta is fantastic. I want to raise one from birth.”

      “I can babysit, right?” Sakev chimed in.

      “May the cosmos help that poor child,” Tu’ver murmured.

      “I’m surprised Mariella isn’t with child yet. She is very much the motherly type,” I said.

      “She wants to wait until she’s not working with hazardous materials as often as she is now,” Tu’ver explained. “Her logic is sound.”

      “I tried to get Jeneva to stop working sooner, but she wouldn’t have it. Perhaps I should’ve used Mariella’s logic.”

      “I’m not certain it would’ve worked with Jeneva,” Tu’ver replied.

      “Why?”

      Before he could answer, Axtin butted in.

      “This conversation you’re having right now could be taking place at a nice restaurant with good food and endless drinks.”

      “Vrehx, the permanent stick up your ass is reaching new heights. Come have a drink with your team,” Daxion urged.

      “Fine,” I snapped. “But I’m not paying for a damn thing.”

      My strike team rushed me as I downloaded the work I still needed to do onto my datapad.

      “If you as much as look at that thing this evening, I’ll smash it,” Axtin threatened.

      “Do that and I’ll have you on kitchen duty for the duration of my leave,” I countered. That shut Axtin up.

      I let them lead me to a bar a few blocks from our building. I’d been in there once or twice before, never cared for it much.

      It was packed, but Axtin managed to snag a booth on the opposite side of the room. We all piled into it. It was definitely not made to support this many alien bodies. The wooden benches creaked underneath us.

      “Twenty credits we’ll break this before we leave,” Sakev said.

      “I’ll take that bet.” Daxion shook on it.

      Axtin ordered an army’s worth of food for all of us. While we waited, I sent a message to Jeneva letting her know where I was and that I had no idea when I’d be home. Her response came off as enthusiastic. I found myself frowning.

      “What’s with the face?” Daxion asked.

      “Vrehx isn’t scowling. Something must be wrong,” Axtin added.

      “Nothing is wrong.” I rolled my eyes. “Jeneva seems thrilled that I won’t be home at my usual time.”

      “Oh.” Tu’ver choked on his laughter, the others following suit.

      “Am I missing something?” I asked.

      “You’re always missing something,” Sakev joked.

      “Oh, there’s the scowl,” Axtin jeered.

      “If I’d known all I was going to get from this excursion was a headache, I would’ve stayed at work,” I muttered.

      “Do you really want to know?” Daxion asked.

      “Of course I want to know why my wife being happy that I’ll be home late is amusing to you airheads,” I muttered.

      “Have you noticed that you’re being sent on an unusually high number of time-consuming errands?” Daxion prompted.

      “Jeneva finds moving for extended periods of time tiring now,” I said. “Carrying a child is a draining experience.”

      “That’s true, but do said errands seem unusually complicated?”

      “Pregnancy is complicated, Dax. Especially this one.”

      “The herb runs you do all the time are so Jeneva can get some peace at home,” Daxion said with a sigh.

      “What?” I snorted a laugh. That was the most ridiculous thing I’d ever heard.

      “You gather similar herbs each time, right?”

      “Yes. It’s a recipe designed especially for Jeneva.”

      “Why does Renna make you collect only enough for one dose each time?”

      “Stop asking me questions to gently lead me to the conclusion,” I snapped. “You’re telling me Renna and Jeneva have planned this so that my herb runs take longer than they have to.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But why?”

      “You’re smothering her,” Axtin spoke up.

      “Jeneva’s in a fragile state! Anything could go wrong,” I protested. “No one can predict what’s going to happen with this pregnancy.”

      “You’re right,” Tu’ver said. “It’s new, it’s terrifying, and it’s stressful.”

      “Exactly,” I sighed. “I barely sleep at night. Most nights, I end up lying awake watching Jeneva’s chest rise and fall to make sure she’s still breathing.”

      “Let’s circle back to the whole smothering thing,” Axtin said.

      “Making sure she’s breathing isn’t smothering her,” I countered.

      “Yes, it is,” all of them said in unison.

      “When your mates are in this position, you’ll understand,” I warned them.

      “I’m sure we will,” Tu’ver replied. “When that happens, you can remind us of this conversation.”

      “I’m simply trying to assure the safety of my child. Jeneva’s already doing all of the work by carrying him to term. I have to do something,” I said.

      “I believe we’ve stumbled upon the root of the problem,” Sakev mused.

      “What?” I narrowed my eyes.

      “You feel like Jeneva’s doing all the work and now you’re desperate to do your part,” Daxion said.

      “Of course I am!” I exclaimed. “She’s going through the most challenging process a woman can go through. It’s not right for me to just sit around and wait for the baby.”

      “Of course not,” Axtin shrugged. “But you don’t have to treat Jeneva like a sugar crystal.”

      “Amira’s told me that a woman’s mental state affects the baby’s health just as much, if not more than, her physical state,” Daxion said.

      “That’s how you know all of this.” I jabbed an accusatory finger at him. “Amira’s feeding you intel.”

      “It’s not intel between family members,” Daxion smirked. “Jeneva shares her concerns with Amira. Amira shares her concerns with me. I pass on my concerns to you. That’s how it works.”

      “Why wouldn’t Jeneva talk to me directly?” I wondered.

      “She’s likely trying to spare your feelings,” Tu’ver said. “She knows you’re only doing what you think is best and she knows you do it out of love. I doubt she’d want to reprimand you for acting out of love.”

      “What else am I supposed to do?” I asked quietly.

      “Ask her,” Sakev laughed. “She’ll be able to tell you what she needs way better than we can.”

      “Yeah, don’t listen to us,” Axtin joined in. “We’re all morons according to you.”

      “I still stand by that, but I’m glad you morons are also my friends.”

      “That was almost quite touching,” Axtin smirked. “Now that we’ve got this out of the way, can we please enjoy the food and drinks?”

      “By all means.” I gestured for them to dig into the feast that had arrived during our talk. I allowed myself to join in, as well. If Jeneva needed me, she’d let me know.

      And I’d be there for her.
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      I had to admit that it hurt much more than I had anticipated.

      I should have anticipated something like that from Renna, and it honestly didn’t hurt that she had taken it into her own mind to send me away as often as she had. At least when I returned, I saw that she really did use the herbs and things she sent me to find.

      Where the pain came from was that Jeneva had gone along with it.

      I didn’t know what I could have done wrong. It had always been my impression, based on what I’d researched and discovered from people’s advice, that the pregnant woman wanted the man to be more attentive and partial to their needs when pregnant.

      So I didn’t understand what I had done wrong, and to hear from Dax and Axtin, the two Valorni behemoths that were my teammates, that they heard from Amira that Jeneva had gone along with Renna’s little errands for me hurt. According to Amira, she had even orchestrated some of my little runs into the forest.

      I had no idea that I had been so much of a problem for her. I was doing what I thought I was supposed to do, and that had apparently been a bad thing.

      As I walked up the walkway to the home we shared, I contemplated turning around and going to the barracks for the night. Since Renna lived with us now, and Amira was there all the time, I would just be in the way.

      I stopped myself from stepping on the step up to the little porch we had and let my foot hover in the air for a moment. Then I turned around and walked away from the house, but, as I reached the end of the walkway and set foot on the sidewalk, I stopped again.

      “Koso,” I cursed to myself. “Rekking koso.” I turned myself around again and walked back up the walkway. I took the four steps up onto the porch two at a time and found myself at the front door to our home in a few quick steps. I hesitated, my hand hovering over the door handle.

      I opened the door and walked in, to find the women watching a movie and eating something they called ‘popcorn.’ It was only good when smothered in butter or caramel, but even then it was annoying. The koso kernels always stuck between my teeth and aggravated my gums.

      “Hey, baby,” Jeneva greeted me from her spot on the couch, her smile as mesmerizing as it had always been. “How was the night out with the boys?”

      “Enlightening,” I answered, a little more venom in my voice than I had intended to have. Amira and Renna each shot me a look, then glanced at one another. “Can I speak to you in private?” I asked.

      “Um, okay,” Jeneva said slowly. I walked over and extended my hand to help her to her feet, hoping that I wasn’t being too much of a bothersome help to her by doing so. She accepted my hand and I gently pulled her to her feet. “Everything okay?” she asked.

      “No.” I walked away, heading for the office, which we had converted into a temporary bedroom for us so she wouldn’t have to walk up and down the stairs so much. I opened the door and waited for her to walk into the room before following her in and closing the door behind me.

      “What’s the matter, baby?” she asked me as she stood in front of the bed.

      “Are you happy with me?”

      She looked at me as though I’d asked something stupid. “Of course I am. What brought that question up?”

      “Am I doing good for you?” I asked, ignoring her own question. “Am I helping?”

      “Yeah. Again, why are you asking?” She leaned back, extending her arm to catch the bed as she tried to sit down. Instinctively, I walked over to her and helped her sit. “Thank you,” she said quietly.

      “Are you sure that was okay for me to do?” I asked as I straightened and walked back to the wall opposite the door.

      “Okay,” she said with a shake of her head as she shifted position on the bed. “What the hell is going on? You’re not acting like yourself.”

      I shrugged in anger. “Apparently, acting like myself has you and your grandmother looking for excuses to kick me out of the house and get me away from you.”

      She finally understood, and the expression on her face changed from almost-angered confusion to apologetic. “I’m sorry.”

      “Why?”

      “Why am I sorry or why did I kick you out?” she asked.

      “The second one.” I was not happy.

      “Vrehx, I love you with all my heart. I honestly do, and I wouldn’t change our lives together,” she started.

      “Obviously there is something you would change, isn’t there?”

      She nodded with a sigh. “Okay, maybe a little something. I’m not incapable, you know.”

      “I know that.”

      “Then why won’t you let me do anything around the house?” she shot back at me.

      I was confused. “I thought I was being helpful and understanding. I thought I was doing a good thing.”

      “And you are,” she said. “But I can’t sit on my ass all day doing nothing. I can still do things. I can still bring groceries in the house. I can still cook, clean, pick stuff up, and carry a few things.”

      “I know that.”

      “Do you?” she asked. “You barely let me do any of those things!” In my mind, her words were coming out angry and accusatory, but in my ears, they were merely sad and upset. And filled with love. “Vrehx, I love you with all my heart, my body, and everything that makes me, me. I truly do. But, while it’s cute, your over attention can get to be a bit annoying and makes it hard for me to feel like a capable person.”

      I opened my mouth, then shut it. I had thought I was supposed to care for her, but now I realized that my care had become the care of someone caring for another that they felt was useless and totally unable to do anything.

      “So,” I started. I sat down on the bed next to her. She reached out and grabbed my hand, squeezing it affectionately. “All of the stuff I’ve been doing has been, wrong?”

      “No,” she said with a shake of the head. “Most of it is amazing, cute, endearing, and perfect. It’s just that,” she reached over and gave me a peck on the cheek, “every once in a while, you go too far and make me feel useless. You get a little too intense and smothering. Do you realize that you call me five times an hour to check on me while you’re at work?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Bet?”

      “I worry about you and…” I ended the sentence with my hand on her protruding belly.

      “I know you do. Thank you,” she said, putting her hand on mine. “Oh, feel that?”

      I nodded joyfully as I felt our little boy kick at my hand not once, but twice in quick succession. “He’s a strong little one.”

      “No shit,” she chuckled. “Look, I know I’ve said this twice already, but here’s a third time. I love you with all my heart. You just need to let me do something, okay?”

      I nodded. “How about we make sure to tell one another if we’re getting out of line, that way we don’t hear it from outside sources?” I asked.

      “Deal. Now, give me a kiss,” she said playfully as she grabbed me and pulled me close.

      I obliged her and kissed her like I had been missing her all day, which I had.
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      I opened my eyes to see the bedroom covered in shadows.

      Turning toward the window, I yawned as I saw that it was still dark outside. Vrehx was fast asleep beside me, and I thought of cuddling up to him and drifting off to sleep again. My bladder was killing me, though.

      Swinging my legs off the bed, I padded toward the bathroom and closed the door behind me. The tiles felt cool against the soles of my feet, and I wiggled my toes as I enjoyed the fresh feeling. The days had been growing warmer for weeks now, and the nights were following suit. Still half-asleep, I took one step toward the toilet when I heard a popping sound come from inside me. I froze in my tracks, not knowing what to make of it.

      “Oh, crap,” I muttered, a gush of warm liquid making its way down my legs. I looked down at my feet, my skin glistening from my own fluids, and blinked as I tried to process what was happening. There was a moment of relief, that pressure I usually felt inside me vanishing, but then pain radiated from my belly. I doubled over, gritting my teeth while I sucked in a deep breath.

      It’s happening, I thought, it’s happening!

      Turning around, I grabbed the door handle and yanked it back. “Vrehx,” I cried out, and he stirred in his sleep. “Wake up!” I insisted, and he finally sat up in the bed, raking one hand over his face.

      “What’s going on?” he asked me, his voice dragging slightly. “Do you need some more cake?”

      “No, I don’t need cake.” Damn the man. He was always so cocky about not needing sleep. About waking up instantly.

      He wasn’t the one who had to wake his grumpy butt up.

      Breathing out as slowly as I could, I did my best to remain calm and not snap at him. “It’s time, Vrehx.”

      “Time for what?” Scratching his chin lazily, he checked the time on the holographic clock on his nightstand, and then threw me a confused look. “It’s still early. I don’t have to get up till six.”

      “Get up from that bed right now,” I growled, my patience suddenly evaporating. “The baby’s coming!”

      “What are you talking—?” There was a slight pause, and then his eyes became as wide as plates. “Oh, skrell!” He kicked the sheets back and jumped out of bed in the blink of an eye. He got dressed in less than ten seconds, and then grabbed the large bag with all the stuff I would need for the stay at the hospital from the closet. He was already heading out of the bedroom when I called after him.

      “I have to get dressed,” I told him, shaking my head slightly. “Or do you want me to leave the house in my underwear?”

      “Oh, skrell, right,” he muttered under his breath, and then spun around and went for the closet again. Grabbing a robe, he helped me get inside it and then circled my waist with one arm. He threw me a concerned glance as he helped me step out of the bedroom, and I somehow found it in me to smile at him.

      “Is it happening?” a bleary-eyed Renna asked, poking her head out of the guest bedroom.

      “Yeah,” I groaned. I was still making my way toward the front door when Renna left her bedroom, already fully dressed and with her hair tied in a bun. That was impressive to see.

      “Go get the hovercraft,” she ordered Vrehx. “I’ll help her.”

      Nodding, Vrehx rushed down the stairs and disappeared out of sight. By the time I got to the ground, the headlights of our hovercraft were already cutting through the night’s darkness. Renna helped me up, and I plopped myself down on the passenger’s seat with a groan.

      “Hold tight,” Vrehx whispered, and, no more than a half-second later, he had the engine growling so loudly it seemed like the damn thing would explode. I looked out the window as we flew past the buildings, tall spires in a dark night, and sighed with relief as I saw the hospital complex in the distance. Renna held my hand gently, a happy smile on her face, but I no longer had it in me to smile back at anyone.

      When Vrehx landed the hovercraft in front of the hospital’s emergency entrance, I was in so much pain that tears were streaming down my face. Renna had told me that some women could give birth without feeling too much pain, but it seemed like that wouldn’t be my case. Thankfully, the medical staff were already waiting by the entrance, and they swarmed into the hovercraft and moved me from the passenger seat into a wheelchair.

      I let them wheel me through an endless maze of hospital corridors, that antiseptic smell suddenly making me feel nauseous. Vrehx trailed after me and, even though I couldn’t see him, I could hear his heavy footsteps. Renna, though, had been told by the hospital staff to take a seat in the waiting room. Only the dad would be allowed in.

      “Deep breaths,” one of the nurses said, and I tried to turn my shallow breaths into deep ones. Not an easy task to perform while someone tries to kick its way out of your womb, but I made an effort all the same.

      “Be brave,” Vrehx told me as the nurses pushed me into the delivery room. They helped me move from the wheelchair into the birthing bed, and I immediately placed my legs in the stirrups, the cold metal reminding me of my bathroom tile floor.

      “I’m being brave,” I told Vrehx, but then I realized his words weren’t meant for me. No, he was talking to himself. He had a sickly pale complexion, and his lips were pursed so tightly they were turning white. Deep creases slashed across his forehead, his worry and anxiety visible on his skin, and I found myself smiling. “It’s going to be fine,” I told him, reaching for his hand and giving it a gentle squeeze.

      “Yes…” he muttered. “It’s going to be fine.”

      “Move back, please,” the doctor told Vrehx as she waltzed into the room. She gave me a reassuring smile, and then had me spread my legs. With Vrehx standing behind me, his hands on my shoulders, I closed my eyes and readied myself for the inevitable. The doctor’s voice became nothing but a barely noticeable whisper in the back of my mind, but I still did my best to follow her commands.

      I pushed when she told me to push, and I breathed in on command. The pain was unlike anything I had ever experienced. Every time a contraction came, my lower back seized up, my muscles twisting into knots so tight I thought they would tear. It felt like I was being stabbed repeatedly, and that someone was yanking on my insides, squeezing them hard enough to turn them into mush.

      There was nothing I could do but surrender and accept the pain.

      Somehow, that helped.

      “Are you okay?” the doctor asked, but, before I could reply, I heard Vrehx’s voice coming from behind me.

      “I’m fine,” he said, but his voice betrayed how he was truly feeling.

      “I’m the one giving birth here,” I growled, holding his hand so tightly I could hear his bones popping. Arching my back, I clenched my jaw and tried to endure the pain as best as I could. I was covered in sweat, locks of hair plastered to my forehead, and the gown the hospital staff had me wearing was sticking to my skin.

      Suddenly, the pain stopped.

      “And here he is,” I heard the doctor say, but her voice seemed like it was coming at me from the end of a tunnel. I opened my eyes, dazed and confused, to see her holding a tiny little boy in her hands. My jaw grew slack as I looked at his tiny hands and feet, and I felt a sudden urge to yank him out of the doctor’s arms. His skin was a blend of my rosy tone and Vrehx’s deep red, but that didn’t matter at all. What mattered was that he looked healthy.

      “Alright,” the doctor continued, suddenly turning my baby around and holding him by his ankles. Only then did I realize that she looked unsure. I resisted the urge to reach out and grab my child, and she smacked his butt with the palm of her hand. I smiled as I finally heard him cry out, his voice fierce, but he quieted down in a matter of seconds.

      He opened his little eyes when the doctor gently placed him in my arms, and I found myself mesmerized by his delicate presence. He blinked, his eyes on mine, and then looked over my shoulder at Vrehx. His eyes were a pale blue, and they seemed to be taking in everything that was happening around him.

      “He’s...beautiful,” I heard Vrehx say, and the most perfect smile took over my lips.

      I was in love.
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      “My son has been born.”

      I repeated that single sentence over and over again as the medical team quickly cleaned my boy, checked him, weighed him, and finally brought him back to us. I kissed Jeneva on the head over and over again, telling her she did great, telling her she was beautiful.

      “What about the baby?” she asked, her emotions coming through and making her voice shaky.

      “He’s amazing. He’s beautiful, just like his mother,” I said.

      I watched as he was brought back to his mother and it hit me, he was quiet. Skotan babies were loud, obnoxiously so. They hated the massive change of going from the warmth and comfort of being inside their mother to the cold, loud, and bright world we lived in.

      That sudden change into this cold world, it would be enough to make anyone lose their minds and scream and cry. Well, anyone that was young and untrained.

      Then I thought about something. Skotan pregnancies were so much shorter than human pregnancies. Jeneva made it just short of the nine months that the women told me human pregnancies went for. Why humans needed the extra time in a womb baffled me.

      But not nearly as much as my own son baffled me at the moment. He was far too quiet. It was almost as if something were wrong with him, but Evie and the other doctors, nurses, interns, and medics all assured me that he was fine and in excellent health.

      “Then why is he so quiet?” I asked.

      Evie shrugged. “Some babies are like that. It’s not really that big of a deal.”

      I wasn’t as confident as Evie was. There was something different about this boy. He looked at me as though he were judging me. I followed his eyes as he looked everywhere.

      If a nurse came by, he watched her intently, almost as if he were judging her, or at least trying to figure her out. He did the same to the doctor, to Renna, to Amira. He did the same to me. The only person he didn’t stare at with those judging eyes of his was Jeneva.

      He looked at her with adoration. I probably looked at her the same way, honestly.

      But, I swear, that boy was judging me. He was sizing me up.

      “You want to hold him?”

      I looked at Jeneva, then at the baby. I shook my head.

      “He’s not that fragile,” she laughed at me. “Just hold your son.”

      My son.

      I reached out for him. “Careful,” she said. “He’s fragile.”

      The room erupted in laughter and even I shook my head as I got a hold of him. His eyes locked onto mine as I held him. He was so light, so tiny. It was amazing how little he was.

      “Don’t you dare say that he’s tiny, light, or little. That amazing little shit ripped me open, and damned if I’m doing that again anytime soon,” Jeneva said as she watched me.

      “Oh,” Evie cut in. “That reminds me. No sex for at least six weeks.”

      “Well, I think we can find other things to do,” Jeneva cracked. “Maybe for even longer than that.”

      I smiled at the baby. “You sure?” I asked. “You don’t want another one like this?”

      Even though my eyes were on my son, I could see Jeneva smile at me. “I do, but not now. Maybe later.”

      I kept looking at him, trying to figure him out. What kind of a man was he going to be? What kind of issues would he go through as a child, a hybrid child? How would he be treated? How would he act?

      I looked up at Evie. “Evie?”

      “What, Vrehx?”

      “Skotans go through a rather painful transition where they shed their scales again around the age of five years. It’s a sort of rite of passage moment.”

      “How bad?”

      I looked at her and her face blanched.

      “That bad?”

      “If I remember mine correctly, getting shot is a kiss on the cheek in comparison.”

      “So, you’re wondering how bad his might be?” she asked.

      I nodded.

      “I don’t know,” she said with a headshake. “Your son is different from anyone there has ever been. Unless there are other Skotan mixed babies out there.”

      I hesitated. “Not that I know of. Certainly not on Ankau.”

      “Then your son is going to be the central topic of a lot of new things. But,” she said with a hand up to stop me, “let’s not worry about that for now. Enjoy your family, okay?” She ran one finger down his soft cheek.

      “What’s his name?”

      “Vrandel,” Jeneva answered Evie. “A combination of his grandfather’s names, Vranx and Randell. A new blend for a new future, just like he’ll be.”

      I couldn’t look away from our son, staring at his light skin with tiny red, feather-like scales. Then, there were his eyes, staring at me, taking me in.

      Making me feel uncomfortable.

      And then he smiled. There was that amazing, mind-bending, heart-stopping smile that I had always thought were simply fairytales told by parents that were too stupid to understand that their children weren’t special.

      That they weren’t some massively talented, highly sophisticated, phenomenally spectacular being.

      I had always found people that thought those things about their children to be delusional.

      And here I was, sharing in the delusion, understanding that it wasn’t a delusion and that my child, my son, was completely and totally real and more special than even the word’s definition could possibly describe.

      I sat down and held him and stared at him. He was by far the most beautiful little creature I had ever seen in my entire existence.

      “You two are so cute,” Jeneva whispered.

      “He looks like you,” I said.

      “Oh, bullshit,” she laughed. “He has your chin, your brow, and your scales. The only thing I can’t figure out is where the hell he got those eyes.”

      “I know,” I smiled at her. “Certainly didn’t get them from my side of the family.”

      “Family. Any idea if we might ever be able to see them?” she asked. “I mean—sorry.”

      “No,” I said. “It’s okay. My family would love you, and this little one. And if they didn’t, I would convince them to.”

      I thought about what this little boy would go through. I was worried about him, but I also knew that I would be there for everything he did. Every step he took, I wanted to be there. Everything he learned, I wanted to be there.

      I wanted to teach him how to protect himself, how to protect others, how to properly hold a weapon while also knowing how to use tools to build. I wanted to teach him how to be respectful as well as how to live up to his word.

      What my father taught me as a child, I wanted to pass on to this little boy in my arms. I wanted to teach him how to grow things, how to build things, and how to protect what he’d, created.

      I wanted to teach him how to treat women. I wanted to teach him how to be there for his friends, for his teammates, and how to think on his feet and be prepared for nearly anything that could come his way.

      “I love looking at the two of you together.”

      I looked at Jeneva. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For all of this. For you. For him.”

      She smiled at me. “You’re welcome. You know that I would do this again.”

      I nodded. “And you know, that even though I was a bit overbearing and annoying this time, I’d do it all again with you.”

      She chuckled. “I know. How about the next one, we try for a little girl?”

      “Why? So I have to kill every boy that looks at her?”

      She shrugged. “Like I won’t do the same to the girls that look at him.”

      “Good point. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      “I was talking to him,” I laughed. She joined in my laughter and I handed our son over to her.

      This was my family. My heart and my home.

      And any quest I’d ever had, every journey, all led to here.

      Perfect.
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      I hope you enjoyed a little break from the action and time with our first set of new parents!

      The story of the Conquered World resumes in Zarik, out September 19th.

      If you're impatiently waiting, take a look at my Star Breed series  — keep reading for links!

      

      Don’t miss a new release! You can sign up for release alerts at both Amazon and Bookbub:

      bookbub.com/authors/elin-wyn

      amazon.com/author/elinwyn  

      

      For a free short story, opportunities for advance review copies, release news and the occasional cat picture, please join the newsletter!

      https://elinwynbooks.com/newsletter-signup/

      

      And don’t forget the Facebook group, where I post sneak peeks of chapters and covers!

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/ElinWyn/

      

      Xoxo,

      

      Elin

      

      PS - Please remember, readers rely on your opinions, and your review can help others decide on what books they read. Make sure your opinion is heard and leave a review where you purchased this book!
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        Given: Star Breed Book One

      

      

      When a renegade thief and a genetically enhanced mercenary collide, space gets a whole lot hotter!

      

      Thief Kara Shimsi has learned three lessons well - keep her head down, her fingers light, and her tithes to the syndicate paid on time.

      But now a failed heist has earned her a death sentence - a one-way ticket to the toxic Waste outside the dome. Her only chance is a deal with the syndicate's most ruthless enforcer, a wolfish mountain of genetically-modified muscle named Davien.

      The thought makes her body tingle with dread-or is it heat?

      Mercenary Davien has one focus: do whatever is necessary to get the credits to get off this backwater mining colony and back into space. The last thing he wants is a smart-mouthed thief - even if she does have the clue he needs to hunt down whoever attacked the floating lab he and his created brothers called home. 

      Caring is a liability. Desire is a commodity. And love could get you killed.

      

      http://myBook.to/StarBreed1

      

      
        
        Bonded: Star Breed Book Two

      

      

      She doesn't need anyone.  He's not going to let her go.

      Eris Vance, salvager and loner, is happy with her life in the remote fringes of the Empire with just her AI for company. An abandoned ship could be the find of a lifetime, but it's not nearly as empty as she thinks. And the hulking man left behind kindles a heat she's never felt. But will he stay through the coming storm?

      Connor is the perfect soldier - He's been made that way. Waking up to the destruction of the world he knew disturbs him almost as much as the gorgeous woman who found him. Her scent, her touch distracts him, and just this once, maybe he doesn't care.

      The Daedelus is filled with secrets and the results of genetic experiments to breed the perfect soldier... and now that she's awakened him, the mystery of its destruction will hunt them both. Can the growing bond between them survive?

      http://myBook.to/StarBreed2

      

      
        
        Caged: Star Breed Book Three

      

      

      No Past. No Trust. No Way Out.

      Zayda Caiden relies on no one. An Imperial spy, her mission was betrayed - but she doesn't know the identity of the traitor.

      And there's certainly no reason to trust the giant of a man dumped at the prison clinic, even if he makes her burn with feelings she thought long buried.

      Mack has no memory, no real name. Just dreams of fire and pain, and a set of coordinates to a section of unexplored space he refuses to reveal. There's no room in his mission for a woman with secrets of her own, but her scent fills his dreams.

      When they have a chance at freedom, can they trust each other enough to escape? Or will their secrets overwhelm their passion?

      http://myBook.to/Starbreed3

      

      
        
        Freed: Star Breed Book Four

      

      

      When solitude leads to the brink of madness, only the touch of a sexy, headstrong doctor can pull a dangerous warrior back from the edge...

      Dr. Nadira Tannu's work at the small clinic on Orem station was a quiet practice, helping the people of the Fringe. But then she and one of her patients were abducted into a nightmare on a long lost star ship and nothing would ever be the same.

      When a rugged survivor rescues them, can she turn his thirst for revenge into a plan for escape? And can she keep her heart safe from the heat in his eyes?

      Vengeance against the faceless droids who destroyed his brothers is all that keeps Ronan alive. But he can't resist the pleading look in a pair of wide green eyes staring at him from a cage.

      He'll keep her safe. Even if it's from himself.

      

      http://myBook.to/Starbreed4

      

      
        
        Craved: Star Breed Book Five

      

      

      Compassion. Kindness. Caring.

      Not really part of my skill set. But for her, I might have to learn.

      

      Geir

      I run advance reconnaissance, collecting intel the Pack needs to execute our operations.

      In and out, hard and fast.

      And I don't need help.

      So when a gorgeous woman saves my life, I'm knocked more than a bit off my game.

      That's all it is. 

      Not the shy smile I hunger to coax from her lips, not the sweet body she keeps hidden. Not the mysteries that haunt her eyes.

      And certainly not the bewitching scent that stirs me in ways no mission ever has.

      I crave her like nothing I've found before.

      Even if she might be the enemy, I'll make her mine.

      

      Valrea

      He can't save me.

      The secrets of the Compound are too tangled. The nightmares in my blood can never be erased.

      But his touch sends me reeling, thirsting for what I can't have. 

      What harm could one night do?

      

      http://myBook.to/Starbreed5

      

      Snared: Star Breed Book Six

      When the only woman Xander cared for was ripped from his arms, nothing else mattered.

      Now she’s back. Fragile and brave, beautiful and brilliant. Someone to protect, someone to fight for.

      Except she doesn’t remember him at all.

      Her curves and captivating scent drive him mad, demanding he cares for her, possess her.

      He'll keep his mate safe, even if the Empire burns to ash around them.

      

      Loree Sarratt is tired of everyone treating her like an invalid. Her hacking skills could save the Empire - if she's not arrested first.

      First puzzle to solve? An overprotective pillar of muscle who turns her legs to jelly when he’s in the same room. 

      She can’t lose focus. But the heat of his gaze sends her pulse racing. His touch steals her breath. Everything tempts her to surrender… 

      And forget the danger she's in.

      

      http://myBook.to/Starbreed6
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