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Other than a few barely audible taps of styluses to vid-screens, my sitting room in the Palace on Parvac was blissfully quiet. Neema, my daughter, had been in a foul mood because of a particularly difficult tooth she was cutting. It had been a morning of war. She had aimed her toy blasters at her dolls, toy transports, and balls. Now, Neema, Niklos, and Peter were all asleep at my feet where they had worn themselves out playing. Neema was sleeping with her little bloomer-covered butt in the air and a larger than usual puddle of drool collecting on the plush white carpeting under her mouth. Terrified she would wake up if I were to move her, I left her and the boys alone hoping they would be in better moods after their naps. 

Frowning down at the sketch I had made on my vid-pad, I erased it to start over. There were only so many ways to design rompers that would fit Eloneave females. Their patagium posed a design challenge. I tried again and sent my design to Violet, my royal attendant, who was seated across the room. She scrunched up her face at it and shook her head. 

My mood wasn’t much better than Neema’s. My mother, Empress Neema, had learned of the contest I had devised to get potential suitors off my back, had thrown a very public and respectable fit over it, and had nullified the entire thing. Like Princess Neema with her tooth, I couldn’t do anything about it other than be in a temper. Papa had sided with Momma and so had the Parvacian reporters. They had laughed off my entire idea and quickly had changed their topics to the royal pageantry of decades past. It made me furious. Wisely, Yukihyo and Zared stayed out of it. 

Annoyed with my sketches, I decided to read the news. I had plenty of time to fabricate clothing to trade on Talpa, not that Momma would approve of me going, not with Felix Jiri still on the loose. Aside from having Papa and me wrapped around her little finger, she had an army of socialites at her command. Momma was like Neema with her dolls. She had a pretty feminine army to do her bidding. Momma controlled Emperor Tavere Probus, and her friends controlled their own powerful, rich, and affluent husbands throughout the Parvac Empire. Slowly, I was beginning to understand the political and social climate of Parvac. It was an intricate web that would make the Silk spiders of Arachne envious. 

Shrewdly, I observed Sparrow, lost in her own thoughts as she concentrated on selecting lab equipment. Her brown curls were a soft riot around her face. Sparrow, Xavier’s wife, was a brilliant weapons expert. Xavier had met her while on a mission, just as Jazon, his brother, had met his own wife. Tracy, Jazon’s wife, sat beside Sparrow and studied Parvac’s culture. Tracy, an Eriopis telepath from Aurilius, reminded me of Gina, Simon’s mother. She was smart, spunky, and would stand up to anyone for what she believed in. Her black hair, solid black eyes, and pale skin gave her the appearance of a delicate porcelain doll. Momma might have a cadre of socialites, but I had my own friends. 

Inquisitor Drex Licinius, my newest husband, and Eli Beck, my personal Inquisitor, entered my sitting room. I shot them both looks warning of retribution should they wake my babies. Pierce and Lorca, my children’s nurses, carefully began to transfer Neema, Niklos, and Peter to the nursery. Silently, I motioned with my hands for Drex and Eli to sit. Of my husbands, Drex was my least favorite, but he was Momma’s favorite son-in-law. Empress Neema, in her heart, credited Drex as her rescuer from being held in stasis for two decades, most of my life. I had married him as part of a ruse during our rescue mission of Empress Neema. I kept him because he was amazing in bed. 

Drex sat beside me, liberated the vid-pad from my hands, set it aside, and gave me an arrogant smile which he probably assumed I would find beguiling. Eli sat in a chair near the door and appeared to study each of us. 

Drex waited until Otto and Rolf, my butlers, offered refreshments to speak. “Teagan, my dearest one, you present the perfect picture of femininity and motherhood here in your rooms with your ladies in attendance. If I could loiter in your presence each day without my duties compelling me, I would do so.”

“Loiter?” I thought to myself. I asked, “What tears you away from your important duties, Drex?” 

He didn’t pick up on the sarcastic tone with which I had imbued my question. Sparrow didn’t either, but Violet and Tracy did. 

Drex kissed my fingers and then lowered our hands to rest on my thigh, his hand covering my own. He answered, “Protecting the Empire and stunningly delicate creatures like you and your ladies is what I have been called to do. However, it is also an obligation of the experienced, such as myself and Inquisitor Beck, to share our tutelage with the young.” 

I smiled at Drex and then turned my head to find both Tracy and Violet watching my husband with expressions which they tried to keep neutral. Drex might be a master spy, deadly, and dangerous, but social cues were not his forte. However, he excelled at self-congratulatory behavior. 

“Oh, Drex, I’m so flattered that you sacrificed time out of your philanthropic educational duties to spend time with me.” 

Eli’s eyes glittered with amusement from where he sat silently observing our exchange. 

“For you, dearest one, no sacrifice is too great.” 

I sighed. Drex interpreted my reaction as feminine swooning at his masculinity and kissed my cheek. I laughed. “So, what is the purpose of your visit?” 

Drex had the smug demeanor of a male who believed he was sexy enough to get anything he wanted. Granted, he was very well-endowed and gave me a great deal of sexual satisfaction. It was one of the main reasons that I tolerated him. 

“I must admit that we have come to beg a favor of our Imperial Princess,” Drex said with a smile. 

“What favor does my husband ask of me?”

“As part of their training, young cadets within the Inquisitors’ Training Program must work in teams to prepare a stealth ship, man it, and arrive at their teams’ assigned planetary beacon all without being discovered. The members of the teams with the best times will earn the ranks of ensign. We have several promising young males who are participating. If our beautiful and ethereal Princess Teagan was to award the winners their rank insignias, it would be a grand gesture. However, being near you would be more of an award than any of them might have ever dreamed and might inspire them to strive harder to protect the frail beautiful ones of the Empire of which you are the most stunning.” 

I felt my fancy artificial heart speeding up to match my anger. “So, you want me to smile and look pretty while giving big strong males medals?” 

“It would only take a few moments of your time, but would live in their memories forever,” Drex said with sincerity. 

Anger boiled within me. Even with all of the perks and privileges of my rank, I was viewed as nothing more than a pretty reward. My thoughts went to Neema and to Galena, my niece. I had a strong suspicion that Neema would be just as headstrong if not more so than her older Enyo cousin. Would either of them be satisfied living in an Empire where females were viewed as weak, pampered playthings? It would be years before either of the girls realized the true political power wielded by the Materfamilias Caste, the females of the Empire. Would the girls see me as weak and insipid? Was I not as capable as any Parvac male? 

I smiled at Drex. It had the desired effect and put a healthy dose of fear into his eyes. “Are any females participating in this exercise?” I asked. 

Drex sat up straighter. “Of course not, dearest one.” 

“Why not?”

“Females are too valuable and scarce to be placed at risk and aren’t allowed to serve with the Warrior Caste.”

“What?” Tracy asked. “Aren’t allowed? Did I miss something in my reading? Don’t we have sentient status and citizenship?” Her eyes had gone solid black with anger. 

“Of course, you do. Don’t be ridiculous,” Drex admonished. 

“What if I wanted to compete in this contest?” I asked.

Drex looked at me and laughed. By now, I wasn’t alone in scowling at him. He had the attention of every woman in the room. “Teagan, you aren’t even a recruit of the Inquisitors Branch.” 

“So, you’re saying that I wouldn’t be allowed to participate.” 

Drex gave me a condescending smile and patted my hand. “Teagan, you are a beautiful woman and should behave like one. This contest is for boys. Let them enjoy it. This competition is a tradition, it and is hundreds of years old.” 

“In hundreds of years, have any females ever been allowed to participate?” I asked. 

Puzzled, Drex asked, “Why would they? They only would have made fools of themselves and would have brought disaster down upon whichever team had been burdened with the misfortune of having them.” 

I thought Sparrow with her glare might make Drex explode into bloody chunks all over my white couch. I could almost swear that Eli watched our fight with a fanatical glee. 

“Why would they be a burden?” I asked. 

“Females would become tired from the mental and physical demands of the activity which would result in the males completing their assigned tasks for them. It wouldn’t be fair. In the field, an Inquisitor has only himself upon whom to rely. Coddling females during training, as males would feel inclined to do, would decrease the females’ abilities to survive actual missions. Besides, the Empire suffers from a shortage of females. To risk even one would be unconscionable.”

“Excuse me. Are you suggesting that females aren’t smart enough to complete this training exercise?” Tracy asked. 

Sparrow said, “I think he meant females aren’t strong enough and also lack the intelligence to do the same work as males.”

“Oh, I thought he meant we need males to do everything for us because we are too helpless,” Violet said. 

“Yes, we should just sit, be pretty, stay out of the way, and pin medals on the better sex,” I said. 

Drex smiled and kissed my cheek. “Yes, precisely. I’m glad you understand. Shall I take it that you will preside over the ceremony?” 

Tracy said, “I’ll tell you how you can take it.” 

“Of course, Drex. However, who will award the rank of ensign to me and my team should we place in the top teams?” 

“You? You can’t compete. You aren’t a recruit. You don’t have a crew, a stealth ship, or a commanding officer to serve as a facilitator.” 

“I have a ship.”

“You have a warship. That isn’t fair. Nor is it fair to make a mockery of a contest steeped in tradition. Even if you were allowed to participate, you would only get in the way.”

“I can fly a stealth ship.” 

Drex laughed at me. “You lack a crew. Where would you find a first officer, science officer, security officer, and an actual commanding officer with the rank of captain or higher to play along with your little charade?” 

“I can blow the shit out of anything you want,” Sparrow offered. 

Tracy said, “I have a degree in oceanography. I think that should qualify me to monitor a ship’s life support and environmental systems. I just need to do a little reading on the subject.” 

Drex scoffed. “You have less than four hours to convince the Commanding Inquisitor to allow your participation. It will never happen.” 

“Oh, who is in charge of this exercise?” I asked. 

Drex sneered. “Inquisitor Cormac Gordian is, and he would never allow you to place yourself in any danger.” 

I smiled at him. “I may as well ask. He can only say no. Ladies, will you keep an eye out for the children?”

“Sure will,” Tracy said. 

“Thunderdrop, come with me.” 

Thunderdrop, my bonded Arachnean Silk spider, hopped from his web to my shoulder. He wrapped his lower legs around my upper arm to anchor himself and put his head on my shoulder. 

“Chitter chitter chitter.”

“I know, right?” 

Drex and Eli stood. Drex called out, “But, dearest one!” 

I kept walking. 
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Ignoring Drex, I went in search of Inquisitor Cormac Gordian. Two of my Omnes Videntes followed behind me, and Palace servants, members of the Warrior Caste, and visitors to the Palace bowed to me as I walked through the halls along the white stone floor. I found Cormac in the administrative offices. 

He stood at attention when I entered and then bowed deeply. “Princess Probus, how may I be of service?” 

Making my eyes big and innocent, I gave him my sweetest smile. “Oh, Cormac. Why so formal? I came all of this way just to speak to you.” 

“Dismissed,” Cormac said to the officers who were present. 

“Cormac, I’m terribly distressed.” I walked closer until very little space separated us. Then, I reached up, brushing my fingertips over his uniformed chest. My Parvac pheromones had him enthralled. I could tell by the way his pupils had dilated. 

“What troubles your mind, sweet princess?” 

I did my best to look like I was going to cry, but I was too angry. My anger doused the trance-like passionate state into which I had momentarily ensnared Cormac. 

Then, Thunderdrop chittered at him. 

I dropped the ruse. “Drex just told me and my ladies about a contest, one where the winners can earn the rank of ensign.”

“Aww....”

“He said that females aren’t allowed to participate! How is that fair? I can fly! Women have just as much right to enter the military as anyone else!” 

Cormac’s expression changed. “With apologies, Princess, no, they do not. The Warrior Caste protects the Empire. The Materfamilias Caste does not.” 

My anger turned to Cormac. “So, you agree with Drex?” 

“On this, I do.”

“Let me change your mind.”

“That is not possible.”

“Cormac!”

“Teagan, is this just a way for you to win an argument with Drex? Do you wish to prove to him your competence?” 

I sat in a chair in front of his desk. “No, it’s for Neema. She’s still a baby, but as her mother my instincts tell me that she won’t be satisfied with pretty dresses and tea parties. It’s my duty to provide for her an environment in which she can grow. Give me a chance. My participation can be a secret.” 

Cormac took the seat next to me, apparently deep in thought. “When Niklos becomes Emperor, he will need an admiral or general in whom he can place his complete trust. I agree that Neema is not the typical little girl. With her at his side, Niklos would have even greater stability. No one would protect him with more fervor than his own sister.” 

I whispered, “Not unless things start to change now.” 

“The only remaining beacon is on the most difficult path. Also, you have no ship or crew.”

“I have an all-female crew.” 

“Who would serve as your monitor?” 

My heart started beating faster with hope and excitement. “I’ll ask Uncle Kagan or Kane.” 

“I’ll give you two hours,” Cormac said grudgingly. 

I grabbed his face and gave him a peck on the lips. “Thank you! You won’t regret this!” 

Uncle Kagan and Kane were having lunch at home with Aunt Seyla, who had not accepted the marriage contract offered to her by her most recent suitor, and Grandmother. Thunderdrop climbed down from his perch on my shoulder and blinked up at me with his eight eyes that reminded me of black pearls. 

“You want to go play in the fort in the backyard?”

“Chirp!”

“Be careful.”

“Chirp!” 

I opened the back door for him. My Omnes Videntes would keep him safe. Returning to the table, I told Uncle Kagan and Kane everything. I looked just like Uncle Kagan and Kane. We shared our green and gold eyes and dirty blonde hair. However, they were both huge. 

“No, Teagan,” Uncle Kagan said. 

“Why?” I whined. 

Uncle Kagan stood, towering over me. “I don’t have time. I’m sorry. Even if I did, I don’t think Tavere would approve. Does he know about this? Does Neema know?” 

My sulkiness answered for me. Uncle Kagan kissed Aunt Seyla and returned to the Palace. I looked hopefully at Kane. 

He shook his head. “I’m overseeing retrogrades to my fleet. There is no way that I can get away at the moment, Tiny Cousin. Maybe, you can compete next year.” 

After Kane left, Aunt Seyla and Grandmother tried to comfort me with food. Stuffing my face didn’t help. “I’d better get back and tell Cormac to forget it.” I got my kisses, my spider, and drove back to the Palace. I had a feeling that Aunt Seyla and Grandmother would call and tell Momma on me, not that it mattered. 

My Omnes Videntes gave me my space. At least Laconian males didn’t think of females simply as house décor. I moped into the Palace. Thunderdrop chirped at me in an effort to make me feel better. 

Vice Admiral Dario Galerius strode toward me, gave me a dashing smile, and bowed low. He was wickedly handsome with his black hair and dark-brown eyes. “Teagan, who has put the sadness into your eyes? Allow me to punch him repeatedly in the face for you.”

I smiled and glanced up at him. “I’ve made myself sad. You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me. Walk with me in the gardens,” Dario said as he offered me his arm. 

Looking up at his dark-brown eyes, I took his arm and let him guide me outside and down one of the garden paths. Thunderdrop scampered off into the flowers. 

Quietly, Dario asked, “What troubles you?”

“The Warrior Caste, the Materfamilias Caste, and the future.”

“Those are broad concerns.”

“How am I supposed to raise my daughter and help her become who she is meant to be in a society where females don’t have equality?”

I had shocked Dario. I couldn’t recall ever having done so, or ever having seen the expression of disbelief on his features. 

“Females are treated with superiority within the Empire.”

“No, they aren’t. My little girl may just want to raise a family like me, or she may want to be a fleet admiral like you. How can her dreams come true if her own mother can’t even earn the rank of ensign?” 

Dario guided me over to a bench. We sat, and he lowered his chin so he could catch my eyes with his. Gently, he asked, “Will you start at the beginning?” After I had explained, Dario appeared deep in thought. “If we do this, we follow the rules. If I am forced to intercede and assume command, your team’s participation is forfeited.” 

I clasped my hands together and stared at him. “Oh, Dario! You mean it?” 

“Go get your orders from Inquisitor Gordian. Now remember, if I help you in any way, your team fails. I’ll be there, but to compete, you’re on your own.” 

I nodded and ran back to the Palace. “Thunderdrop!” I called over my shoulder. 

He jumped onto my skirt and crawled to my upper arm. I ran smiling all of the way to Inquisitor Gordian’s office. Cormac wasn’t alone. Papa, Drex, and Eli turned their heads and looked at me and my exuberant expression. 

“Absolutely not,” Papa said. 

My smile transformed into genuine tears. “Oh, please, Papa. Please. Just give me a chance!” 

“Teagan, do you have any idea of the security nightmare it would be? How do you expect your Imperial Guards to protect you?” Papa asked.

“We won’t be alone! Dario said he would be our supervisor. Please, Papa. Sparrow, Tracy, and I can do this. Don’t you think we’re as good as teenaged boys?”

“Is that what this is about?” Papa asked. He looked furious. 

“I may not want to be a captain or an admiral anymore, but Neema may one day wish to be one. Do you want your granddaughter relocating to the Laconian Sector or to the Galaxic Expanse where she would be allowed entrance into the Galaxic Militia?”

Papa glared at Drex, who paled and stood at attention. To me, he said, “Of course, not, my darling.” Papa took me into his arms and held me. While stroking my hair, he asked in a terrifying tone of voice, “How do you expect to keep her safe?” 

Eli said, “I can arrange a security detail.” 

“No! That would give us away. We are supposed to remain hidden. If you find us, we lose. Papa, we’ll be in the Empire, and Cormac and my Omnes Videntes will know where we are. Right?” I asked as I peeked around Papa at Cormac with hopeful eyes. 

“Yes, Princess.”

“Please, Papa? Please?”

Papa asked, “What do your husbands have to say about this?” 

I shrugged. “Fitz went ahead to Thalassa. Nico, Yukihyo, and Zared will probably be fine with it.” I pouted at Drex, who remained quiet. 

Papa smiled, held me at arm’s length, and said, “Alright, I will consider their opinions before making my decision.” His pleasant expression told me that he expected Yukihyo, Nico, and Zared to vehemently refuse. Drex avoided eye contact with me. “Shall we ask?” Papa gestured toward the door. 

I prepared myself for a fight. Together, we walked to my wing. What I found in my sitting room left me speechless. Jazon was helping Tracy pack a small bag. She had her hair up and wore pants and a long-sleeved T-shirt. Sparrow was making adjustments to an odd-looking device that she examined through a set of magnifier goggles. Xavier arranged her tools and placed them in a satchel. 

“Do you want this or this?” Yukihyo asked while holding up a sweater in one hand and a leather jacket in the other. 

I pointed to the jacket. 

“What is all of this?” Papa asked in a strangled tone. 

Yukihyo said, “The empathic connection that I share with my wife has made it abundantly clear how important participation in this activity is to her. Neema is fortunate to have a mother who would go to such lengths for her. How can I not provide support to my wife when her goal is to do the same for our daughter?” 

I ran to Yukihyo and threw my arms around his neck. As I drew his intoxicating male scent into my lungs, I shared with him my feelings of gratitude for his acceptance and belief in me. “I love you, Yukihyo Lee,” I said fiercely. 

“I love you, Teagan Lee. May you have a successful mission.”

I stared up into his eyes and then gave him the most passionate kiss I could manage while rolling pleasure through him. Yukihyo held my hips and unconsciously ground himself against me. For a moment, I feared he might change his mind and carry me away to our bedroom. Then, I started to worry about the children. 

“They will be fine,” Zared said. “You should hurry. The training exercise begins soon. You may wish to change your attire.” 

I looked at my dress and rushed to our bedroom. Zared followed me. He was wearing his black uniform with its silver trim and had his long dove-grey hair secured in a ponytail at his nape. 

“Are you sure you’re okay with this?”

Zared grinned at me, and his solid black eyes seemed somehow to change with his excitement. “There are many things I would enjoy doing with an ensign in the shower.” 

I laughed, kissed him, and rolled just as much pleasure through him as I had Yukihyo. 

Once his heart had slowed and his breathing had returned to normal, he said, “I will see you when you return.” I began having naughty thoughts about sharing my bed with both of my dove-grey-haired husbands at once. “Such thoughts are not conducive to my continued cooperation, female.” 

I grinned at him and changed into pants, a T-shirt, and leather jacket, all in black. I brushed my hair up into a high ponytail and started studying our mission. I didn’t bother trying to keep my thoughts hidden from Zared or my Omnes Videntes. The hybrid warriors would know every thought that Sparrow, Tracy, and I had. They would know where we were at all times. We returned to the sitting room. 

“We won’t tell,” Jazon grumbled. 

Tracy pushed his cheeks together with her hands and kissed his overly puckered lips. “No cheating. You can’t even think solutions at us, or it won’t count,” she told him. 

“Alright,” he said once she released his face. 

Tracy narrowed her eyes at Drex and Eli. I pretended not to notice. Nico had been warned. I saw him leaning against the wall. He gave me a kiss and didn’t argue about my participation. Nico and the other males in the room were focused on Drex with an unnerving intensity that made my heart feel all light and fluttery. The anger and annoyance of which I had feared I would be the recipient had instead gone to Drex. Smiling, I kissed Drex’s cheek. Sparrow, Tracy, and I hurried through the Palace to the garage and selected a simple black transport. 

“My Queen!” 

I stopped and turned. Farowyn of the Eloneave rushed toward us, his claws tapping against the ground. He bowed low to me. 

“My Queen, please accept my service on your mission. I could not help but to overhear.” Farowyn had shaved the sparse hair on his head. He had begun wearing black pants and sleeveless garments that left the patagium at his sides free. Over the black shirt, his chest harness held several sheathed blades. From a distance, he looked like an average Parvac soldier. 

“I can’t. That would really be cheating.” 

“In what way? I am not a Parvac warrior.” 

“No, but you are the equivalent of an admiral, spent your entire life in space, and know how to handle every situation. We have to do this on our own, or it doesn’t mean anything.” 

Farowyn bowed to me. “I will respect your wish and honor your decision.” 

“Thank you. Wish us luck.” I smiled at him and got in the driver’s seat. 

My Omnes Videntes had followed us. Xavier took a seat in the back beside Sparrow. 

Absently, Sparrow said, “They will keep our identities hidden from the minds of our observers while I obscure us from facial recognition bots and drones with this program.” She glanced up at me from her vid-pad. 

“I didn’t know that was possible.”

Sparrow grinned at me, and her brown curls tumbled over her forehead as she returned her attention to her screen. I wondered what would happen once the Inquisitors learned of her newest invention. 

In my mind, Xavier said, “She may sell it to them for the right price.” 

Tracy said, “Start this thing up and let’s go! I’m ready to show Parvac what we can do.” 

I didn’t enter the land port’s location into the transport for fear of being tracked. Once we had arrived at our assigned stealth ship, we grabbed our packs, Xavier gave Sparrow a steamy kiss goodbye, and the ladies entered the vessel. My Omnes Videntes continued to obfuscate our identities, which was helpful since I needed to begin my pre-flight inspection. After I had assured myself that the ship was sound, I oversaw its fueling. All of my concerns about Momma, the Eloneave, the Talpa, and Felix Jiri began to drop away as I concentrated on my tasks. Again, I checked the cockpit, window ports, nose, fuselage, wings, weapons ports, hatch, and landing gear. Once I had inspected our seats, helmets, and safety harnesses, our fueling was complete. 

Tracy made certain that our food, water, environmental requirements, and emergency medical unit were sufficient and in working order. Vice Admiral Dario Galerius observed us from where he sat on a couch. Tracy stowed our packs. Then, I explained to my crew the procedures we would follow in case of an emergency and made certain that we all knew where the escape pods and distress beacons were located. 

When I slid into my captain’s chair, I felt more empowered and in control than I had in months. The Galaxic Militia Fighter Ship Training course and the Parvac Training course that Kane had insisted I take had remained a part of me. The disembarking and pre-propulsion checklists were still fresh in my mind, and I carried out my duties as captain of the stealth vessel with text-like precision and attention to detail. Once I received clearance, I took us up into the stars and realized that I was giggling like a happy idiot. It was contagious, and Tracy joined me. 

“If flying makes you so happy, why don’t you do it more often?”

I looked at her black eyes and black hair. “That’s a good question. Yukihyo and Nico used to be so adamantly against it, but that was before my heart transplant. Now, I don’t see why I shouldn’t be able to.” 

Sparrow entered the bridge, sat in front of a console, and started to dismantle it. 

I stared out at the stars and watched as warships, merchant ships, and fighter ships ascended or descended to the land port. I marveled at the beauty of it, feeling like a queen overseeing my domain. “It’s like my dearest dream keeps coming true.”

“What is?” Tracy asked. 

“Being here amidst the stars with the freedom to burst forward to explore anything I want. Just sitting up here in orbit is divine.” 

“Done. This little system should throw the training team trying to track us for a loop,” Sparrow said. 

“Wait. The ones tracking us are only students?” Tracy asked. 

“Yes,” Sparrow answered. “However, the ones who always spy on Teagan and the Warrior Caste males who stalk her are the ones from whom we need to hide.” 

“Agreed,” I said. “If some Warrior Caste male ruins this for me....” I growled angrily. 

“About whom are you most worried?” Sparrow asked. 

“Captain Merick Carus worries me the most since I don’t have to worry about Dario hunting me.” 

Sparrow said, “I’ll take special care with Captain Carus.” 

“Where to?” Tracy asked as she rubbed her hands together. 

“My least favorite planet in the Empire, Naxa.” 

“How long will it take us to get there?” 

“In this thing? At least two days going at full speed. However, I don’t think that would be wise.” 

“I don’t either. Small ships all racing toward planets on the same day and at the same time will alert the Inquisitors trying to track us,” Sparrow said. 

I grinned. “That’s why we are heading to Apellan’s moon. If we are detected, we will be dismissed. They haven’t set up any beacons on the moon.”

“Will it lengthen our journey?” Tracy asked. 

“Not by much, but it may save us the time and energy that would be required by evasive tactics.”

“Permission to make adjustments to our weapons, Captain?” Sparrow asked. 

“Permission granted. Sparrow, is there anything you can do to change the signature we emit? Can you make us look on sensor readings like a freighter and not a stealth ship?” 

Sparrow pulled up information on her console. “Yes, but you would need to decrease your speed to match that of a heavier ship. Most freighters carrying fuel to Gamma Moon are heavily laden.” 

I matched my course to the speed which Sparrow suggested. A pang of guilt from leaving my babies hit me. 

“Female, the children are surrounded by love and attention. Concentrate on your task,” Zared whispered into my mind. 

“I’m going to need for you to divert power from weapons to our shields so I can send fake sensor readings into it,” Sparrow said.

“Done.”

“And, none too soon. We have a spy probe closing in on our location. Let’s see if my little trick works.” 

I held my breath while the probe scanned us and let it out when its beam shut off, and it sped away in a different direction. 

“They must be checking every vessel that leaves the land port today,” Tracy suggested. 

Thinking, I said, “That’s a good reason for us not to dock at Naxa’s land port. The Inquisitors intent on capturing us will have our beacon under observation. We need to sneak to it. If they catch us before we input the code, we lose.” 

After a few hours, I needed a bathroom break. Dario sat with an amused expression in the small habitation area. Ignoring him, I saw to my needs, washed my face, and then made myself a cup of coffee with the beverage dispenser. Four narrow bunks that were opposite the kitchenette and bathroom were currently closed and secured to the hull. With the accommodations being what they were, I was glad it was a short trip, not that I had any intentions of relaxing. I could nap in my captain’s chair. 

“Teagan and Sparrow, you both need to take a break and have something to eat,” Tracy said. 

I glanced up from my console at her. “What?”

“At the Palace, we would have eaten dinner an hour ago.” Tracy looked angry. 

“Oh, okay. Whatever.” I left the bridge, grabbed a meal from the cold storage, heated it up, and took it back to the bridge to eat. Tracy shook her head at me. “What?” I asked around a mouthful of steak. 

Tracy and Sparrow were asleep when Dario joined me on the bridge. 

“Are you allowed to be up here?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow at him. 

“As long as I do not participate in any way, yes.” Dario pointed out to me the recording cameras that I hadn’t noticed. “They are here to keep me honest.”

I grinned at him. “Thank you for this, Dario. It means a lot to me.” 

“It means even more to me to know that I, in some small way, facilitated the smile on your lovely face.” 

The seductively low tone of his voice and full lower lip that moved ever so slightly captured my attention and sent a distracting ache down to the juncture of my thighs. Dario’s brown eyes grew darker. Leaning forward, he slipped his hand behind my head and stared into my eyes for a moment before slowly bringing his lips down to mine. Dario slid his tongue into my mouth, and I responded to him with a hungry intensity. Moaning into his mouth, I moved my hand down the hard muscles of his chest and cupped his hard length, rubbing my palm against him through the fabric. Then, I slowly returned to my senses. 

In a breathy whisper, I said, “I need to concentrate on my mission, not on what I would do with you if I had a decent bed or simply some floor space and privacy.” 

“Perhaps, we can continue this conversation later.”

“You can be certain of it.” 

Dario straightened and sat back in his chair. “Most of your family is furious with Drex.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, had he not mentioned this training exercise to you, you would be at home in the Palace.”

I snorted. “I was so bored. Now, I have no choice but to give Drex a very public thank you so he doesn’t ever hide things like this from me, like everyone else tries to do.”

Dario shifted in his seat in an attempt to relieve the discomfort our encounter had caused him. 

With a naughty grin, I said, “Give me your hand.” When he did so, I turned his hand over in mine and lightly trailed my fingers up his palm and wrist while spiraling pleasure through him. 

“Oh, stars! Teagan!” Dario yelled as he squeezed his eyes shut and fisted his hands.

“Dario, be quiet, or you’ll wake my crew.” I released his wrist, grinned over the power I could wield over an admiral, and returned my attention to the monitors on my console. 

He closed his eyes and enjoyed the aftereffects of the pleasure I had given him. I napped in my chair beside him for a few hours until Gamma Moon of Apellan came into view. When Sparrow joined us on the bridge, Dario excused himself to freshen up. I smirked to myself. 

“Sparrow, I’m going to take us to the moon’s far side. Can you alter our signal to replicate that of a small merchant ship?”

“Yes, I just need a few moments.” Once she had made her modifications, I changed course for Naxa. She asked, “Where are you planning to land so we don’t freeze to death?” 

“What about here? It even has private shuttle hangers,” Tracy said as she joined us. She showed us an advertisement for a cheery-looking chateau on a ski lodge resort. 

“With proper winter attire and a hired transport giving us a ride from the lodge to the land port, they won’t suspect a thing,” I said. 

Tracy smiled and nodded. “And, after we complete our mission, it would be nice to spend a night stretched out in a big bed. Maybe, we could even try some of these snow activities.” Now, she had Sparrow’s attention. If it involved being outside, Sparrow wanted to do it.

“Whatever makes my team happy,” I said. They had no idea how much I despised frigidly cold Naxa and my memories of it. 

After Tracy forced us to share lunch together, I returned my attention to the stealth ship’s propulsions and guidance systems. I knew I could set the ship to autopilot, but I just couldn’t risk it. Succeeding meant more to me than I had realized. I thought of Neema with her toy ships and blasters. That was when I noticed the proximity alert. 
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“There’s a vessel heading straight for us. Changing course.” The ship was coming in fast and changed its trajectory to match our own. “Shit!” I changed my heading once again. Communications picked up the ship’s distress call. I used the hand controls and took my ship up and behind the ship that had been on my tail. Then, with the ship’s robotic voice command function, I answered the distress call. “Care to explain?” I asked the other ship. 

A young male replied, “Request assistance!”

“Identify yourself.”

“Cadet Cedrenus, Inquisitor Branch, leading a training team, sir!” 

“Let me speak to your commanding officer.”

“He’s unconscious. There was an explosion.” The calm quality of Cadet Cedrenus’ response made me think this was all a ruse to capture my team. I continued to evade their stealth ship as it attempted to lock on and target my own. 

“Request visual confirmation,” I said. 

After a failed static-filled attempt, an image of a young man with smudges on his face appeared on my communications console. I made sure that he couldn’t see us. 

Sparrow observed the monitors behind him. “Tell him to cut power to all systems except life support.” 

While I relayed her order and watched as it was carried out, Dario joined us on the bridge. My heart sank when the other ship’s internal monitors showed the Commanding Officer, an Inquisitor, unconscious and bleeding in their emergency medical unit. 

“Well, shit.” I stomped my foot in selfish disappointment. “Sparrow, it’s time to drop our ruse. I’m going to need all available power diverted to propulsion.” I opened communications and noted Cadet Cedrenus’ shocked expression when he saw me.

“Princess Probus!” 

The other young men on his team gawked at us. 

“What happened?” I asked. It was a relief that the other ship had stopped targeting us like a missile, but I was angry that my chance to become an ensign had been blasted. 

“We diverted power to propulsions in order to reach Naxa ahead of a team we are tracking. The feedback loop fed into targeting and overloaded.” 

“And, the unregulated power created an explosion in your reserve energy coils. Yeah, yeah,” Sparrow said while shaking her head in obvious disgust. 

“Attaching magnetic grapples,” I said. I could hear them thud into place through communications. 

“Let me see the readouts on the medical unit,” Tracy said. 

I set course for Naxa at a safe towing speed. Tracy did her best to provide assistance, but the Inquisitor needed a physician. 

“Princess Probus, why are you out here alone?” Cadet Cedrenus asked. 

Unwilling to admit that we were his prey in the training exercise, I said, “How dare you question me?” in as snooty a tone as I could manage. 

“Princess, forgive me. I mean no disrespect. However, as a loyal subject, it is my duty to report to my superiors in case you are in danger.” 

“Don’t you dare.” 

Sparrow motioned for me to stall as she began typing furiously away at her console. 

I said, “If you must know, my royal attendants and I have thought of nothing more than getting Dario away someplace private. It can be so tiring always being encumbered by others when all we want to do is explore a traditional Laconian relationship.” 

Tracy played along. She stared up at Dario with her solid black eyes and ran her hand over his uniformed chest. 

“He won’t be communicating our whereabouts to anyone, Princess,” Sparrow said. 

I gave her a nod of my head without breaking eye contact with Cadet Cedrenus. He and his team were having a hard time breaking eye contact from Tracy and Dario. Dario grinned, put his arm around Tracy, and walked with her to the habitation area. 

In an insipid tone, I asked, “Well, you believe me. Don’t you?” 

“Yes, yes, Princess Probus.” He was blushing. 

“I didn’t mean to embarrass you, but you forced me to answer,” I said in a pouty whine. 

“Oh, no. Vice Admiral Galerius is the most fortunate male in the universes. I am embarrassed that I must impose upon females on a pleasure trip for rescue.” I did my best to hide my anger. “I assure you, Princess Probus, that I will not speak of this to anyone. After all, there is no other plausible explanation for why you and your ladies would be in route to Naxa in such a small ship as opposed to traveling in the Empress.”

“Well, Papa knows with whom I am and where we are going. We will tow you to Naxa, but you had better not tell the reporters or anyone else where we are or what we want to do to Dario, or I’ll be cross with you.” I pouted at him and ended the communication. “Well, at least the Parvac male chauvinism I have come to expect didn’t disappoint me.” 

Sparrow looked at me with frightened eyes. 

“Sparrow, what’s wrong? Is it the ship?”

“No, Teagan. I don’t want to be intimate with Dario,” she said quietly as she blushed. 

“Oh, I know. I lied. I didn’t want Cadet Cedrenus to know that we are the team that his team is trying to catch.” 

Sparrow sighed in relief.

“Um, Sparrow, you never have to do anything you don’t want to do, even if it’s having lunch at a place you don’t like.” 

She looked puzzled. “You are a member of the ruling House of the Parvac Empire.” 

“So? I’m also your friend and adopted sister-in-law.” 

Dario was shaking his head and chuckling to himself. “I don’t know whether to thank you or duck my head in shame.” 

“Why?”

“Those boys think that three beautiful women have absconded with me intent on my seduction.” 

Tracy said, “I don’t understand. In the Laconian Sector, especially on Aurilius, no one would think twice about our explanation.” 

“Perhaps, but in the Empire, it is quite the opposite. For a male to share intimacy with a female other than his wife is shameful. If any of you were sneaking off with several males to a private location, it would be perfectly acceptable.” 

“Oh, well. I can clear your good name later,” I said with a smirk. 

I alerted the land port official on duty on Naxa that I was hauling in a damaged vessel with a seriously injured Inquisitor onboard, but I allowed the ship’s automated voice to speak for me. Then, I got a cup of coffee and felt sorry for myself. When we arrived on Naxa, an officer talked me through docking procedures with a tow. By the time our vessels were safely docked, medics had arrived to care for the other team’s commanding officer. I called and hired a transport to pick us up in our stealth ship’s small transport bay. It was snowing on Naxa. Sparrow, Tracy, and I bundled up as best we could and covered our heads. Other than adding a coat over his uniform, Dario made no effort to keep from freezing. 

“I want a hot bath,” I grumbled. 

“I want to stretch out,” Tracy said as she lifted her hands up in the air. 

“Massages. Is there a spa?” I asked.

Tracy smiled and nodded. 

After we had taken our seats and been driven from our ship, I sealed and locked the transport bay door. “What the heck. Let’s go find the beacon and enter our code. We may as well finish, even though it’s too late. Driver, please take us to these coordinates.” 

The driver stopped at a storage building not far from the land port. Together, Sparrow, Tracy, and I entered the small space of maybe three-by-six feet. 

“We tried. That has to be worth something,” Sparrow said. 

“Yes, and we finished what we started,” I said as I entered our code into the beacon. It scanned us before it deactivated. “Okay, ladies. I think we have earned some time at this fancy resort Tracy picked out.”

Freezing, we got back inside of the transport with a smiling Dario. Pulling out my vid-screen, I called Yukihyo. 

“Lady Wife, were you successful?” 

Frowning, I shook my head. “We finished, but it took us too long. We had to tow in another vessel. How are my babies?” 

Yukihyo smiled. “Excellent. Their grandmothers are spoiling them. Neema’s molar has broken through her gum, so her temper has improved. You look tired. Have you slept?” 

I grinned. “No, I napped a little. I really wanted to win this.” I shrugged, but even with the distance separating us, Yukihyo could sense my disappointment. “If it is okay with our husbands, my Ponidi sisters and I would like to relax at a resort before flying home.” 

Yukihyo said, “Stay there. Enjoy it. We will come for you in the Empress. With the training exercise at an end, there is no reason for the four of you to travel in such a small vessel.” 

I perked up. “Good idea! We will anxiously await your arrival.” I turned to Dario. “That’s okay with you, right?” 

“I think it is an excellent idea. I have promised to teach Lady Sparrow how to sled.”

Speculation filled me. “I’ve never gotten to do that either.” 

Yukihyo laughed. “Enjoy yourselves, Lady Wife.” 

“Don’t you need the name of the resort?” I asked.

“I know where you are,” Zared said from somewhere nearby Yukihyo. 

“Alright. I love you all. See you soon.” I put my vid-screen away and tried to warm my hands. 

Sparrow stared through the transport windows in fascination at the tall snow-covered trees lining the road. 

“Could you turn up the heat?” I asked our driver as I tried not to shiver. At least the next planet where we would be vacationing was the blissfully warm Thalassa. 

The lodge where we were staying had been built on a hill, and warm yellow light shone through its cheery windows promising a respite from the chill seeping into me. Our driver pulled to a stop under a grand covered driveway that had been constructed of stone and wood. Dario offered me his arm while the driver unloaded our meager packs. A uniformed doorman held open the thick wood door for us, and we eagerly escaped from the frigid cold and into the warmth just as a second transport had begun its ascent up the long driveway. The four of us approached the concierge. 

“Welcome! How may I be of service?”

Dario said, “The ladies and I would like your best rooms, and they wish to enjoy all available amenities.” 

When the concierge’s eyes alighted on me, they almost bulged out of his head. He bowed so low that I feared he would knock himself unconscious on the polished wood counter. A beautiful older woman floated across the room to us on the arm of a Parvac Colonel. She was stunning with rich, dark skin that Tracy and I eyed jealously. It made me long for Thalassa and the beach even more. A younger woman walked behind them, and it was obvious that the couple before us were her parents. We ladies curtsied to each other while the men saluted. 

“Princess Probus, welcome to our humble establishment. We are deeply honored by your visit,” she said. 

“The Lady Dacia and I extend our hospitality to you and your entourage for as long as you wish to stay. I am Colonel Tomas Dacia, and this is our daughter, Terre. Our sons are at various installations throughout the Empire.” 

“It is a pleasure to meet all of you. However, as we were attempting to travel incognito, how did you know our identities?” 

Giving up our charade, Tracy, Sparrow, and I pushed back the hoods of our jackets. I turned my head in time to see Cadet Cedrenus and his team approaching us. My annoyance increased. 

Colonel Dacia said, “Inquisitor Cormac Gordian made all of the arrangements for your stay and for the young cadets who he personally assigned to serve as your guards. However, I assure you that I run tight security here at the resort.” 

Sparrow snorted and said, “Hopefully, they won’t blow us up.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Wait until I see Cormac. I was hoping to relax, not to babysit,” I said under my breath. 

Dario laughed. 

Cadet Cedrenus and his team marched across the elegant foyer, came to attention, and saluted. “Princess Probus....” 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know. Cormac ordered you to guard us. If we leave, we’ll let you know. Why don’t you and your team go and enter your code into your beacon or something?” 

“Our participation was forfeited when our commanding officer was forced to intercede on our behalf.” 

“Sorry about that. How is he?” 

Cadet Cedrenus said, “We were assured that he would make a full recovery.” 

I nodded and arranged with the concierge to send the Inquisitor some flowers. Then, with my unwanted guards surrounding us, we took the lift up to our rooms. My room had suites attached to it. Leaving my pack on the floor, I trudged into the bathroom, filled the tub, and enjoyed a much-needed soak. An indeterminate amount of time later, a signal for entry at the door prevented me from drowning in the tub after I had dozed off. After wrapping my hair in a towel and covering myself with a luxurious complimentary bathrobe, I answered it. Sparrow stared back at me. I moved out of her way so she could enter. 

“What are you wearing?” I asked in surprise as I evaluated her attire. 

She twirled around for me in a pair of pale-blue cargo pants, a matching T-shirt, and a thick floor-length sweater of blue, white, and pink. “Xavier placed an order at a local store and had clothes delivered for me.” 

Jealously, I said, “That was thoughtful.” Then, I pulled crumpled black pants and a shirt from my pack and dressed. 

“Tracy and Dario reserved a table for us at the restaurant.” 

“I just need to dry my hair.” 

A few minutes later, I discovered that Jazon had shown his wife the same consideration. Her long-sleeved floor-length dress of cerulean blue looked soft, warm, and comfortable. With the exception of my leather jacket, I was dressed like the cadets who had tailed us down to the restaurant and now stood guard at the exit into the lobby. 

I rolled my eyes. “Have they been fed?” I asked Dario as he held out my chair and then Sparrow’s. 

“Yes, Princess.” 

The restaurant was full of lively chatter. Having heard of our arrival, the locals had flocked to the lodge. 

“It’s a good thing you got us a table when you did,” Sparrow said. 

Every table was full of women, their husbands, and a few of their grown children, most of whom were male. My guards and I were the most underdressed people in the room, including the waiters. My Ponidi sisters and I impressed Dario with our ability to demolish each dish that was set before us. My mood improved as my belly filled. 

“That was delicious,” I said as I sipped my cappuccino. 

“Let’s go to the big steaming tub to soak and watch the snow. Then, we should get some sleep, so we can do activities after breakfast. It will be daylight at six in the morning,” Sparrow said. 

“Soaking tub? What kind of activities?” I asked. 

Without expression, Sparrow said, “Snow activities.” 

“Fine. Let me order some things.” I pulled out my vid-screen and began searching for clothing stores. 

Dario looked over my shoulder and said, “That won’t be necessary.” He pointed toward the lobby where several bags were being carried inside by a delivery man and loaded onto a baggage cart. 

“Did you do that?” I asked Dario. 

Tracy said, “No, the Empress saw to your wardrobe. She told Jazon and Xavier that they should do the same for us. Your order must have been larger.”

“Momma thinks of everything. Hopefully, there’s a swim dress in one of those bags.”

“Why?” Sparrow asked. 

“For the hot tub.” 

“Clothing isn’t worn in the water, Teagan. Come on,” Sparrow said as she grabbed my hand. 

As we walked by Cadet Cedrenus, I asked, “Could you please toss those bags inside of my room for me? Just leave them by the door, and I’ll put them away later.” 

He saluted me as though I had given him orders for a planetary siege. 

Tracy, Sparrow, Dario, and I went up to the spa floor. We were greeted by attendants who showed us into a changing room. Sparrow waited impatiently for us to disrobe and then tossed towels to us. Copying her, I secured mine around my chest. Tracy and I exchanged glances as we followed her into the pool room and over to one of the large hot tubs overlooking snow-capped mountains. The view through the picture window was breathtaking. 

“Dario, come over here!” Sparrow ordered. She dropped her towel and stepped down into the hot bubbling jets of water. Sparrow gave me an impatient look. 

“What the hell,” I grumbled as I mimicked her. 

Tracy kept her towel around her, gradually lifting it as she lowered herself into the water in an attempt to hide her flesh. She tossed it aside once she was seated. Her cheeks had either turned red from the embarrassment of being naked in public or from the water’s temperature. Having no compunctions about nudity, Dario carefully folded and set aside his towel before joining us. Tracy visibly stiffened, and I couldn’t help but laugh. She started splashing me in the face. 

“Stop! I’m sorry!” I said while laughing at her. “I know how you feel. I got in trouble with my Momma for wearing swim dresses into the Palace pool.” 

“If my mother could see me now, she would faint,” Tracy said.

“My mother is a whore. I don’t think she’d care,” Sparrow said. 

“So, how’s Gary?” I asked to break the tension that comment had caused. 

“Good.” She rested her head back against the tub’s rim and stared out at the snow. “I should ask Xavier to buy us a house here. It’s pretty.” 

“You can stay at our creepy family cabin for free whenever you want,” I offered. 

“You don’t like it?” Tracy asked.

“I had a frightening experience on Naxa once. Kaoti protected me, but I’m not sure I’ll ever get over it.” 

“Oh, Violet told me about that. I’m sorry, Teagan,” Tracy said. 

“I need to teach you both to fly,” I said. 

Sparrow said, “I’m getting Xavier to teach me to drive first.” 

I tilted my head back and closed my eyes. The hot water and bubbling jets worked away at my tension. Soon, my mind went blank, and I began to doze. 

“Oh, it’s time for our massages! Come on,” Tracy said. 

“Huh?”

Dario laughed at my expression. I yawned and wiped at my eyes with wet hands. Smiling male attendants stood ready with dry towels. 

“Vice Admiral Galerius!” Tracy half screeched and half whispered. 

His huge erection strained against the towel he had wrapped around his hips. “Such a reaction is only natural when in the presence of such beautiful women.” 

“If Jazon were here, he’d use it as a handle to toss you out into the snow.” 

“If Jazon’s hands were anywhere near my erection, it would vanish.” 

I laughed picturing the scene in my head. 

Our massages were given to us in a room with warm crackling fires. Warm oils mixed with freshly crushed herbs were rubbed into my skin, and then strong fingers worked away at all of the tension of the last few days. Then, heated stones were applied to my back. Tracy had to wake me up when it was over, wrap me in a robe, and walk me back to my room with our arms linked together. I blinked tiredly at Cadet Cedrenus who was in my room holding a pair of panties that he was putting away in a drawer. 

Ignoring him, I crawled under my blankets and fell into an exhausted sleep. The next thing I knew, someone was signaling for entry. The annoying sound didn’t even stop after I had flipped over my slobbery pillow and covered my ears with another one. 

“Stop. I’m coming.” With a scowl on my face, I opened the door. 

“Well?” Tracy asked. “Aren’t you going to get dressed?”

Tracy and Sparrow were both dressed and held jackets and gloves. 

“What time is it?” 

“Five,” Sparrow said. 

“Coffee?” I asked as I stumbled into the bathroom. 

“Yes, in the restaurant. I’ll pick out your clothes,” Tracy said. 

After a few moments alone in the bathroom with barely enough time to wash my face and brush my teeth, I was rushed to dress and dragged downstairs. 

While I was yawning in between sips of coffee, Tracy said, “Try not to be so enthusiastic.” 

“I was tired, and I can’t remember the last time I had such a big bed all to myself.” 

After breakfast, one of the resort’s guides drove us a short distance up into the snow-covered mountains on the property. Tracy had reserved the area and the guide for the morning. Cadet Cedrenus and his team had tagged along wearing snow gear that they had either purchased or been provided. The guide took out a yellow, curved, plasti board, sat on it, and demonstrated our objective. He sped down the slope with snow spewing up into the air around him. 

I frowned. “It looks steep. Maybe, this is too dangerous for our first snow activity.” 

Dario put his big strong arm around me. “I’ll be right here. Don’t be afraid.” 

Tracy rolled her eyes at me, pulled her hat down over her ears, and pointed with one of her gloved hands. “Teagan, look.” 

She pointed to a slope that was a few miles away from us. It was just as steep as the one where we were, but it was overrun with children who looked a little older than Neema. 

“Fine. Whatever.” 

I wasn’t sure she had even heard me since she had already hopped onto one of the plasti boards belly first and was speeding down the slope. Fearlessly, Sparrow followed. 

Dario took a board, sat on it with his feet braced in the snow to either side, and held his hand out to me. “We’ll go down together.”

Unsure if it was a good idea, I decided not to be a coward. After I was seated, Dario put his arms around me, counted to three, and then lifted his feet up onto the board. Cold wind kissed my face as we slid down the hill. I screamed and laughed, feeling silly for being afraid. We all ran back up the slope and continued sliding down and having races until we were hungry and frozen. 

Next on Tracy’s agenda was the sauna, followed by the hot tub, and finally lunch. Afterwards, she had us floating above the treetops on a guided hover gondola tour. Sparrow was intrigued by all of the animals we saw and got Xavier to watch them with us on her vid-screen. When I managed to get a moment to rest, I called Yukihyo. 

“Having fun?” he asked. 

“Yes, but stars! Tracy and Sparrow never slow down. They are like Neema and Niklos after too many cookies.” 

“Jazon and Xavier will tire them out when we arrive in the morning,” Yukihyo said in his sexy deep monotone. 
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Chapter Four
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I wanted a nap before dinner but feared if I tried to take one in my room that one of my new sisters would drag me out of bed. Therefore, I grabbed a pillow and a throw blanket, and snuck off to one of the lodge’s unpopular sitting rooms. It had a fireplace but no view. I had yet to see anyone inside of it. A long couch faced the fire, and a few chairs and tables were scattered around with stones boards upon them. Feeling I had outsmarted my friends, I curled up on the couch and had just started to doze off when an argument woke me. 

“He is an excellent match, and your fathers approve of the marriage contract he offered. Why are you so hesitant to accept?” a woman asked. 

“I don’t love him,” another woman said. 

The other woman made a scoffing sound. “You should have married years ago. A young woman your age should have at least two husbands. Think of the example you are setting and the disrespect you are showing to the families of the young men who you have refused.” 

“I have thought of those young men! It’s why I haven’t accepted any of them.”

“How rude! I am disappointed in you. I had thought that your fathers and I had raised you better. I think it best that we not speak for the remainder of the evening.” 

I heard a swish of fabric as someone entered my nap room and closed the door. Then, I heard soft puffs of sound and angry grunts. I peeked over the couch and saw the owners’ daughter hurling pillows with all of her might against the wall. 

“If you want, we can go outside and blast some stuff. That usually makes me feel better.” 

Tear-filled, brown, doe-shaped eyes stared at me in shocked, embarrassed surprise. “Princess Probus, please forgive me for intruding. I will leave at once.” 

“Please, don’t. Anyway, I’m supposed to be in my room. I snuck in here to take a nap.”

“And, I have ruined it,” she said in distress. 

“No, I understand how you feel. I’ve had similar conversations with my momma.”

“You have?”

“Yes. I’m sure she has all of my future husbands all picked out. It makes me angry because it’s my love life, but I love her and want to make her happy. We lost so much time together.”

“It’s frustrating,” she said. 

“Yes, deeply. I’m Teagan.” I held out my hand. 

She replaced the decorative burgundy pillow she had scrunched in her hands onto the chair from which she had plucked it. A small pile of them were on the floor against the far wall where she had hurled them. “I’m Terre.” We shook hands, and she wiped her eyes. 

“Who does your momma want you to marry?” 

My question made her eyes fill once more with tears. “A young male serving in the military branch. There’s nothing wrong with him. I just don’t feel anything here for him,” Terre said as she pressed her hands to her heart. “Isn’t love supposed to be beautiful and noticeable?” 

Thinking of Yukihyo and Zared, I said, “Yes. It’s unmistakable. The bonds my Laconian husbands and I have formed were undeniable and breathtaking. However, love can also catch your attention in other ways.” 

“How?” 

Thinking of Quaid, I said, “With uncontrollable desire.” Then, I thought of Nico and Fitz. “Or it can grow gradually with loyalty, trust, and kindness.” 

“You know a lot about love.” 

I smiled at her. “I’m learning. However, I wasn’t always so fortunate as to be surrounded by people who care for me.” 

The look in her eyes made me look down. As a Parvac citizen, she knew my story. She sat beside me on the couch, so I shared my blanket with her. Companionably, we sat in silence. 

After we had watched the flames in the fireplace for a while, she asked, “What should I do? Mother is so angry with me, but I can’t bring myself to accept any of the offers made to me. I wish I had more time to think.” 

“What do you want to do if it isn’t marriage?” 

“I don’t know. I simply feel so....”

“Trapped, stifled?” 

Terre gave me a sad smile. “Yes, precisely.”

My eyes lit up. “How would she react if you were to become one of my Imperial attendants? Then, you could come with us on our trip to Thalassa! That would give you time to think.” 

“You don’t mean it!” 

“Oh, yes, I do. Would she allow you to go?” 

“Are you joking? Mother would be overjoyed to know I had even spoken to you privately. To serve as one of your attendants would bring great honor to House Dacia.” 

“Great! Let’s go get coffee. You can join us for dinner and meet my sisters and Dario. Now, Terre, if you aren’t happy with us or just decide you want to return home, you must promise to tell me. My aim is to help out a kindred spirit and not to cause you more aggravation.” 

“I promise.” 

I dabbed at her tears with the corner of my blanket as we walked toward the door. Now, her doe-shaped eyes were filled with excitement. Movement in the room behind us frightened me, making me jump. Cadet Cedrenus stepped from the shadows and bowed his head to me before following us from the room. I took note of the blasters he wore secured in holsters and wondered how many additional weapons were secreted on his person. Like most Inquisitors, he had average looks with brown hair and eyes. For a moment, I was unnerved by him. He motioned for one of his team members standing outside of the room to take my pillow and blanket from me and back up to my room. 

“There you are. We have been looking for you. Our table is prepared,” Dario said as he flashed me a sexy smile. 

“Can we make room for one more?” 

“I will see to it at once, Princess Probus. Will the lovely Lady Dacia be joining us?” 

I glanced up at Dario. He had probably studied dossiers on every individual, whether an employee or guest, on the resort’s grounds. “Vice Admiral Dario Galerius, please allow me to introduce Lady Terre Dacia, my newest Imperial attendant.”

Dario didn’t look surprised as he bowed over her hand and kissed her fingers. I wondered if he had listened outside of the door, or if he had placed a listening device on me or my clothing. 

He said, “I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Lady Dacia.” Dario offered each of us an arm and escorted us to our table. A waiter had already set another place. 

Tracy and Terre began chatting amiably. I turned my attention to my plate and couldn’t help but to scowl at it, stuffed mushrooms. It seemed like each time I had mushrooms, it was a precursor to a pregnancy. My thoughts returned to my three children. Peter had plenty of my stored breast milk, which I had been adding to a few times a day. He had enough to last a week. Peter was much smaller than Niklos and much less demanding which had allowed my breasts to return to a more manageable size. I loved my children and being a mother, but I wasn’t ready for another pregnancy, even though I had agreed to try when Yukihyo had asked. It all made me think of Luca and the baby we had lost. 

Dario waved a waiter over and told him to bring me something else before I could regain my composure enough to tell him otherwise. The chef appeared in seconds concerned that I was displeased. After I had assured him that it had nothing to do with his culinary skills, he sent out a cheese-stuffed ravioli which Sparrow decided we were sharing. 

Around a mouthful, she asked, “What was that about?” 

While avoiding eye contact, I admitted to her where my thoughts had gone. 

To Terre, Sparrow said, “You’re from here. What would be fun for us to do after dinner?”

“Have you gone sliding through the ice tunnels? They extend for miles underground, and there are hidden chambers and alcoves where you can stop to catch your breath. At the end, there is a small café in an ice cave that provides warm beverages. It’s lots of fun.” 

“We’ll do it,” Sparrow said. 

I did my best to smile and feign happiness. Even though the Empress remained hours away from Naxa, Zared found me through our bond and eased my emotional suffering. When Sparrow sent me to my room to change, I called him. Seeing his solid black eyes was as much of a relief to me as our empathic and telepathic bonds. 

“Thank you.” 

Zared inclined his head to me. 

“Will you do me a favor?” 

“Yes, anything.” 

“Will you give Neema, Niklos, and Peter extra hugs and kisses from me tonight?” I concentrated on keeping my breathing slow and steady so I wouldn’t cry. It was one of the benefits of seeing the therapist Fitz and I had been visiting. “I keep wondering what I might have done differently to change the outcome of those events. What would it have been like if our baby and Luca had survived?” 

Gently, Zared said, “Teagan, nothing could have been done to save your embryo. I often wonder if I could have done something differently in that alley.” 

I looked up at his image on my vid-screen. The ache in my voice subsided enough for me to say, “You were lying there broken and bleeding. Your consciousness was gone. What could you have done?” 

“You were at the mercy of a powerful male who betrayed our trust, one who had just enacted a coordinated attack against us. What could you have done?” 

“I don’t know.” I lost my fight with my tears. Someone started signaling for entrance at my door. I brought my vid-screen with me to answer it. 

Sparrow stood there in warm clothing. She entered and shut the door. “I’m sorry you are hurting,” she said. I was surprised by her empathy. It was becoming more natural for Sparrow to recognize the feelings of others. Having been raised by robots made understanding emotions a challenge for her. Turning her attention to Zared, she said, “We are going to have fun now. She needs to change her clothes.” 

Sparrow took my vid-screen, hung up on Zared, and tossed the device to the bed. Then, she stared at me without expression until I did what she wanted. Afterwards, Sparrow held her hand out to me, and I took it. She laced our fingers together. 

“What are you doing?” I asked while continuing to sniffle. 

“When I’m sad, Xavier holds my hand. It will make you feel better. Watch.” 

“Oh, Sparrow.” I hugged her and then took hold of her hand again. 

We joined the others while being followed by the cadets. Dario observed me with concern. I avoided eye contact as our group walked along with Terre outside. She said, “Years ago, Grandfather had these tunnels built to amuse Mother and her friends. Now, we have them rebuilt each year. They are open to the children in the morning hours. If you begin to feel claustrophobic or frightened, pull off into an alcove, activate your beacon, and an attendant will come for you.” 

“Were you born here?” Tracy asked.

“Yes, I’m a third generation Parvac citizen. Mother and I were born on Naxa. Both my maternal grandmother and paternal great-grandmother were human, and came to the Empire unwillingly. However, soon after my grandmother’s arrival, she embraced the Empire’s customs and became a very wealthy female. My mother follows in her tradition and fails to understand why I have not done so.” 

Tracy asked, “She wants you to marry several males?” 

Terre nodded. 

“Just like that with no romance?” Sparrow asked. 

I grinned. 

Terre asked, “What amuses you, Princess?” 

“Sparrow has a collection of romance novels if you ever need to get your mind off of your troubles.” 

Sparrow nodded. Terre laughed, and it was a beautiful sound, like falling ice crystals tinkling together. We followed her into a cave made of packed snow. Carved-out tunnels, like long winding straws, diverged off into different directions. 

“Here,” Terre said as she selected what she referred to as a toboggan. 

It was similar to the plasti sleds we had used previously but curved upwards along its edges and had padding on which to sit. Sparrow selected a bright-red toboggan and got comfortable on it. Then, an attendant gave her a push. I giggled at her gleeful yells that echoed back to us from within the tunnel of ice. The chill in the air made my laughter visible. Soon, Tracy and Terre disappeared into the cylindrical ice tunnels. 

Dario selected a longer blue toboggan and placed it down before me. “I thought you might be more comfortable if we were to ride down together.” Remembering my nervousness when sledding for the first time, I agreed. I sat between his long legs which provided me with a feeling of added security. Dario put his arms around me, pulling me back against his chest. “Ready,” he said to the attendant, who gave our toboggan a push. 

White-blue ice began to blur past us, and we moved up onto the sides of the tunnel as we raced along its length. I clutched at Dario’s arms afraid we would spin upside down. 

“Do you want me to steer us into the alcove up ahead?” Dario asked. He had been laughing the entire time. 

“Yes! Let me catch my breath!” 

The scratchy sound of ice under the toboggan took on a new quality as he pushed a peddle with his foot and steered us over into a small snow cave to the right. 

“It’s so fast!” I closed my eyes and took a breath. 

Dario shifted and leaned over, cradling the back of my head with his right hand as his hot mouth claimed mine. As he deepened the kiss, my troubled thoughts of earlier began to fade. I could feel him hardening at my back, rivalling the ice around us. A moan escaped me. Dario drew me onto his left thigh and moved his hand from my hair and underneath my jacket and shirt. His cold palm closed over my breast, and liquid heat pooled between my thighs. I was in the process of straddling him to relieve the hard ache he had created when the sound of an approaching toboggan stilled my hands on the fastenings of Dario’s pants. It was Cadet Cedrenus. I stared at him in annoyance. 

“Forgive me, Princess. I believed myself far enough behind you to ensure your safety and allow for your privacy.” 

With a sigh, I returned to my seat between Dario’s legs. 

“I’ll be certain to tell Inquisitor Gordian how diligent you have been in guarding the Princess,” Dario said with a touch of frustrated anger lacing his words. 

“Thank you, sir. I do have my orders.” 

Dario put his arms around me and maneuvered us back into the tunnel.

“Cormac ordered him to get into your way with me. Didn’t he?” Dario couldn’t see my smile, but I could feel his sexual frustration pressing into my back. 

“Oh, I’m certain of it,” Dario said. 

The girls had cups of hot cocoa waiting for us when we reached the end of the tunnel. The ice cave café had benches and tables made of chiseled ice. After warming up with our drinks, we were hauled back up the mountain of snow in an open transport with fur hides to huddle under for warmth. Dario sat beside me and shared my large brown fur. Cadet Cedrenus didn’t let me out of his sight. After our third trip down the tunnels, I was shivering. 

“I’m going back. Stay here and play as long as you like,” I said to the girls, but they were already screaming and laughing their way back down. 

Dario gave me his arm. “Join me in the sauna.” 

“Good idea,” I said. No amount of effort would make my teeth stop chattering. 

Back inside of the lodge and on the spa floor, I disrobed in a dressing room, wrapped a towel around myself, and scurried into the sauna where Dario waited. Two cadets waited outside of the door, presumably guarding me from the thick steam. I took a seat and waited for the warmth to seep into my bones. 

“It’s nice to see you enjoying yourself for a change,” Dario said in a relaxed deep voice. 

“This has been fun. I only wish Violet had joined us.” I laughed to myself.

“What amuses you?” 

“I was just remembering a snowball fight Violet had with Kaoti.” 

“The two of them make a good match and bring out the best in each other.” Dario moved closer and took my hand in his. “You are a remarkable female. I was impressed with your performance during the training exercise.”

“Thank you.” 

Dario began to lean closer for a kiss, and the door opened letting the heat escape. I suspected that Dario might physically and brutally attack the interloper. The steam cleared enough for me to see the light-brown hair and eyes of Cormac Gordian. He entered the sauna, closed the door, and sat to my left. Cormac wore only a towel around his hips into which a trail of hair disappeared. The word had spread among my Military Advisory Committee that I had a weakness for male chest hair. Therefore, males in the know were no longer having it removed. 

“Cormac, what are you doing here?” Dario asked in a tone that belied his rage. “Shouldn’t you be evaluating the cadets?” 

“With the exercise complete, I felt a duty to offer assistance to Inquisitor Rovek.” 

“How is he?” I asked. 

“He continues to improve. He asked that I personally thank you for the flowers and for stepping in to rescue his cadets along with himself.” 

“I’m glad we could help. Maybe, now you can call off Cadet Cedrenus and his boys.” 

“I have done so. I have brought my own men along to guard you. However, the Empress will arrive by morning,” Cormac responded. “Are you enjoying your stay?” 

“Oh, yes! Thank you for treating us!” I laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever had so much fun.” 

The sauna door opened again admitting Sparrow, Tracy, and Terre. They were bubbly with chatter and livened up the room to a considerable extent. It sounded like they were already making plans for the next day. 

“Inquisitor Gordian, please allow me to introduce Lady Terre Dacia. Terre has agreed to become one of my Imperial attendants.” 

Cormac and Terre bowed their heads to each other. I caught Cormac eyeing Terre’s long dark legs appreciatively and grinned to myself. She was beautiful. Maybe, some of my suitors would pursue her instead. It amused me that males were terrified to cast such glances at Tracy or Sparrow. Their fear of my Omnes Videntes was too deep. 

In my mind, I heard Jazon say, “Believe it.” 

Laughing silently, I asked Jazon telepathically, “How long before you arrive?” 

Zared responded. “In the morning, before your first cup of coffee.” 

I did my best to share my joy and happiness with my husbands across the distance. To the ladies, even though I was sure they already knew, I said, “Don’t make any decisive plans for the morning. Our husbands will be arriving. Terre, have you spoken to your mother?” 

“Yes, I have. She caught me alone soon after dinner and is no longer cross with me.” Terre gifted us with her tinkling laugh. “She is quite pleased and has begun packing some things for me.” 

“We’ve been preparing for a trip to Thalassa. Will you need to do any shopping?” Tracy asked. 

“I may need to purchase a few items,” Terre answered. 

Sparrow groaned. 

“Violet and I will take her. You don’t have to go,” Tracy said. 

Cormac said, “You ladies will do me the honor of accompanying me to the Inquisitor Cadets Award ceremony before our departure to Thalassa, I hope.” 

Tracy, Sparrow, and I shared looks of disappointment. “Of course,” I replied in an attempt to be gracious. “If you all will excuse me, I believe I will call it a night.” 

The girls joined me. I wasn’t sure it was wise to leave Dario and Cormac alone together, but they could work it out between themselves. Cormac deserved whatever he got after all of the intervening he had done with the cadets. 

“What was the cause for all of their tension if I may ask?” Terre questioned as we returned to our rooms. 

“Both of them want Teagan,” Tracy answered. 

“Will you accept either or both?” Terre asked. 

I shrugged. 

“It was generous of Inquisitor Gordian to cover the expenses of your stay,” Terre said.

“Yes, it was, but I could easily afford to pay the bill. He pleased me more by allowing our participation in the Inquisitor Cadet training exercise.” 

Terre looked surprised. “But, isn’t that only for males?” Now, she seemed downright scandalized. 

“Yes, and I don’t think it’s fair or right.” 

“But, certainly you realize that our circumstances within the Empire differ from elsewhere. With females being a minority amongst the population, participating in hazardous occupations is detrimental to our survival as a species. Male births exceed female births by at least four to one.” 

“I just think some exceptions should be made.” 

“Teagan thinks, and I agree, that females should have the same freedom to decide how best to serve the Empire as males do,” Tracy said. 

“I know I’m not cut out for it. I learned that years ago when the Galaxic Militia rejected me. However, there may be the odd little girl here and there who dreams of commanding a warship. Well, goodnight.” I escaped into the privacy of my room, took a bath, and went to bed. 

Hours later, I had become one with the mattress, but something threatened to pull me from my contented dreams and warm cozy blankets. I grumbled at it and heard a deep chuckle. My face was planted in the pillow, so the sound came from somewhere near my left ear. I felt my warm blankets shift and then felt cold, hairy man legs and feet to either side of me. I woke up and turned toward Yukihyo. His lips claimed mine, and through our empathic bonds, the passionate desires of my Laconian husbands overwhelmed me. I ran my hands up Yukihyo’s thickly muscled arms to his shoulders. 

He paused our kiss long enough to ask, “Of what has our Lady Wife fantasized?” 

“I believe she yearned for our love, to feel our caresses against her skin, to feel our bodies and minds joined with hers,” Zared answered as he softly ran his fingertips from my left ankle up to my hip. 

As he ran his hand back down my leg, he spiraled pleasure through me, spiking my pleasurable endorphin response with his touch. I gasped and then moaned as Yukihyo claimed my breast with his warm mouth. My nipple became a hard pebble that he flicked with his tongue. Taking advantage of my distracted state, Zared moved down my body, pushing the warm covers from the bed. 

“Don’t worry, female. We will keep you warm.” 

I felt Zared’s long hair tickling my thighs as he positioned himself between them. Then, he found me with his soft lips and warm, wet tongue. Yukihyo captured my mouth with his own muffling the inarticulate cries of pleasure as I made them. Yukihyo’s kisses prevented me from begging to be filled, but with Zared reading my mind and emotions, he knew what I wanted. He removed his tongue from within me and replaced it with something much harder and larger. Yukihyo’s lips left mine, and I panted for air only to end up using it to moan. Zared pushed himself into me and set a hard, fast rhythm. Yukihyo began placing soft kisses along my neck and chuckled as I screamed with the intensity of my release. 

I melted into the mattress. Zared’s thrusts became more and more erratic. I could feel his balls slapping against me and chuckled. The sounds I made along with the satisfaction he felt through our bond were his undoing. Slamming into me, Zared filled me with himself. I could feel the hot spurt hitting deep within me, tickling me, and orgasmed again. 

“I want my child growing within you,” he said with desperate longing. 

His words humbled me. He knew, they both did, what the miscarriage had done to me. It had hurt all of us. 

“Lady Wife, will you do that thing, the one with your mouth?” Yukihyo asked with a naughty grin. He laid back against the pillows with his erection standing tall. 

Through the pale light seeping in through the curtains, I could just make out the pink and gold streaks filling his eyes. I waited until Zared laid to the side and moved to position myself over Yukihyo’s legs. Then, I licked him from his base to his tip. While his length jerked and bobbed, I licked the pearl of moisture at his tip. Yukihyo fisted his hands in my hair. I knew what he wanted and gave it to him. 

“Oh, stars,” Zared said as he watched us. 

The mattress shifted, and then I felt him behind me, running his hands up and down the backs of my thighs from where I kneeled on my hands and knees over Yukihyo. As I took him all of the way into my mouth, I felt Zared’s tip at my entrance. I was surprised that he had hardened again so quickly. I gasped around Yukihyo’s shaft at the feeling of steel pushing aside my delicate folds. Never before had he felt so deliciously hard to me. I pulsed around that hardness and shuddered with an intense orgasm brought about just by the feeling of him within me. Zared drove his hips forward, burying himself so deeply that his thighs squeezed against the backs of my own. I sucked hard on Yukihyo as I lifted up to his rim and swallowed. 

Yukihyo’s hands tightened in my hair. His eyes were squeezed shut. “Yes, Teagan. Yes.” 

Zared began driving himself into me. His thrusts set the pace for my mouth upon Yukihyo. I feared my own pleasure would cause me to leave Yukihyo unsatisfied. I had no sooner had the thought than Zared began spiraling pleasure through me. It passed through me and into Yukihyo. While I sucked hard on him, a loud, uninhibited yell burst from him along with his seed down my throat. Releasing him, I rested my head on his stomach. Zared held my hips and slammed into me with hard feral need. Another orgasm tore through me leaving me weak. He cried out with his second release, filling me yet again. I could hear him panting with exertion as he pulled himself from me. 

Before I could collapse, Zared picked me up and laid me beside Yukihyo, my head on his chest where it was supposed to be. He covered us with the blankets and laid beside me. Yukihyo’s heart pounded under my ear. 

“Are you alright?” Yukihyo asked. 

I squeaked a response, trying not to black out from the pleasure. 

“I was talking to Zared,” Yukihyo said. 

They both chuckled in a manly fashion. I went back to sleep. Too soon, someone signaled at my door for entry. “No,” I mumbled. 

Zared slid from the bed and completely naked walked to the door. Appreciatively, I gazed at the indents to either side of his butt as he walked. Then, I panicked. “Zared! It could be Tracy, Sparrow, or Terre!” 

Heedless of my concerns, he opened the door wide. Dario stared at him in surprise. “I brought the Princess coffee,” Dario said. 

“How thoughtful. I’m sure she could use it.” Zared took the coffee and closed the door in Dario’s face. 

“That wasn’t nice,” I said as I held my hand out for the coffee.

“Neither was his plan in attempting to ignite your passion, but deny you fulfillment until you placed your palm on the marriage contract. Dario will need to be more creative.” 

That information silenced me. I drank the coffee before joining my husbands in the shower. 

In the restaurant, Drex, Eli, and Cormac each wore unreadable expressions at the table they shared which worried me. Tracy and Jazon sat at a private table for two. Each of them wore sappy expressions and had white sclera surrounding their eyes. Tracy looked tired. Zared chuckled at my thoughts. Sparrow and Xavier were nowhere to be found. 

Zared whispered in my ear, “Sparrow had her own fantasies about Xavier in a gondola above the trees.” 

I laughed and imagined one of the gondolas swaying dangerously above the tree line. Terre was seated at a table with her parents having a family breakfast before her departure. “Are my babies aboard our ship?” 

“Yes,” Yukihyo said. 

“Let’s just have breakfast on the Empress. I miss them.”

Yukihyo grinned and kissed my nose. 

Out loud, Jazon said, “Don’t worry. We’ll bring Terre and her belongings with us when we return to the ship.” 

I smiled at him, waved to everyone, and rode to the land port with Yukihyo and Zared. 
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Chapter Five
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“Mommy!”

“Mommy!”

“Ma!” 

I heard all at once from three little voices as I ran with open arms to my babies. We covered each other with kisses. “I love you. I love you. I love you,” I said to each of my children. 

“Mommy fly ship,” Niklos stated. 

“Yes, it was fun, but I missed you, and your brother and sister.” 

“Mommy, show Neema which ship,” my daughter demanded. 

I held Peter and followed Neema and Niklos over to the most heavily toy-littered area of flooring where I carefully sat. Neema collected all of their toy ships and transports, lining them out in front of me. I picked up a toy stealth ship. “This one.” 

Niklos and Neema each selected a ship and held them up in the air while running around with them. I took Peter to my bedroom and nursed him. Then, everything felt right in my world. Returning to the sitting room with Peter in my arms, I walked to the dining table. Contentment filled me. I realized that I wanted nothing more than to be a good wife and excellent mother. It lessened the regret I felt for having failed the training exercise. I caught Zared, Walter, and Rozz exchanging looks just as I was lifting a big bite of my omelet to my mouth. 

“What?” 

Zared said, “You didn’t fail.” 

“What?” I asked as my fancy artificial heart sped up. 

“You, Sparrow, and Tracy succeeded in your mission. The question remains of which teams completed their objectives in the least amount of time.” 

“What?” I parroted myself in a higher-pitch. 

“What?” Neema mimicked me. 

“Wa,” Peter said. 

I laughed. 

“Mommy finished!” Neema shouted. 

“Yes, you never asked Dario to intercede. Eli is quite proud of you,” Zared said. 

My cheeks heated with pleasure, and my nose started to tingle. 

“Uh, oh,” Neema said. She pressed her palm to my forehead in exasperation, checking to see if I was sick. Her actions made me laugh instead of cry. I wasn’t a failure. 

“Is that what you thought?” Zared asked in concern having read my mind. 

I nodded and looked at Neema. Then, I smiled at Zared. Yukihyo captured Neema and put her in her chair while Chef caught Niklos. I marveled at how much more civilized my children were during meals after Momma’s influence. Peter fisted his tiny hands in my hair, and I inhaled his sweet baby smell. We had finished breakfast and moved on to the sitting area by the time Drex and Eli joined us. Drex had brought me a bouquet of wild mountain flowers. 

“Oh, Drex! These are beautiful. Thank you.” 

“I am very proud of your accomplishment, Teagan. You did well in your first command.” The sincere compliment from a high-ranking Inquisitor made me cry. Drex panicked. “Dearest one, what have I done?” He dropped to his knees at my feet. 

I hugged his neck and kissed his lips. “It really means a lot to me to hear you say that. I know you mean it, because you’re terrible with flattery and pretty words.” 

“I’m honored that my regard can move your emotions to such an extent.” 

Jazon and Tracy, Sparrow and Xavier, and Terre joined us next. Introductions were made. Then, the married couples disappeared into their rooms. Peter had Terre wrapped around his tiniest claw in a matter of heartbeats. She fell in love hard and fast. “You are the sweetest perfection. Oh, look at you.” 

Niklos and Neema took an immediate interest in Terre, decided they liked her, and gave her kisses. 

“Where is Thunderdrop?” I asked as I looked around. 

“He is on Parvac. He decided to go home with Violet, Kaoti, and Poppy. Look,” Yukihyo said. He showed me a video of Thunderdrop playing fetch with Puff, the Aegisthus family dog. 

“He did not wish to go to the cold planet,” Zared informed me. 

Dr. Savelli came for Terre to make sure all of her medical files and inoculations were up to date. The journey home to Parvac was uneventful, but happy and enjoyable. 

Unfortunately, the look on Momma’s face when we entered the Palace had me considering a quick retreat back to the ship. Papa saved me. “Teagan, who is this ethereal creature?” he asked.

Throwing my arms around his chest, I lifted up on my toes to kiss his cheek. “Papa, this is Lady Terre Dacia. She has agreed to serve as one of my Imperial attendants.” 

Papa gave me a warm hug before releasing me to kiss Terre’s hand. “It is a pleasure, my dear. Welcome.” 

I thought Terre might faint, but she executed a perfect curtsey to my parents. It was the lowest one I had ever seen and made her blue skirts puddle about her on the white stone flooring. 

“Rise, Lady Dacia. I can see you will make a fine addition to our daughter’s entourage with your gentile upbringing,” Momma said. “Otto, see the Lady Dacia to a room near Teagan’s wing and that her belongings are arranged to her satisfaction. Teagan, I will speak with you in my sitting room.” Momma turned in a graceful swirl of fabric and floated away. 

I cast a pleading look at Papa. He kissed my forehead and said, “Go see what it is your mother wants.” 

With dread forming a rock in the bottom of my stomach, I followed her. Kaoti was a shadow behind me. Once I had stepped inside of Momma and Papa’s wing, their butlers closed the doors. I sighed. Momma pointed to a chair. I sat. Momma paced. I watched her as she moved. Her long reddish-brown hair fell in delicate waves down her back. I could sense her annoyance through our empathic bond. 

As a small child growing up alone with Nathan Green, the man claiming to be my father, but who in fact had been our jailer and torturer, I had longed for my mother. I had yearned for love. Continually, he had fed me lies that she had left because she hadn’t loved me, that she couldn’t stand to be around me. His words came back to me with stunning force. His cruelty had been deliberate. He had believed that he had killed her, stabbing her repeatedly in a fit of rage. He had used those lies to cripple me emotionally and to control me. 

Now, as I watched her, I could only believe his words to have been prophetic. Maybe, they had been true. I wasn’t who Empress Neema Probus wanted me to be. The part of my heart that had begun to heal in the Palace infirmary when I had first felt her love began to crumble and die. Frantically, I began constructing a hasty wall between us to protect my heart from the rejection I knew was coming. I wanted to run from the room, but my pain and despair kept me frozen while I waited for the condemnation to fall from her lips to my ears. The hard lump in my stomach replicated and sent its progeny up to lodge in my throat. Momma stopped pacing and stared down at me with a pale face and eyes that had grown large in her face. 

The doors to my parents’ wing banged open startling us both and drawing our eyes. Yukihyo stormed in, sat beside me, and surrounded me in his big strong arms. I buried my face against his neck. 

“Can we go?” I whispered. 

I wanted to take the children, Thunderdrop, and go somewhere far away, somewhere where I wouldn’t have to hear the vocalization that would destroy me. We could go home to Arachne where the Alarics and Montgomerys loved me. Yukihyo washed away the hard lumps of pain that had formed within me in a flood of love as he soothed my emotions. He moved his hands in circles on my back. I didn’t want to cry in front of Empress Probus. What if she were to laugh at my pain? What if her words mimicked those of Nathan Green, making every word he had ever said, words I had begun to accept as lies, once more into truths? I began to shake in Yukihyo’s arms. 

“Please, let’s go,” I begged. Even with my husband’s help, I didn’t think I could survive her rejection. 

I felt soft hands on my wrists. A voice even softer said, “Teagan, look at me.” She had knelt beside us, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t obey her request. It would hurt too much. “Teagan, look at your momma,” she said. 

Something in her tone pulled at me like a compulsion. Whatever it was she had to say, I decided to listen and get it over with. Then, we could leave. I used strength I pulled from Yukihyo and Zared to fortify my inner protective wall and tried to deaden my heart enough to the woman before me so that what she had to say wouldn’t hurt as much. I felt her fingers in my hair brushing through it. 

“What just happened?” she whispered. “From where did your pain come, and what spurred it into being?” she asked so softly that I could barely hear her. 

I couldn’t speak. I was too confused by the often-repeated words ingrained within my heart and mind by Nathan Green, by the disappointment I had sensed from her moments ago, and by the compassion she now showed me. I heard someone walk closer. The couch cushion shifted, and I felt myself pulled from Yukihyo’s safe embrace and onto Papa’s lap. I hid my face against him. I sensed Zared in my mind where he carefully hid Nathan Green and his words from me. I drew in a deep shuddering breath trying to grasp at what I had learned in therapy with Fitz, but it seemed so elusive now when I needed it. 

“Tavere?” she asked.

“It’s alright. She will be fine. Isn’t that right, my darling?” Papa asked. I nodded against the safety his warmth provided. “Will you tell Papa what has hurt you so?” 

I held onto the front flap of his jacket. “She doesn’t like me. I’m a disappointment. She’ll leave again,” I answered in an achy whisper that seemed to lurch forth. 

“That’s not true, my darling. She likes you very much. However, she may need to consider that your life is your own to enjoy as you wish. You have done more than enough to fulfill your duties to the Empire. Should she ever doubt it, she can look at her grandchildren. Furthermore, I won’t allow her to leave. Should she try, we will pursue her with fleets of warships with your Uncle Kagan and cousin Kane commanding them, and if you wish it, you shall command your own ship. However, you would have to follow the chain of command just like everyone else. Understood?” I nodded. When my trembling finally stopped, he stroked my hair and kissed my forehead. “She’s alright. Let’s go. Yukihyo, you will personally repair my walls.” Papa slid me from his lap to the couch. They left, leaving us alone. 

I stared at my knees until a delicate hand entered the space in front of me. “Take my hand and come with me.” 

Hesitantly, I obeyed. Kaoti was the only one who had stayed, but he was a statue. The soft hand on mine guided me along into a solarium off of the royal bathroom that I had never before entered. A table and chair had been brought into the space. On the table was a glob of clay and assorted tools. 

“Kaoti, bring a small chair, please,” Momma said.

Moments later, my bodyguard placed another chair at the table and briefly caught my eyes with his before returning to his previous location. His eyes told me everything. He was my friend and was here for me should I need him. 

Momma said, “Please, sit down.” 

I sat but wasn’t inclined to look at her. I felt as raw as the lump of clay looked. She shoved her fingers into the glob and dropped a hunk of it down on the table in front of me. Then, she passed me a tool. She sat in her chair and continued an earlier project. 

“What do you want me to do?” I asked quietly. 

“Take the clay away until you can see something,” she said absently. “Well, what are you waiting for?” she mumbled, her attention elsewhere. 

“I’m afraid of making a mistake.”

“The only mistake is to give up.” 

Silence passed between us before I spoke. “I didn’t mean to make you angry. I’m sorry for whatever it was I did wrong. I assume it was my participation in the training exercise.” I stared at my lap and the small chisel I held. 

“You did nothing wrong. I did. You aren’t the little malleable doll I keep pretending you to be. In fact, I should take lessons from my daughter about how to be a good mother.” 

I dropped the chisel to the stone floor in shock and bent to pick it up. 

“Teagan, you flew off in a stealth ship with your ladies and only one officer to prove a point. That was brave. You did it for Neema and Galina. Mother told me as much. Not once have I offered you such support. Instead, I have been trying to shape your life like a piece of clay, attempting to make it into a thing of beauty to compensate for the years I left you alone.” 

“That wasn’t your fault.” 

“Nor was it yours.” 

I lifted the chisel to the blob. Letting my mind wander, I scraped at the clay. Slowly, the emotional wall I had erected between us began to fade away while the clay began to take shape. It was crude, but it actually looked like something. 

“That’s pretty.”

“Thank you. Drex gave me flowers on Naxa. He said he was proud of me. It kind of looks like the prettiest ones in the bouquet.” 

Momma got up and came back with some paints and brushes. I painted the petals, which were too thick to look real, a light-purple, the stamen an orange-yellow, and the leaves a bright-green. Once I had finished, Momma showed me how to put it in a small kiln that hardened it in seconds. 

“The heat and the molecular cohesion compound in the paint should prevent it from breaking if dropped, but it won’t survive blaster fire or anything like that. You did a good job for your first time.” 

“Thank you. May I go give it to Drex?” 

“Yes, I’ll see you at dinner.” 

I carried my sculpted flower out and found Kaoti. Then, I winced when I saw the walls to either side of the entrance to my parents’ wing. There were holes in them where the door handles had gotten stuck. Yukihyo had been fast to rush to my aid. I was ashamed of my weakness. I was a grown woman with three children and six husbands, but a stray memory from my childhood could cripple me. When would I outgrow my past? My cheeks turned red in the hall. All of my Omnes Videntes stood at attention and lined it. With them were Yukihyo, Nico, Zared, and Drex. 

“Don’t be embarrassed. We are yours. Should weakness overcome you, use our strength. We will never leave you,” Zared said. 

I nodded, unable to speak, but they knew what was in my heart and mind. Hesitantly, I approached Drex and held out to him the flower I had made. Unsure if he could tell what it was, I explained it to him. He took my small offering, but from his expression, I couldn’t tell if he thought it was stupid or not. 

“Oh!” I squeaked as I found myself thrown over Nico’s shoulder. 

“You’ll be yelling out more than that in a minute, woman.” Nico carried me all of the way to the bedroom, tore out of his clothes, threw up my skirts, and made it clear how much he had missed me. 

We spent the remainder of the day on the lawn playing with the children and Thunderdrop, who Violet had brought home. In shorts and a T-shirt, I sat on a blanket with Peter and watched while Neema and Niklos chased butterflies. Yukihyo sighed when a servant arrived and stood nearby with a bucket of plaster and a trowel. He kissed me and left. Papa was overseeing the work. 

“Are you alright?” Kaoti asked. 

The sound of his voice surprised me. I shrugged. “I feel stupid.” 

“You are not.” He bowed to me and slipped away into the shadows. 

“Ma Ma,” Peter said as he held himself up on his arms and crawled to me. I laid on my side and watched him inch closer. 

“My Queen,” Farowyn said as he approached. 

“Hello, please join us. Peter, can you smile for your Uncle Farowyn?” 

Farowyn sat beside us and ran his hand over Peter’s back and then patted his little diapered butt. I was letting my children air out. Neema ran around topless in a pair of pink bloomers while Niklos sported the same look as his brother. 

“May I have permission to speak freely?” 

I laid on my back so Peter could practice climbing and smirked at Farowyn. “This from the male who cupped my breast and sampled my milk?” 

Farowyn made the odd sound that passed as his laughter, and Peter joined him. “I have been studying your people’s mating rituals. Your customs are much different from our own. If I had you with me on Talpa, among my own people, I would not allow other males to look at you without challenging them to blade battle. Here, fine breeding females take many husbands. I have decided to accept that. I want you. I will become wealthy like Yukihyo so you will accept me.” 

Peter grabbed handfuls of my hair and sucked on my chin. I moved him back to the blanket and sat up. “I didn’t become Yukihyo’s wife because of his wealth. We married because we love each other and want to share our lives together, to be together always.” 

Careful of his claws, Farowyn took my hand. “If wealth does not matter, accept me. You are my queen, but one day might be the queen of all of the Eloneave at my side.” Peter crawled to Farowyn. “I want you in my arms once more, to feel your soft skin and long hair. I will win you, my queen.”

Niklos and Neema barreled into me making the breath whoosh out of me. We were a pile of shrieks and laughter. Someone cleared his throat. I glanced over and saw Rolf. “Princess, visitors await you in the sitting room.” 

I watched as Sparrow and Xavier began running from near the lake across the lawn. Only one man would get that reaction from her. 

“Come inside with Mommy! Farowyn, will you carry Peter inside?” I asked as I stood with Niklos on one hip with his wispy blonde hair and Neema on the other with hers of dove-grey. Farowyn held Peter to his shoulder and followed us as I hurried after Sparrow and Xavier. My bare feet slapped against the stone tiles in the halls, and my children laughed in my arms. 

“Daddy!” Sparrow yelled as she ran and threw herself into Gary’s arms. 

My eyes filled with tears as I ran to Quaid. Neema screamed and kicked her legs wanting Eric. 

“Come here! How’s my best girl?” Eric asked her. She smiled coyly at him. 

I wrapped my free hand behind Quaid’s neck letting my fingers trace the line of his military haircut. I lifted up on my toes to kiss his lips. “Oh, Quaid. I’ve missed you so much.” 

“Lady Bosh, to be near you once more is like feeling the warmth of the suns after months of enduring only cold and darkness.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” 

Papa said, “Because I wanted it to be a surprise. Now, our vacation will be perfect for my Princess and my Empress.” 

I wasn’t really interested in what Papa had to say or in pretending to be a polite hostess. “Niklos, go to Gapa,” I said as I handed him over. I grabbed Quaid’s hand and let the melting need and desire I felt for him wash over him unabatedly. Eric made a strangled sound. “Oh, hey Eric!” I called out breathlessly over my shoulder as I stared into Quaid’s black eyes. 

I didn’t need to tug my sexy Laconian husband along. Commander Quaid Bosh was wearing the full-dress uniform of the Galaxic Militia which made me desperate to rip it off of him. Knowing my thoughts, he had me almost at a jog to keep up with him. We turned a corner into the main hall, and he pushed my back against the wall and claimed my mouth with his own. Quaid spiraled pleasure through me making my knees melt along with my center. Past thinking or caring about decorum, I began unfastening his jacket wanting desperately to feel his hairy chest against my breasts. He broke our kiss. 

“Please, Quaid,” I moaned. 

He grinned and glanced up and down the hall at guards, military advisors, servants, and everyone else who stared at us before sweeping me up into his arms and striding to my wing of the Palace. I occupied myself with kissing his handsome jaw and running my fingers through his hair. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my bed that to me resembled an elaborate cage. I wanted to trap Quaid in it and never let him go. He dropped me onto the mattress, letting me bounce. I tore out of my top and shorts, pushing the blankets down with my feet. 

Quaid had freed himself of his uniform and closed his big strong hands over my knees. He pressed them down into the mattress. I moaned as he pushed himself into me, loving the way he felt as he stretched me to accommodate his girth. 

“Oh, Quaid.” 

Every concern, worry, fear, and disappointment fell from me as Quaid and I made love. The parts of my soul and intellect that had lain dormant in his absence blossomed forth making me giggle with happiness as I kissed his neck. 

“I love you, Lord Bosh.” 

Quaid groaned. His movements became faster until he rammed forward emptying himself within me while sharing through our touch the pleasure he felt. He sent waves of it throughout me. My back lifted from the mattress, causing my sensitive nipples to press against the thick crinkly hair of Quaid’s chest. One orgasm after another burst through me like bubbles. Quaid rolled to his back taking me with him and held me to his chest. Too content with pleasure to do anything else, I slept. 

After a short nap, I awoke to Quaid’s strong hands stroking my back and lifted my head to smile at him and kiss his handsome face. Now, his eyes had white sclera visible which meant he was relaxed and satisfied. “I have a gift for you, but not one that sparkles.” 

With a naughty grin, I peeked under the covers. “It doesn’t look like you’re ready yet.” 

Quaid laughed, scooted out from under me, pulled his vid-screen from his jacket, and returned to bed. I placed kisses across his chest and wished he would will himself hard once more. His cock gave a weak jerk in response prompting his laughter. “Teagan,” he said. His voice had taken on a serious tone. “The gift I have for you is a wrong righted, of an evil ended, and of a pain you might never again fear. I have journeyed to the farthest reaches of the Galaxic Expanse, tracking buyers, sellers, and material components, to eradicate this vile symbol of devastation from the universes. I can make no promises or guarantees that more of them will not be produced, but laws have been passed to make doing so not worth the risk if caught. My father made certain of it.” 

Quaid placed his vid-screen into my hands. Upon it was a long, detailed report of an intense investigation into detonating pulse blades. Arrests and seizures had all been documented. Slowly, I scrolled through it reading every word until my eyes were too blurry to see. Quaid took the vid-screen from me and held me while I grieved for Luca once more. 

“My hope is that through the Militia’s continued vigilance, no one else will suffer Luca’s fate,” Quaid said quietly against my hair while I cried. 

Once I was done, I had a headache but felt purged. Quaid handed me a fresh silk square. “Will you share what you can of this with Lucius and Fallon, Luca’s parents?” 

Quaid hugged me close while continuing to rub circles on my back. “Our commanding officers have shared the report with the Parvac Empire.” 

I didn’t need to tell Quaid what his efforts along with those of the Hadrian’s crew and the Galaxic and Laconian governments meant to me, because he knew. Quaid had renewed the telepathic bond between us. I relaxed against him spreading my fingers through his sexy blonde chest hair and let my thoughts wander over the events of the past few days. 

“You did the right thing when you answered the distress call of the other stealth ship,” he said. 

“I was thinking of what Hiroshi would do. He would drop everything to aid a Militia ship.” 

Quaid chuckled. 

“What?” I asked. 

“Gossip from Simon is that Ling has been demonstrating signs of queasiness. Furthermore, Tora has been docked in her berth on Arachne for a few weeks.” 

I straddled Quaid’s chest and squealed. “Seriously? I mean really? Is Ling pregnant? Little Hiroshi Lee babies crawling around could be in the near future?” 

Quaid’s eyes followed the bouncing of my breasts. “What?” he asked rhetorically. His cock gave me its undivided attention. 

By the time Quaid and I stepped from my room, freshly showered and dressed, he was what his younger sister, Eri Bosh, would describe as being love drunk. I had gone a bit overboard with the amounts of pleasure I had been rolling through him, but I enjoyed seeing the grin on his face and the white around his eyes. Jazon jealously guarded Tracy from Quaid, and I laughed about how she practically drooled over my Eriopis husband. On the other hand, Terre seemed unaffected even by Eric’s charm. Being raised in the Empire, she had preconceived notions regarding the behavior of an Imperial attendant and fussed with my hair and made sure that my coffee was perfectly suited to my tastes. Otto and Rolf deferred to her in a way they never had to me. When Terre ordered Rolf to make me a fresh cup of coffee because it wasn’t strong enough, he immediately complied. Had I asked, he would have raised an eyebrow and suggested juice might be better for me. When Terre’s back was turned, I stuck my tongue out at him. That got him to give me his snooty butler look, but he didn’t let Terre see it. I laughed. I loved having her on my side. 

“Well! Hello! Hello! Hello! Did you miss me?” a playful voice called out from the sitting room. 

Neema ran from the patio inside yelling, “Fip! Fip! Fip!” the entire time. 

Thunderdrop jumped down from his perch atop my head to follow. I took a small sandwich from a tray and fed it to Quaid, who gazed at me with love-drunk rapture. Phillip joined us on the patio with Neema in his arms. He pulled out a chair in between Yukihyo and Nico and started filling his plate with two of everything from the tiered tray at the center of the table. 

“Hey, Cupcake. You and Quaid look relaxed.” 

“Thanks. Where have you been?” 

“I went to a medical research facility on Daphoene to study advances in pediatrics. Uncle Fip needs to stay current, right, Creampuff?” 

“Neema loves Fip,” she said as she gave him a baby kiss. Evidence in the form of jelly remained on his cheek. We didn’t tell him. 

Eric, Nico, and Yukihyo were busy catching up and didn’t notice the look that transformed Phillip’s face. I followed his gaze to Terre, who politely refilled my cup. 

“Phillip, may I introduce Lady Terre Dacia. Terre is a new friend we met while on Naxa. She has agreed to serve as one of my Imperial attendants since Violet has her hands full with Poppy at the moment.” 

Phillip’s chair scraped against the stone as he stood and walked around the table. Terre turned to him and curtsied. “Hi, I’m Fip. I mean Phillip. I mean.... I’m Dr. Phillip Svenson. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” With Neema clinging to him and his right arm around her, awkwardly he took Terre’s hand in his left and bent forward to kiss her fingers. Neema laughed and clutched his shirt with sticky hands. 

“Dr. Svenson, I am pleased to make your acquaintance,” she said as she removed her hand from his and discreetly wiped it on a napkin. 

Realizing his palm had grown damp, Phillip wiped it on his pants. Thunderdrop chirped at me and showed me an image of a male spider chasing a large female spider through an Arachnean forest. I shoved a sandwich into my mouth and watched the display in front of me in fascination. 

“You are so beautiful,” Phillip said. The pause that followed was so long and awkward that it got Eric and Yukihyo’s attention. 

“You are too kind,” Terre said. She turned to me. “Will there be anything else, Princess?” 

I was startled when I realized she was talking to me. “No, but you’re welcome to join us.” 

“Thank you. However, something requires my attention.” Terre curtsied and turned to enter the Palace. 

“Do you need help? I can help,” Phillip said. He followed her. 

After the door closed, I started to ask, but Eric beat me to it. “What the fucking shit was that?” I stared into my cousin’s ice-blue eyes. “Was that our Phillip, the ladies’ man?” 

“No way. That had to be a clone. Our Phillip was kidnapped at the medical conference. Another possibility is that an imposter underwent reconstructive surgery to take his place. But, wouldn’t Neema know if that wasn’t Phillip?” I asked. 

Yukihyo’s mouth was hanging open. 

“Quaid, what just happened?” Eric demanded. He had just taken another bite and couldn’t answer. 

Jazon answered for him. “Phillip fell so hard for Terre that he knocked all of his charm out of himself and behaved like an unsure boy with his first crush. His palms are sweating for fuck’s sake. Maybe, he’ll stop making eyes at my female now. Too bad he bombed so badly with Terre.” 

Zared snorted and said, “Hi, I’m Fip.” 

Jazon and Zared howled with laughter. I shook my head. “But, she’s Parvacian. I thought human males weren’t attracted to us,” I said puzzled by what I had just witnessed. 

“She has far more human blood than the average Parvacian female, and stranger things have happened,” Yukihyo said under his breath with a nod toward Farowyn, who watched me from the edge of the patio. 
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Chapter Six
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After breakfast, I went to my room to change for the Inquisitor Cadet Awards Ceremony. Terre was attempting to put together wardrobe selections for me, all of which were white. Phillip hovered. Neema had her arms around his neck and a sweet smile on her face. “Can I help?” Phillip asked. 

“No, you are covered in jelly,” Terre said primly. 

“I will take the Princess, Lord Svenson,” Pierce said. 

“No! My Fip!” Neema said with a fierce scowl. 

“Neema, don’t you want to go with Mommy, Daddy, and Fip to the party?” I asked.

“Party?” She took her arms from Phillip’s neck. 

“Yes, the reporters will be taking lots of pictures,” I said. I knew how to manipulate my daughter. 

“Pierce! Party!” Neema went with him eagerly.  She loved the attention of cameras and cheering crowds. 

I whispered in Phillip’s ear, “Maybe, if you ask nicely, she’ll lick all of that jelly off of you.” When Phillip turned red, I knew something was wrong with him. 

“I’ll just go get cleaned up,” he said nervously. He tripped when he turned. I laughed and caught his arm. 

Drex stood in the bedroom doorway and watched Phillip leave. From Drex’s expression, I could tell he didn’t notice anything odd. I turned myself over to Terre and let her dress me how she wanted. “So, what am I supposed to do today?” I asked him. 

With his hands clasped behind his back, he stepped closer. “There has been a slight change of plans. You and your team will sit with the other cadets and walk to the platform when called. The Empress Neema will award the rank insignias.” 

I tried to hide my disappointment. Terre straightened my hair so that it fell in a shiny, sleek curtain down my back and arranged a sparkling diamond tiara on top of my head. She chose a white lace calf-length dress with a full skirt and paired it with a white leather jacket and a pair of tan flats. She had chosen to wear a yellow dress that made her dark skin look creamy and rich. Again, I longed for Thalassa’s sun and the tan I hoped to get. 

“You ladies are exquisite,” Drex complimented. 

“Chirp!” 

“Aww! Thank you both,” I said. Thunderdrop jumped to my skirt. In the sitting room, my jaw dropped. “Wow! You all look gorgeous!” 

Yukihyo wore a sexy dark-grey suit. Nico wore his uniform with all of his medals and held Niklos, who wore a white romper. Neema wore a white top and ruffled white bloomers. Quaid was trying to lure her closer with a new doll. He and Eric wore their Galaxic Militia uniforms. Zared, Jazon, and Xavier wore their Omnes Videntes uniforms complete with all of their medals. Tracy wore a blue dress whose hem swirled at her ankles, and I was shocked to see Sparrow in a dress of light-purple. She had her arms around Gary, also in uniform. 

“Rolf! Oh, please!” I begged with my hands clasped in front of me. 

Yukihyo, Eric, and Quaid laughed knowing from experience what I wanted. 

“Might I suggest the lawn?” Rolf asked. 

I took Peter, also dressed in a white romper, from Lorca and went outside to stand on the grass. 

“What are we doing?” Sparrow asked. 

“Family pictures!” I yelled out to her. I kissed Peter all over his face. “I love family pictures.” Once we were all together, I yelled, “Terre! Hurry!” 

“Me, your Grace?” 

“Well, yeah.” 

Terre walked over and stood near Sparrow, Xavier, and Gary. Phillip, who had changed into one of his best suits, repositioned himself so that he stood behind her. Jazon started making telepathic bets with his brothers about how Phillip might flounder with Terre next. I ignored them. My heart was close to bursting with happiness. Had Fitz and Luca been with us, it would have been perfect. The combined telepathic and empathic efforts of Yukihyo, Zared, and Quaid kept my feelings of loss at bay and kept me focused on my happiness, and the gratitude I felt for those who had become my family. We posed for a few pictures, and I made certain to get one of Sparrow, Tracy, and me. 

“Dearest one, it is time for our departure,” Drex said. He offered me his arm. We formed a well-dressed parade of sorts as we walked along the Palace halls to the main entrance. 

“Where are Momma and Papa?” 

“They are arriving separately. We need to arrive with the cadets.” 

We loaded into transports and were driven in a procession to a large military base devoted to inductees of the Inquisitors Branch. “What are each of the different buildings?” I asked. 

“Those at the back of the property are the barracks,” Drex said. There were four, three-story buildings. 

“There must be lots of students.” 

“Recruits are separated by age. In the first building, ten, eleven, and twelve-year-old students are housed, and so on. Young males, from nineteen to twenty-one, reside in the last building.” 

“Is this where you lived from the time you were ten until you graduated?” 

“Yes, dearest one.” 

“Drex and I have that in common,” Eli said. 

I tried to see all of the mysterious place that I could through my window. I ran my hand over Thunderdrop’s abdomen. Curiosity and nervousness fought for control of me. Curiosity won and began to morph into excitement, even though Momma was the one getting to preside over the ceremony. The transport carrying us veered away from the others and to the back of one of the large, white stone buildings. 

“Aren’t we sitting with the others?” Tracy asked.

Drex said, “No, Lady Ponidi. You and your team will sit with the cadets.” 

Tracy turned her solid black eyes to me. I shrugged at her. Sparrow quietly observed. “Are you okay?” I asked her. 

“Yes. Daddy is impressed with my lab.” Sparrow smiled at us. For her, it was an extravagant display of emotion. 

Tracy and I each squeezed one of her hands. “Gary is so proud of you,” I said. 

“Yes, that’s what Xavier was just telling me. It makes me feel squishy, right here,” Sparrow said as she pointed to her chest. 

“I felt squishy when we were taking family pictures,” I admitted. 

“So, did Jazon,” Tracy said. 

“Seriously?” I asked as I leaned forward. 

“Chitter chitter!” 

“Sorry, Thunderdrop.” 

My spider crawled up to my shoulder where I wouldn’t squish him. 

Tracy laughed. “I’m in trouble for telling you that, so I might as well continue. The three of us, all of the children, and Andy make my husband a gooey puddle. That mean, stoic expression he keeps plastered on his face is as fake as fake can be. Likewise, if anyone were to try to hurt us, well, I wouldn’t want to be that person.” Tracy laughed, assumedly from whatever retaliation Jazon silently threatened. 

“Chirp? Chirp?” 

“Oh, yes, Thunderdrop. We all love you. Jazon considers you to be more of an equal than as someone to be coddled and protected. You are a brave warrior.” 

Thunderdrop blinked his eight eyes at Tracy and perked up. 

“Thunderdrop has saved me many times. He grows from being my spider baby into my trusted companion and protector.” I smiled adoringly at him. 

“He’s your best friend. Isn’t he?” Sparrow asked. 

I gazed into his black eyes. “Yes, Thunderdrop is my best friend. He has my complete trust, love, and undying loyalty.” 

“Chirp chirp chirp chirp,” Thunderdrop said as he wrapped his front legs around my throat. 

“I want for us to feel that way about each other, too,” Sparrow said decisively. 

“I’d like that.” 

Tracy wiped at her eyes, and said, “Me, too.” 

Drex looked at all of us oddly. “Well, then. Shall we?” 

“See you inside,” Nico said. 

Yukihyo had a funny smirk on his mouth. 

“Females,” Zared said. 

The three of us scowled at him and followed Drex from the transport. I bent back inside and kissed each of my babies before joining them. Then, our transport drove back around to the front of the building. Drex led us inside and through reinforced doors that slid open in a whoosh of cold air. The Inquisitors standing inside saluted as we walked past. Several sets of dark eyes followed us as we walked along the corridor and into a large auditorium. Drex showed us to the end of a line of cadets, right behind Cadet Cedrenus. 

“Teagan, you, Sparrow, and Tracy will follow Cadet Cedrenus’ lead and sit where he indicates.” With that, Drex kissed my cheek and walked away. 

Including the three of us in our dresses, there were thirty-six of us in line. The cadets wore unadorned black uniforms and appeared to range in age from eighteen to twenty-one. 

Sparrow whispered, “I feel overdressed.” 

An officer ordered, “Quiet.” 

Sparrow narrowed her eyes at him, but he stared her down. My cheeks heated. I was the shortest person in the line. I wondered if Tracy and Sparrow felt as out of place as I did. On an officer’s command, the cadets began to march into the auditorium where they filed down rows to stand before their chairs. I couldn’t see the stage because of the tall males in front of me, but I could see the people in the stands to either side of us. To the left, I saw Yukihyo, Nico, Quaid, Zared, the children, my Omnes Videntes, Grandmother, Aunt Seyla, Uncle Kagan, Kane, and everyone else. Next to them were General and Mrs. Tereas, Aya, Adina, Ashura, their husbands, and children. 

In my mind, I heard, “Do not wave. Stand up straight and look forward.” 

I did as Zared instructed. Realizing that all of them had come to show their support was surreal. The stands were filled with parents and family members. Any spare seats were filled with uniformed Inquisitors. My head began to feel like a balloon. I focused on breathing, so I wouldn’t faint. The auditorium quieted. 

A male began to speak. It was Inquisitor Cormac Gordian. “Always, it is a great honor to award deserving young cadets for their skill and ingenuity in service to the Empire. Before you today are trainees who have excelled in evasive and interstellar travel and tracking. They are at the top of their classes and were hand-selected to participate. Each team was entrusted with a stealth ship and assigned an objective, either to find their target across Parvac space or to capture a team before it could do so. The students before you have learned to captain a vessel, defend it, evade discovery, track invaders, and offer medical assistance. The youths before you are some of the finest of the Empire. Of them, three teams proved themselves to be exceptional, so much so that with us today are our beloved Emperor and Empress.” 

I could just see the top of Papa’s head and then his hand as he waved to the crowd. Everyone in the stands stood and saluted before being seated. An officer motioned for all of the cadets to be seated. Even with all of them seated, I struggled to see. 

“Team Bishop, approach,” Cormac ordered. Three cadets in the first row stood and marched smoothly to the stage. Then, as one, they dropped to their right knees in front of Momma. Cormac said, “The cadets before you were the first to complete the mission and in doing so set an academy record.” 

Momma attached rank insignias to each of their collars. Then, she gave each of them a kiss on the cheek which made me jealous. The cadets rose, the people in the stands applauded them, and then they marched back to their seats. 

“Team Flavian, approach.” Three more cadets marched forward. “The team before you captured two separate teams, preventing them from reaching their objectives. Fine job,” Cormac said with a pleased grin. Like the other team, they had gone to their knees before Momma. I began to feel proud of myself simply for participating. Then, Cormac said, “Team Probus, approach.” 

I froze. 

“Get up!” Zared silently ordered. 

I stood and heard the swishing of skirts that alerted me that Tracy and Sparrow did the same. Somehow, we made it to the stage and dropped to our knees as the males had done, although our skirts hid our legs from view. 

“The team before you was the second to complete its objective. However, had they not rescued a team in distress, aided a commanding officer in a medical crisis, and towed a stealth ship to port, they might have beaten Team Bishop’s time,” Cormac announced. Momma approached but paused. Then, Cormac said, “It is a great honor to accept the first members of the Materfamilias Caste to the Inquisitor Academy.” 

Momma bent forward, and her hair swayed toward me. She met my eyes. “I have never been prouder of my daughter.” 

I muffled a sob and blinked rapidly as she awarded me the rank of ensign. Tracy seemed to share my shock. Sparrow had the calm demeanor of Kaoti, and I envied her of it. The three of us stood and turned as the others had done. My family cheered the loudest. After we had returned to our seats, I saw Galina. Tears streamed down her face as she stared at us. Adini smiled at me with what I thought might be gratitude. 

Then, the ceremony was over. Tracy, Sparrow, and I followed in line behind Cadet Cedrenus into a reception room where food and drinks were being served. Momma and Papa met us there. I got hugs and kisses before they began interacting with other parents and the Inquisitors. 

“I’m an ensign. I’m an ensign.” I tried to see the pin on my collar, but had to satisfy myself by touching it. 

Jazon swept Tracy up into his arms. Galina ran to me and threw her arms around me. Then, she gave into a hard cry. I held her until she calmed. 

“I’m so proud of you, Aunt Teagan. They let you in! Maybe, I can be somebody. Will they let other girls in?” Her eyes were filled with striations of pink, orange, and grey, the colors of hope I assumed. 

“Is this young person interested in joining our ranks?” a male voice asked. 

Galina stared up at the Inquisitor with wet eyes. “Yes, sir.”

He bowed to Adini and saluted her husband, Lonon Treves. “Let’s speak in my office.” 

Galina looked desperately up at Adini. She smiled and nodded. They followed after the Inquisitor leaving their other four children with me, Tracy, and Sparrow until Mrs. Tereas came for them. I saw a recruiter speaking to Tracy and Jazon. She shook her head and blushed. Another one had approached Gary, Sparrow, and Xavier. 

I heard her say, “I’m pleased to be an honorary member, but I have my own assignment for the Empire.” 

He smiled at her and bowed. 

I held my arms open to Neema, who ran to me with a smile on her face. I had done it. My little girl would have a chance to be what she wanted. Thunderdrop blinked at me from his perch on Eric’s shoulder. 

“I am proud of you, Lady Wife,” Yukihyo said. 

An Inquisitor approached us, bowed to Momma and Papa who had joined us, and asked, “Princess Probus, do you wish to join our ranks or remain an honorary member?” 

My world became still and quiet. “Join?” Desperately, I had wanted acceptance into the Galaxic Militia. Now, I was being offered a chance to become an Inquisitor. 

“Tegan’s foremost duty is to the Imperial family. Those duties take precedence over all else,” Papa said. 

“Yes, Emperor Probus. However, she might work toward being our first female graduate. Permanent field work would not be considered, but there are other avenues at which she might excel. Testing would make that determination.” 

Papa nodded. 

“I don’t want her being sent on any dangerous missions,” Momma said adamantly. “I want that understood.” 

“Yes, your majesty.” 

I whispered, “I would like to graduate. It might be difficult, but I’d like to try.” 

“Very well. Once you have returned from Thalassa, you will be given your course of study. I can place you on an accelerated program.” He bowed to us and excused himself to begin the arrangements. 

I hugged Neema to my chest. 

“Come along, my darling. Our ships await,” Papa said as he led Momma out on his arm. 

Yukihyo placed a kiss on my temple. “I have never sensed such happiness from Galina,” he said. 

“She will be the first little girl to enter the academy,” Nico said. 

My husbands ushered me out to our transports. 

“Chitter chirp clack chitter.” Thunderdrop showed me an image of his octopus. 

“Sue?” I asked for him.

“On-board,” Zared responded. 

Yukihyo took Neema from me just as I was swept off of my feet and spun around in the air. I started screaming and laughing as Uncle Kagan blew raspberries on my neck. 

“Kagan, put her down. I can’t get to her all of the way up there,” Grandmother said. He minded, and Grandmother placed her hands to either side of my face. I looked from her white hair to her pale-blue eyes. “I couldn’t be any prouder of you, not because of what you did, but for whom you did it. Whenever you need help with your assignments, I will make cookies, and you will come to me.” 

“You mean it?” 

“Oh, yes. Who do you think helped Kagan and Kane? I’m no slouch. Even though I abhor space travel, I understand the workings of the Warrior Caste. Now, go to your ship. We are traveling in Kagan’s warship and will meet you there.” 

“You’re coming with us?” I squealed. 

Grandmother nodded. “I want my own picture of four generations of Valen women together on the beach. It will go nicely in my sitting room. Kagan, send that Medical Officer of yours to me with sedatives immediately.” 

“He will meet you in the sitting room, Mother,” Momma said. She put her arm around Grandmother’s back and rolled her eyes at me. 

I chuckled. 
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Chapter Seven
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With everyone else fussing over the children, I took my seat, pulled out my vid-screen, and took pictures of my rank insignia. 

“I’ve never made love to an ensign,” Nico said. 

I looked up at him, blushed, and smiled. 

“Nor have I,” Drex said. “Perhaps, we should take turns.” 

“Drex!” I said, shocked he would say such a thing. His eyes darkened, and I noticed a growing bulge in his pants. 

Laughing, Zared said, “Nor have I. What of you, brother?” he asked Yukihyo. 

“Not yet, but it won’t be much longer before my answer will be yes. Quaid, what about you?” 

Zared laughed again at the look Quaid gave Yukihyo. 

“I have been faithful to Teagan since the moment I felt her desire for me,” Quaid said. 

I grinned at him. “And, he doesn’t have to be. I have placed no restrictions on my Laconian husbands. Should they desire other wives, they may take them with my blessing.” 

“But, it would anger you,” Zared said. He grinned. My jealousy pleased him. 

“It would infuriate me.” Imagining some other female’s hands on any of my husbands made me want to rip out her imaginary eyeballs with my bare hands. 

Yukihyo, Zared, and Quaid grew bulges to rival the one Drex sported. With a naughty grin, I touched Yukihyo’s hand and flooded him with pleasure endorphins. Then, I satisfied Zared and Quaid in the same manner. Afterwards, I sat back in my seat and continued to admire my rank insignia. 

“Woman, what about us?” Nico asked jealously. 

I raised an eyebrow and stared at Nico and Drex. “I’m not making it easy for either of my Parvac husbands. You will have to work for your pleasure in my bedroom on our ship. The General and the Inquisitor will take orders from the Ensign.” The looks they gave me could have melted the snows of Chione. 

When our transport came to a stop inside of the Empress’ bay, Drex quickly exited, pulled me out, and threw me over his shoulder. My shock at his behavior changed to gales of laughter as Nico hurried after us into the lift. 

“If she wants to play games, I say we make one of our own for her to enjoy on Thalassa,” Zared said as he handed the stuffed bear Peter had dropped to Lorca. 

Quaid took Niklos from his transport seat. “What do you have in mind?” 

Zared removed one of Sparrow’s romance novels from an inner jacket pocket and handed it to his co-husband. Yukihyo looked at the cover over Quaid’s shoulder. “Sparrow, Teagan, and Tracy have each read this one. Do you recall what happened twelve nights ago?”

Yukihyo grinned as he recalled their wife’s insatiable lust. 

Zared said, “It was after reading this.” 

Quaid laughed and read the title, “The Bride of the Barbarian Pirates?” 

“Give it to me when you’re done,” Yukihyo said. 

“Read quickly. We have two days to plan,” Zared said. 

“Drex, put me down!” I laughed. “What’s gotten into you?” 

“I’ll put you down, but it will be on your bed. Furthermore, nothing has gotten into me, but I intend to get into you.” More laughter bubbled out of me. Drex was true to his word, bending forward and depositing me on my bed. “Take your clothes off,” he ordered. 

Nico secured the door. 

I moved to kneel on the bed. “Insubordinate,” I scolded. “I’m giving the orders. Take your clothes off, and give me your jacket, Inquisitor Licinius.” I waited while he obeyed. “General Cassian, remove your uniform and stand at attention.” 

When each of my Parvac husbands wore wicked grins, painfully hard erections, and nothing else, I slowly stripped. I kept my tiara on my head but cocked it at a jaunty angle. Grinning, I picked up Drex’s uniform jacket and put it on, leaving it unfastened. Then, I walked slowly around them. I ran my finger down the center line in Nico’s back and down his butt. 

“I’ve learned the importance of inspecting my troops from General Cassian. From Inquisitor Licinius, I’ve learned to search for weaknesses.” I cupped Drex’s balls as I moved to stand in front of him. Drex had a thin hold on his control. Never before had he been so mad with lust and desire. I climbed the steps at the foot of my bed, stood before Nico, and kissed him. He brought his hands around to grab my butt. “No. You are supposed to be standing at attention. Obey your ensign.” 

I waited for Nico’s hands to return to their clasped position behind his back. Then, I licked my way down his chest to his cock, taking him as deeply as I could into my mouth. Drex groaned. When Nico’s hands moved to my hair, I stopped. 

Nico said, “Teagan, this is torture.” 

I sucked his tip. “I would never punish such loyal, upstanding officers.” I stood, climbed the steps once more, and reclined on the bed while admiring the medals on Drex’s uniform. Then, I lifted my left knee up and spread my legs to give them a good view. Drex trembled and veins bulged in his cock. “At ease,” I whispered. 

Drex surged forward and slid himself into me, pumping frantically. I had shattered my Inquisitor’s tight control. In turn, he shattered my own with his wild abandon. I bit his shoulder and clawed at his back as I came. Drex collapsed on top of me and panted, “Stars, dearest one. Stars.” 

“Let me show you how it’s done,” Nico said. 

He turned me to my side, lifting and supporting my thigh as he pushed his hard, long, thick shaft deep inside of me. I cried out at the exquisite feel of his cock, marble wrapped in silk. Nico’s control was unshakeable. After I came, he changed positions, throwing my ankles over his shoulders. My center rubbed against his chest as he rammed into me over and over. 

“Nico!” I begged as I clutched at his short blonde hair unable to move. I screamed as I shattered. 

Then, he turned me over to my stomach, pushed my legs far apart, lifted up on my hips, and showed me how much he had been holding back. I screamed my pleasure into my pillow. Finally, Nico found his release filling me with hot spurts. I laid beneath him, panting, and seeing stars. 

“That is how you do it,” Nico said smugly. He pulled Drex’s jacket from me along with himself. Nico patted my butt and covered me with the blankets. 

“Very informative. However, your seed is on my jacket,” Drex observed. 

“Some of it’s yours.”

They laughed. I took a nap. 

By the time we docked on Thalassa, I was so relaxed that I no longer needed a vacation. On the other hand, Terre seemed ready to jump out of an airlock to escape Phillip’s continued attempts to flirt. 

I said, “He is so off his game, it’s like he’s trying to play a different sport.” 

“Yes, or like he’s trying to go sledding but on a rake. It’s painful to watch,” Tracy said. 

“What’s happened to him? You should have seen him on Scipio with Felicia, with Silvie on Ephors, or Flora of Amphictyon. This is so unlike him.” We watched and listened. 

“Lady Terre, I am your willing servant. I will escort you anywhere you wish and do anything to make you happy,” Phillip said. 

“What if being left alone would make me happy?” she asked.

“I’d say you’re frightened. You’ve spent so long on Naxa, surrounded by snow, that on the beaches of Thalassa you’re terrified of thawing and becoming a melted puddle.” 

“Oh, and I suppose you would reform the wet sand into a facsimile of who I am but a less frigid version?” 

“Oh, no. There is nothing of you that could be improved, but I might fall to my knees and worship the puddle with my tongue.” 

Tracy and I snorted at the same time and dissolved into fits of laughter. 

“Princess, please allow me to assist you with your hair,” Terre said. 

Tracy and I followed her into my room. I felt my ponytail, wondering what was wrong with it. She took it down, brushed my hair, and plaited the strands into an elaborate braid. Then, she did Tracy’s hair. Her own hair was in a single braid that started at her left temple and wrapped around the back of her head before falling over her right shoulder. Each of us wore strapless sundresses in vibrant colors and flip-flops. 

“Chirp! Chirp!” Thunderdrop ran from Neema while showing me images of the big lizards he wanted to hunt. 

“Drop! Come back! Neema give you kisses!” Frustrated, she sat and cried. 

I picked her up. Her blue sundress had straps, so she wouldn’t lose it. “Don’t cry Neema.” Through our bond, I could feel her heartbreak, and it killed me. 

Thunderdrop warily approached. 

“Don’t Drop want Neema kisses?” she sobbed. 

He blinked at her and crawled to my knee. Then, for the first time ever, he gave Neema a spider hug. “Chirp chirp chirp.” He touched his feelers to her tears before climbing down. The encounter had calmed Neema making her downright sedate. 

“See? Thunderdrop loves you. He’s loved you since you were in my tummy.” I hugged her close and kissed her soft hair. 

“Neema loves Drop.” 

The quietest member of our entourage sat on a low bench seat and observed us, as was her habit. Ember, Ambassador of Talpa, was looking forward to the touch of Thalassa’s sun upon her scaled skin. Papa had rented a house for her a short distance down the coast from our own home where we hoped she would be more comfortable. Our other ambassador, Farowyn, had been studying Phillip’s behavior with Terre which worried me. I could only assume he watched Phillip for guidance with me, and I dreaded the outcome. The lift doors opened. 

“Fitz!” 

He said, “Oh, no. Don’t get up. The two loveliest girls in the Empire have alighted on Thalassa, and I have gifts for each of them. For you, Neema.” From behind his back, Fitz handed Neema a gift bag. “One of those is for Niklos.” 

“What it do?” Neema asked as she pulled out a clear, hollow blaster. She squeezed the handle, and nothing happened. 

“Once you get it filled with water, it squirts,” Fitz answered. 

Neema’s face said she didn’t understand, but she went to show Niklos anyway. 

Fitz kneeled in front of me, gently placed his hands to the sides of my face, and kissed me tenderly. “I have missed you.” 

“I’ve missed you, too.” 

“It sounds as though we have both been busy.” 

“I had to do something to keep my mind off of you, Fitz Jiri.” 

“Such is no longer the case. You may put your mind along with anything else you would like on any part of me.” 

“I may have some ideas.” 

Images of Fitz tied to the bed while I sat above him with my knees to either side of his head flashed through my mind. Izaac began choking on something. I turned to watch as Rozz whacked him on the back. Izaac, the strongest telepath among my Ponidi brothers, was also one of the youngest and closest to my age. He had stopped choking but had turned pink in the cheeks. 

“Stop snooping, or you’ll see much worse,” I warned him out loud. 

Unlike Zared who wore his hair long, Izaac and the other Laconian hybrids wore their hair cut short in the style of Parvac soldiers. However, Fitz had allowed his hair to grow a little, and I played with the ends near his ears. 

“Is my gift tied with a bow?” I whispered. 

“No, but I hope mine will be as soon as we have some privacy.” 

I laughed and kissed him again. He handed me a bag of my own. In it was a large straw sunhat. Grinning, I said, “Thanks.” 

“I was hoping you would wear that and only that for me. I’ve hired an artist to paint you. I’d like a portrait of you for my private bedroom on the plantation.”

I laughed. “That sounds like more of a gift for you than for me.” 

Fitz feigned a thoughtful look. “Think of it as a source of continual inspiration for me to hasten my work and send me speeding back into your arms.” Fitz was poised to kiss me again, but Neema and Niklos were staring at us. 

“Um. Yes?” 

“Mommy,” Neema said in exasperation. 

“Mommy,” Niklos copied with a pout. 

“Neema and Nik want to go splash,” Neema said as my children both pulled me to my feet. 

Yukihyo’s eyes were sparkling white, and his gorgeous lips were curled up in a grin. 

I said, “Mommy wants to go splash, too. Do you think Peter wants to go splash?” 

Ember asked through her wrist communicator, “What is splash?” 

I said, “It is how Neema tells us that she wants to play in the water. It’s fun. You’ll see.” Eventually, we made it down to the transport bay and out of the ship. “What? No parades, reporters, and citizens lining the streets?”

“No, Tavere insisted on this being nothing more than a family vacation,” Nico said. 

I grew thoughtful. Papa wanted to enjoy the trip as a family. He wanted to put us back together, to feel for the first time what our lives together should have been like, and what he planned for us to be in the future. “Zared, I want those of you without wives guarding Momma. I trust all of my husbands, all of whom are formidable warriors, to guard me. I want her to feel safe. It must be difficult for her to be here. She was on Thalassa when Felix took her. This has to be much harder for her to face than it was for me to face Earth.”

Yukihyo covered my hand with his in silent support. 

“What happened on Earth?” Fitz asked. 

Yukihyo answered for me. “After our marriage, we returned to Earth to trade and sell. Teagan was afraid to leave Tora, fearful we would leave her there.” 

I snorted. “That was really stupid of me.”

Yukihyo laughed. “You finally realize it, but your fear of abandonment remains a speck within you.” 

Shrugging, I squeezed his hand. We drove along the coastal road and past our family house. Soldiers were there unpacking our luggage. 

Fitz said, “Tavere did not forbid House Jiri from throwing a welcoming celebration.” He grinned and gave me a wink. 

We arrived in time to see Tracy race from a transport and throw herself into the arms of Andy Jiri. The clone spun her around in a circle and then kissed her cheek. Then, Jazon hugged it. I felt my jaw clenching and forced it to relax. “I’m surprised that didn’t make Jazon jealous,” I said. 

“Andy loves Tracy as you love Empress Neema,” Zared said. 

I kept my other comments to myself. 

Quietly, Fitz said, “Andy is nothing like him.” 

Once the transport doors opened, I reached for Niklos and got out with him. Fitz had claimed Peter, who held his little face close to Fitz’s. I sensed jealousy from Quaid. “Don’t worry. You’ll get your turn. There are plenty of diaper changes to go around.” 

“Daddy, splash?” Neema asked Yukihyo.

“In a little while,” he said. 

I kept Momma under my own personal scrutiny for the duration of the party until she pulled me aside. 

“Darling, is there something you wish to discuss?” 

“No, Momma.”

“Teagan, your father watches over me as do my Imperial Guards.” She wrapped her soft arms around me and soothed my fears through our bond. “We are here to enjoy ourselves and start anew.” 

I hugged her as fiercely as I dared. “I know. It’s just that.... I love you.” The ache the thought of losing her caused washed over me. 

“You will never be free of me. I will smother you with love and affection. I will give you and your life more attention and scrutiny than a young lady your age deserves, and not a week will go by that I don’t hold you in my arms as I do now, even if I have to follow you to another galaxy to do it. That young lady you thought to rescue from similar attentions will fare no better.” 

I looked quizzically into Momma’s eyes. She laughed. 

“Teagan, Victoria Dacia and I have socialized on more than one occasion. You have visited the Valen chateau on Naxa, have you not?” Momma gave me a playful tap on my butt. “Now, Teagan, I must warn you. If you continue to pay too much attention to your father and me during this vacation, you may learn a thing or two. So, leave it to my guards. I intend to take your father at every opportunity.” 

I snorted at her attempt to shock me. She raised an eyebrow. “Oh, please. You may be worldly and elegant, but you only have one husband who has very limited experience. I know many more ways to take a husband than you do.” 

“Oh, really?” she said arrogantly. 

“Yes, really.” 

“Prove it.” 

With a sneer, I leaned in and whispered a few things in Momma’s ear. She was blushing by the time I was done. 

“Floatation strips?” she asked in a barely audible whisper. I nodded smugly. “Well, then,” she said as she smoothed her hair and kissed me on the forehead. “You go and have fun with yours, and I will have fun with mine.” 

When we rejoined the party after our private tete-a-tete, every telepathic acquaintance, with the exception of Tracy, wore a deep blush. I grinned at Zared and directed my thoughts to him. 

“May I interest you in a refreshment, dearest one?” Drex asked. 

“No, I’m going for a short walk with Zared. Watch Thunderdrop for me. Oh, and Drex, this time don’t interrupt.” 

Quietly, he asked, “If I do, will I be disciplined?” 

I realized that Drex really enjoyed being ordered around during private husband and wife time. “Obey me, and you will be.” Never before had I noticed such a virile reaction from Drex. 

“I won’t leave this room until you return.” 

I gave him a kiss. Then, I strolled over to Zared. As we walked past Xavier, I said, “Make sure no one misses us. We’ll return eventually.” 

“Where are we going?” Zared asked as we stepped out onto the porch. 

“You know where we are going, or don’t you remember?” 

I ran my hands up Zared’s strong chest as I thought of the small cave-like overhang where we had given into our desires during a storm. Need and lust burned through me that were not my own. Surprised, I looked up from Zared’s chest and into his eyes. For the first time, I truly saw him for the warrior and not just the lover. He could control the minds of an entire platoon of soldiers, human, Parvac, or Laconian, with his own, had excelled in academics, and in hand-to-hand combat could easily defeat four elite Parvac soldiers. He was exotically beautiful, and he was mine. Zared grabbed my hand, lacing our fingers together, and then, frustrated with my slow pace, picked me up and carried me through the jungle that passed as a yard. I giggled and kissed his neck, knowing I made him mad with desire and eagerly awaiting his response. Near the overhang where we had once sought shelter, he placed me on my feet, pushed up the skirt of my dress, unfastened his pants, and lifted me. I held onto his arms, feeling their strength beneath the fabric of his uniform, and wrapped my legs around his waist. Zared entered me slowly while staring into my eyes. He didn’t brace my back against any of the vine-covered trees. He held me up solely with the strength of his arms. Then, he slowly began to move in and out of me, all while staring into my eyes, into my soul. Desire, humility, and love swirled within me as he stroked my inner walls. 

I shattered while calling out his name, but still he moved and willed for me to look into his eyes. I yielded and felt Zared bind me to him with an empathic bond that wove in and out of our souls with his movements. Zared gripped me tightly and held me closely as he found his release, filling me. My soul seemed like a stranger. It felt light, weightless, like sunlight and the freedom of space. Zared gently pulled himself from me and placed me on my feet. After we had adjusted our clothing, I looked into his eyes feeling as though only now had we truly married. 

Zared picked me up and carried me back to the house. I wrapped my arms around his neck. We didn’t speak. No words existed that could compete with or express the perfection of what we had seen in each other’s eyes. 

After the welcoming party at the Jiri Estate, we left for our family home. From down the coastal road, I watched the three-story white beach house come into view. The transport carrying Momma and Papa was ahead of us. When we parked, something happened to me, placing me somewhere else, somewhere I never thought I could ever be. Getting out, I ran past guards and servants into the house. Momma and Papa stopped mid-kiss to look at me in surprise. Laughing, I ran to them and tried to wrap my arms around them both. 

“This must be a dream, a beautiful dream, because I’ve never been happier.” 

“Neema! Neema, I have had a change of plans. Don’t wait up,” Grandmother said. We all looked at her askance. She had on lipstick and an airy blue kaftan. “Seyla, how’s my hair?” 

“Perfect,” Aunt Seyla answered. 

“Teagan, go get my great-granddaughter. I want my picture of us now before we all turn pink from the sun.” 

Papa kissed Momma in such a way that she had to hold onto his arms to keep her knees from buckling before he let her go. Then, Grandmother made Kane take pictures of us together on the beach until she was satisfied with the results. A few minutes later, Kane, Uncle Kagan, and I were trying to stare down the old man who pulled up in a chauffeured transport for Grandmother. Not one of us managed to intimidate him. 

Papa held his hand out to the male who had the appearance of someone who desired to defile my grandmother. “Retired Admiral Stayton,” Papa said in greeting. 

Aunt Seyla fussed at us. “Would you stop glaring at the man? Ettie has mourned General Valen and Neema for years. She’s ready to let go of the past and have some fun.” 

“She’s not going to...you know...with him. Is she?” I whispered. 

Kane covered his ears and left the house. Aunt Seyla shrugged.

“Isn’t she too old for that?” I whispered. 

“Not as long as the flesh is willing,” Aunt Seyla said as she made her finger lift straight up. 

Uncle Kagan stared at the ceiling and shook his head. 

Overhearing us, Papa edged closer and quietly said, “My mother-in-law has orders to enjoy herself and relax while we are here, as do all of you. We are here to have fun.” With that, he winked at me, picked Momma up, and carried her off to their bedroom. 

“Mommy,” Neema pouted. 

Yukihyo laughed at her. She and her brother had taken off their clothing while we had been talking. They were eager to go play in the ocean. Pierce and Lorca laughed while putting them into their swim suits and safety strips. I giggled in my room while changing Peter. His swim bottoms were so tiny. Lorca carefully attached Peter’s safety strips for me. 

“Here, Lady Wife.” Yukihyo traded me Peter for tiny strips of black fabric. 

I rolled my eyes and humored him. The small black bottoms didn’t even come up to my hipbones. He waggled his eyebrows at me and flexed his pectoral muscles. “Give Peter back to me.” 

Nico walked around me. “Nice. Very nice.” 

“I’m so glad you approve. Now, would each of you please grab a kid? I’ll hold the smaller and more manageable of the three.” 

“Daddy! Daddy!” Niklos called as he toddled into the room. “Fix,” he said as he showed Nico his water blaster. 

“Oh, yes. Daddy knows how to fix this.” 

My heart melted into an even gooier mess as I watched the father and son together. Niklos was perched on Nico’s forearm and gazed down with a serious expression at his new toy. 

From the sitting room, we could hear Neema as she pounded on the door yelling, “Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!” 

Yukihyo said, “She reminds me of your mother.” 

Laughing, I said, “Yes, she is a bossy little thing, and now she might one day hold a rank as an Inquisitor.” I held my chin up as I followed my husbands and our children outside. 

“Aww, you’re wearing my gift, Cupcake. See, Tracy? It’s fine,” Phillip said. 

She held a towel around herself and gave Phillip an uncertain look. “Everyone will see my scar.”

“Yes, they will see what you survived. After all of the work you have been doing, you can walk all of the way from this house and down to the beach without the use of Zared’s hover chair.” 

My attention went elsewhere, and I snorted with laughter. I had thought that Yukihyo and Nico had worn their tiny black swim shorts for my amusement, but every male within sight, with the exception of Gary and Eric who wore regular ones, wore them. 

“Check this out, Tracy,” Eric said as he showed off a long pale scar down his leg. “From the blade of an Eloneave while on Talpa,” he bragged. 

Phillip held his hand out for her towel and gave her a seductive grin when she handed it over. She narrowed her eyes at him. “From an assassin’s blaster while on Aurilius,” she said as she showed Eric the scar on the top and back of her thigh. 

Jazon held his hand out to her and walked with her across the sand to the ocean. Tracy’s skin was much paler than my own, and her blue swimsuit was just as miniscule. 

Meanwhile, Gary was trying to cover Sparrow, who wore a barely-there lavender two-piece. She stared at him in chagrin and pushed his hands away. “Daddy, most Parvacs wear nothing when swimming. Look.” She pointed far out into the waves at my naked parents and the guards who were attempting to give them privacy from the backs of their wave riders along the perimeters. Xavier grinned and followed her into the water. 

“But, baby girl?” Gary said as he followed after them. 

Terre walked from the house in a see-through pink kaftan. She stopped at the pavilion, placed her towel and kaftan on a chair, and walked in the nude to the water. Her dark skin gleamed in the sun. Phillip’s mouth hung open, but nothing else on him was hanging. 

Eric said, “What the fuck? You had better put that thing away. Do I need to show you how it’s done?” Eric’s shark grin dominated his expression. 

Angrily, Phillip said, “Back off, Alaric.”

Eric shot him a look. “Or what?” 

“She’s mine.”

“She doesn’t seem interested,” Eric countered. 

“Why would Terre want either of you when she could have me? You’re just a doctor, and you’re just a captain,” Kane said. 

“You’re both assholes. Have I ever stolen a woman out from either of you?” Phillip asked. He sounded hurt and frustrated. 

Both of my cousins said, “Yes,” at the same time. 

“This is different,” Phillip said. 

“Phillip, Terre is Parvacian. She will not be content with one husband, no matter what your level of prowess. Being monogamous would go against her instincts. If you pursue her, she will expect you to be faithful to her, but she will have other husbands and will be courted by males who wish to be accepted until late in life. Look at Ettie,” Nico said. “Then, there are other things she will require of you.” Whispering so that I could hear, Nico said, “I had a threesome with Drex.” 

“Well, would you look at that. Good job, Phillip. Now, that scary thing in your shorts won’t scare the female. What happened to it?” Yukihyo asked. He grinned at the look of betrayal Phillip cast his way. “Prepare for some retribution, brother.” 

“What do you mean?”

Yukihyo said, “I recall much teasing from you when I courted Teagan.”

“That wasn’t just me. Hiroshi was in on it, too. All of you, stay away from my goddess.”

Kane said, “I don’t need to be close to give her some of this. It will reach.” He gave a thrust of his hips. 

“One little dose from an injector, and it won’t be a problem.”

“One little thrust with this is all she’ll need. She’ll be screaming my name and forget she ever heard yours,” Kane teased. 

Ignoring them, I kissed Peter’s cheek. He lifted his little face to the wind and sniffed at the air. Joy filled my heart, and I cuddled him closer, my fingers splayed out across his little back. Warm water washed over my toes. 

“Look. Do it like this,” Nico said as he showed Niklos how to fill his toy. 

Neema was stomping the water while giggling. That stopped when Niklos started squirting her and everyone else. The giggles progressed into loud, boisterous laughter. “Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!”

“Yes, Neema. Here. Sink it under the water,” Yukihyo said as he demonstrated. 

I waded into the water with Peter. The pink and orange sky, clear blue water, gentle breeze, sound of rushing waves, and baby in my arms combined to melt away any remaining vestiges of tension within me. An expression of wonder came over Peter’s face. He spread his arms wide and trilled with laughter as the waves tickled his patagium along his sides. He splashed his little clawed hands in the water. I grinned up at Yukihyo and Nico. The children were sitting on their shoulders. The kids were trying to shoot each other with water, but kept hitting their daddies in their faces instead. 

Fitz and Drex ran through the surf to join me. Quaid was deep in conversation with Phillip and Eric, hopefully giving him some advice. I watched as Terre swam for a while parallel to the shore before striding out to lay beside Ember to bake in the sun. The Talpan Ambassador seemed to be comfortable for the first time since arriving in the Empire. I decided to ask Papa if we shouldn’t offer to let her remain in the house next to ours that he was renting for her. In the distance, I could see Momma with her arms wrapped around Papa’s neck. 

“That’s a beautiful smile on your face,” Fitz said as his arms came around me. 

“The narwhal tusk I found while here on my first trip did bring me luck. I’ve never been happier or more content than I am right now.” 

“Be patient. Tomorrow may be even better,” he said. 

I held Peter’s small foot and kissed his forehead while he trilled. “I don’t know how.” 

Nearby, Farowyn and his men wore shorts and hesitantly waded out to us. Fitz said, “If they were to see you riding the waves on your board in the morning, I might be able to convince them to try.” 

I laughed at Fitz. “You just want to see if they will use their patagium as sails.”

“Wind surfing, Teagan. It would be brilliant.”

As the Eloneave approached, Farowyn announced, “This is most pleasant.” He trilled at Peter as did his men. 

Fitz said, “It is refreshing, and there are many amusements to be enjoyed. Teagan and I were just speaking of one.”

Farowyn made note of my parents and said, “Indeed.” His brown eyes focused on me and my tiny swimsuit. 

I said, “Perhaps, you might teach Farowyn and his men to swim and fish while we are here.” 

“It would be my pleasure.” He started giving lessons. 

We all played until the children became hungry. Then, after they had full bellies, they went down for their naps. Thunderdrop hopped to my lap, blinked at me a few times, and showed me images of the large lizards in the jungle that he wanted to stalk. 

“The jungle is dangerous.” 

He blinked at me as though I had insulted him. 

“You know how important you are to me. I love you. I don’t want you getting hurt.” 

“Teagan, should Thunderdrop require assistance, he knows how to call to us for help,” Zared said. 

“Alright.”

Thunderdrop nuzzled me under my chin before disappearing out of one of the opened windows. 
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Early the next morning, Sparrow, Tracy, and I were playing in the ocean while the children slept. Grandmother had come home in a frightfully relaxed mood. She, Pierce, and Lorca had insisted that I take the day off and allow them to keep the children. 

“It’s what I pay them to do, dear. Go have breakfast under the pavilion and play,” Grandmother ordered. She had kissed each of our cheeks and shooed us outside. The sun was just rising, and the moons hadn’t completely disappeared. 

“This planet is more beautiful than Epopeus. I was worried it would be too bright, but it’s perfect,” Tracy said as she spun in lazy circles in her float. 

My float made a squeaking sound as I got more comfortable. I sat in it with my head tilted back. My hair was wet and floating behind me, and my toes were in the water. “Yes, I wouldn’t mind waking up to this every day.” 

“Well, we can. All you have to do is say the word. Jazon says that we go where you go,” Tracy said.

Sighing, I said, “I like being near Momma and Papa. However, soon, I want to visit Arachne. I miss my family there.”

“I have important projects to begin once my lab is completed on Parvac,” Sparrow said. She was putting down permanent roots on Parvac in the form of stone, metal, and high-tech equipment. 

“By the way, I really want to thank the two of you again for helping me on that mission.”

“I was glad to help,” Sparrow said. 

Tracy said, “I just wanted to wipe that look off Drex’s face.”

“Me, too.”

“Do you sense something?” Tracy asked while swiveling around. 

I felt it, too. It was as though we were being hunted. “Shit! It could be Felix! Get back to the shore. Zared!” I called out both verbally and silently. 

I knew Tracy and Sparrow called out to their mates as well. We began kicking our way back to shore. 

“Ha ha!” a loud male voice called out. “There, in the distance and unprotected, I see island princesses who will make us a fortune at the market.” 

“Aye. The small female with the dark curls will sell for enough to buy my own ship.” 

Another male said, “I say we keep them hidden. Their father will send his fleet to search for them, and his cannons have sunk many a ship.” 

Tracy, Sparrow, and I had stopped trying to return to shore and grinned at each other. Our husbands were teasing us. Their words were an all too recognizable premise from a Laconian romance novel we had shared. However, they had adapted the plot to include more pirates. 

Sparrow’s eyes sparkled with delight. “Oh, no, sisters! Whatever will we do? We’re helpless and alone.”

I giggled. The pirate ship had come into view. It was a pontoon boat, decorated to look like a pirate ship, and it was overrun by shirtless males with oiled chests. Bandanas covered their hair. Xavier wore a black patch over his white eye. Sparrow had started clapping. As the three of us watched from our floats, the pontoon boat shimmered and transformed into a wooden ship of ancient Epopeus with a white sail. Xavier, Jazon, and Zared were making it real in our minds. They dove into the water, swam to us, captured us, and towed us back to their pirate ship. They placed us on the deck and tied us together with a length of soft white cord. 

“Hard to port! A ship comes to rescue them!” Yukihyo yelled. 

I bit my lip to keep from gawking at Yukihyo’s tight, torn, knee-length pants and oiled chest. It was a good thing my swimsuit was already wet. Otherwise, it would have become soaked after looking at Quaid. He looked dangerous and bloodthirsty. The oil made his chest hair glint in the morning sun, and he had smudges of dirt on his arms and chest. He had a cutlass sheathed on his leather belt. 

“Oh, my stars,” I said slowly. 

“You will not speak, female. Obey me, or find yourself gagged,” Zared said as he glared down at me. He took aim at an approaching vessel and fired. I knew exactly what I’d like for him to gag me with. 

Tracy giggled. 

Jazon said menacingly, “Stay quiet, prisoner.” 

“You can’t talk to her like that, sea rat. My sister is a princess. One day, she will be queen. I will see you flogged by my father’s soldiers. They come for us even now.” 

“Shut your royal mouth before I fill it with something,” Zared said as he rubbed his crotch. 

“Oh!” I said in mock horror as I laughed. 

“Prepare to be boarded, pirates!” Nico yelled. 

Then, he, Fitz, and Drex jumped onto the deck and fought for us with wooden swords that were made to look real in our imaginations. They even appeared to be dressed as Laconian soldiers from ancient times. 

“Oh, save us from the scary pirates!” Sparrow cried. 

Tracy and I giggled. I didn’t want to be saved. The pirates drove the soldiers back to their ship. 

“Full speed ahead,” Yukihyo ordered. 

“Why aren’t they following us?” Tracy asked. 

“They will have to fix their ship first,” Quaid said as he held up a part. 

They sailed us out to the resort that Fitz had rented for me after we had married, and docked. Jazon bent down and untied us. Then, he gazed into each of our eyes before settling on Tracy. He said, “There is no escape. You belong to me.”

“Never!” Tracy said. “I’ll fight you with my last breath.”

“Female, you’ll be gasping for breath once I’m through with you.” He picked her up and tossed her over his shoulder. Then, he stepped from the boat and onto the pier. 

“Oh! You, uncivilized barbarian! Let me go!” Sparrow said.

“The only thing I intend to free you of are those scraps of cloth, female.” Xavier lifted Sparrow into his arms and carried her away. 

I was excited to get thrown over a dirty pirate shoulder and carted off, too, but Yukihyo pulled the boat away from the dock. “Hey! Aren’t I getting ravaged?” I frowned at them in disappointment. 

“You will be ravaged repeatedly, but not where your father’s fleet of sailors can ever find you,” Quaid said. 

Yukihyo steered the pontoon boat around to the other side of the island and to a floating bungalow in a small private cove. Quaid tied off the boat to the dock beside it, careful of the decorative garland of fresh tropical flowers adorning it. Into my mind, Zared interposed an image of a floating pirate fortress complete with cannons. I laughed and clapped. 

“Our captured princess makes light of the danger in which she finds herself,” Yukihyo said. He picked me up into his big strong arms, stepped onto the dock, and carried me inside of the flower-filled bungalow. 

“Oh!” Small butterflies flitted amongst the blooms. Their colorful wings were more delicate than the flower petals. 

A wide smile spread across Yukihyo’s face. “I thought you would like that.” 

Then, his lips found mine as he laid me on the low bed which took up most of the room. Yukihyo’s strong hands slid up my hips. He hooked his fingers around my bottoms and pulled them down my legs. His pants joined them on the floorboards. I wrapped my legs around his waist as he entered me. Our game had excited him as much as it had excited me. The push and pull between us along with the swiveling thrusts of his hips were my undoing, and he joined me in my release. Yukihyo rolled to his back and held me to his chest. 

About to fall asleep to the beating of his heart, I was roused by Quaid. “Would you care for some refreshments, Princess?” 

Since I was thirsty, I agreed. Capturing my hand, Quaid pulled me from the bed and started for the door. “Wait! Let me grab the other half of my swimsuit.” 

“Allow me to help.” Quaid’s idea of helping was to take my top and drop it on Yukihyo’s pants. Then, on the dock, he dove into the water with a sleek elegance. When his head surfaced, he held his hand out to me. “Jump in.” 

“How deep is it?”

“About twelve feet.” His answer made my eyes bulge. “Trust me. I’ve got you.” 

Quaid had grown up with a beach for a backyard on Epopeus, so I squeezed my eyes shut, held my nose, and jumped in. Once I resurfaced, aside from being proud of myself for jumping into deep water for the first time, I discovered that Quaid had hidden a large float under the bungalow. I swam behind him to it. He hoisted himself onto it without any trouble and then helped me. Each of the float’s corners had a pole attached to support a grass roof. From a built-in cup holder, Quaid handed me a frozen pineapple drink and pushed the float away from the bungalow’s pilings to drift around the cove. 

“Umm... that’s good,” I said as I closed my eyes and enjoyed my beverage. I jumped as something cold touched the bottom of my foot. “Quaid!”

Grinning, he ran a cube of ice up my leg and watched with interest as it melted on my flesh. He trailed it up to my breasts, circling my nipples until they were hard pebbles. Then, he warmed them in his mouth. Once I was panting for breath and aching with need, he annoyed me by moving from me to lie on his back. He grinned at me again. His cock stood as tall and rigid as one of the poles that held the roof aloft. I pounced and lowered myself onto him. I began to ride him, but the float moved beneath my knees. The water’s surface provided minimal support for my movements. It created a new experience, and my lower lips quivered around Quaid’s hard shaft. The torturously slow pleasure transitioned into exquisite pleasure when Quaid expertly stimulated my endorphins with his Eriopis abilities. My movements became frantic making the water tickle and slap against the raft. It wasn’t long before I was satiated and drowsing against Quaid’s chest with a smile on my lips. 

Then, I heard Nico yelling. “The three of you can’t keep her all to yourselves. Did you think we wouldn’t find you?” 

The raft was no longer moving. It was at rest on the shore. However, Quaid’s arms were still around me, and we were both naked. I lifted my head and wiped at Quaid’s chest where I had drooled on him in my sleep. From our vantage point, I could see swimsuits and legs. 

“You and Drex didn’t seem to have a problem with keeping her to yourselves on the ship. We deserve to have some privacy with her the same as you,” Yukihyo said.

“She wanted to spend time with us,” Nico said.

“How is it that I have been placed in the midst of this amorous war?” Fitz asked. “Why strand my boat?” 

Zared asked, “Did you have a problem getting someone to come out and repair it?” 

“No, but that is beside the point.” 

“The Princess may spend time with whomever she chooses,” Drex said. 

My six husbands were beginning to argue in earnest, and I had to pee. Sighing, I disentangled my limbs from Quaid’s and crawled naked from the raft. Zared gave my mind a nudge as to how I could see to my current needs. Spotting a small beach house, I made my way to it alone. The main room was lit by natural light and cooled by the breeze flowing through the open windows whose horizontal shutters were made of woven leaves and kept open by bars braced against the outside sills. A romantic dinner waited on the table and was, I assumed, meant as a surprise for me to share with Zared, who was arguing down on the beach. Pink flower petals were sprinkled over the bed. Finding the bathroom, I made use of the amenities. In the shower, I washed the salt from my hair and skin. Once I was dry, I found a pink two-piece and a matching kaftan and flip-flops. I looked out of the front door. 

Now, my husbands were punching each other. Knowing it was pointless to interfere, I sat down and ate my fill of fruits and breads. I checked on the men in my life to find them still fighting, so I decided to go for a walk. A path led from the beach house and into the jungle. I started down it. Zared and Quaid were actively discouraging my interest in the argument. I wondered how long the animosity had been simmering between them, and if there was anything I could do to about it. I had been under the false impression that my family was happy and content. Realizing how wrong I had been had my happiness eroding. While trying to find my answers on my walk, I had gone far enough along the path that their voices no longer reached me. The cool shade of the jungle trees was a balm to my heated skin. Ahead, the trees rustled, and I froze but relaxed as Farowyn stepped out of the jungle and onto the path ahead of me. 

“Farowyn, what are you doing out here?”

He walked toward me with his clawed hands hanging non-threateningly at his sides. “I follow my queen always. It is good that I do. Your chosen mates neglect you to squabble like boys.” 

“I can’t argue with that.”

Farowyn stepped closer and then looked up at the trees and sky. “This world is lovely, wild but tamed by a long and prosperous civilization. Thalassa is nurtured and unsullied, left a pristine paradise to be enjoyed by a race unlike anything I ever imagined while searching for life through the vast reaches of space. Come,” he said as he held his hand out to me. “I long to feel the freedom of the wind once more with you at my side.” 

I looked back along the path the way I had come. “I don’t know. It might upset them even more.” 

He trilled softly. “You are here to enjoy yourself. Are you not? Instead of seeing to your needs, what do they do? Allow me the opportunity to please and amuse you. There are no tusk bugs here for you to fear.” A huff of laughter followed his words. 

Hesitantly, I placed my hand on his. Farowyn smiled, showing off his sharp teeth in his V-shaped mouth. “I’ll go with you, but just for a little while.”

“My Queen, will you place your arms around my neck?”

After I had done as he asked, Farowyn began climbing a nearby tree. Then, he leapt to another making it appear as simple as walking along a sidewalk. Muscle corded his arms, chest, and thighs, but he held me gently. “You’ve become stronger.” 

“The Eloneave are a hardy race. Were we not so adaptable, we might not have survived.” Carefully, he kept the leaves and branches from touching me as he climbed ever upward. The trees around us rustled. “My men are with us. We will take no risks with your security. You mean much to me, your family, and your people, all of them.” 

“Speaking of people, how are yours?” I held my face close to his to make it easier for him to protect me from the vines. 

“They do well on Talpa. The organic challenges are great. We learn to protect our people from danger and barter for that which we need. Our females rejoice that they may have all of the offspring their males can support. Extinction of our race has remained a prevalent fear amongst us for decades.” 

“Then, shouldn’t you be on Talpa working toward adding to your numbers?” I asked playfully. 

He kept silent on the issue. Once we had gained the utmost branches of a tall tree, Farowyn jumped using his patagium to glide on an air current. Now that I was no longer terrified of him, it was an exhilarating experience. We continued to climb and glide until the resort came back into view. Telepathically, I felt both Xavier and Jazon as they entered my mind and saw through my eyes while scanning my recent memories. Then, I felt their anger as they began berating Zared before hiding their conversation from me. 

Farowyn bent and placed an arm under my knees. He carried me from the jungle, across the hot sand, and to a gazebo that had been decorated with fresh tropical flowers. Seeing our arrival, resort attendants began bringing out refreshments. 

“The fare here is much better than the first meal we shared,” Farowyn said. 

I laughed, remembering the skewers of roasted bugs. “True, but when you’re hungry enough, anything will do.” 

“The company made it more palatable.” I bowed my head to him in agreement. “I continue to study your culture that I may better understand you. Likewise, I do my best to show courtesy to Commander Bosh and Lieutenant Adair.” My questioning glance prompted him to continue. “I have not forgotten that night at my encampment nor his treatment of you. However, I have learned much in the Palace simply by listening.” He tapped at one of his pointed ears. “Commander Bosh publicly admonished you for protecting my people and adopting Peter. This I have learned.”

Spearing a seared scallop with my fork, I said, “He changed his mind.”

Heatedly, Farowyn said, “After you threatened divorce. Is he the reason you pay me no heed as a worthy male?”

I stared at him in shock. I didn’t know what to say and could find no way to answer without giving insult. If I were to answer negatively, it would still sound as though I thought less of him. “Farowyn, I have six husbands and three children. Sharing my time between them as I do, I still feel neglectful of them.” My thoughts turned to Yukihyo who had been keeping himself busy with Ponidi Propulsions, and I feared it might be my fault. 

“Your marriage to Commander Bosh was a political arrangement, one to broker peace between your peoples.” He stared at me waiting for a response. 

“Yes, it started out that way.”

He moved closer taking my hand in his. “Already, my people work with the Talpa shipbuilders. We will create a fleet of ships capable of defending our sector of space and of providing a first line of defense for the Empire should the need ever arise. A union between the two of us would create a dissoluble cohesion between the Parvacs and Eloneave.” 

“Aside from the aid of a nonexistent fleet protecting our flank, what would you gain from such an arrangement?” 

With surprising speed, Farowyn closed the space between us, cradled my head in the palm of his hand, and kissed me. It wasn’t the kind of kissing to which I had become accustomed, and there was nothing chaste or sweet about it. He used my surprised intake of breath to thrust his long tongue into my mouth. Farowyn’s tongue wound around mine like a coiling snake around its prey. With the tip of his tongue, he felt my mouth, its roof, gums, teeth, everything. Once he had thoroughly explored me and likely committed me to memory, he withdrew and fiercely stared into my eyes. 

“I have not forgotten the night you laid in my arms. I cannot ignore the gentleness and love with which you care for Peter. You have lain in my arms, and I would have you do so again. I am not some untried boy attempting to win your affections. I have seen much, survived fleeing through unknown space, and led my people in a mass exodus to a new planet. I am a prince amongst my people. Many females have tried to attract my interest and failed, until you. I would have you place this delicate hand to a contract between us. As my gift to you, the Eloneave would owe fealty to Parvac alone, not the Galaxics.” His brown eyes delved into mine as the magnitude of his pledge became clear to me. 

Should the day ever come when the Galaxic or Laconian governments became weary of our peace, the Eloneave would stand with us. Farowyn moved his palm up my arm to my shoulder. 

“Give me your answer, my Queen.” 

Centering my emotions, I said, “You may speak of your proposal to my Papa after we return to the Palace and not before. He and Momma are supposed to be relaxing and enjoying themselves, not thinking about anything serious. This vacation on Thalassa is for rest and enjoyment.” 

Farowyn huffed at me. “I can give you enjoyment.” 

“I’ve had more than enough enjoyment for today.”

“Hey! Cupcake, is that you? What are you doing here? I thought you were being whisked away for sexcapades.” Phillip seemed mopey, which was unlike him. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked. 

Phillip shrugged. 

I saw Quaid striding toward us. His thigh muscle definition was insane, and his shorts did little to hide it from me. “There you are. I came for you in the boat to take you back. I didn’t expect you would be going on such a long walk.” 

“I did not make my Queen walk,” Farowyn said. “Had you guarded her properly, you would know that.” 

I sat up and watched as Quaid’s jaw began to clench. “Teagan is under constant guard. I am not the one taking risks with her safety by swinging with her through the trees like some hairless ape.” 

“Quaid!” I admonished. The Eloneave were not hairless and didn’t resemble apes. Was my husband still holding to his prejudices, the ones that had almost ended our marriage in the Talpa Sector? 

Quaid turned to me and sighed. “No, I’m not. I just don’t like Farowyn. He intruded on a private date we have planned for days. Be glad I was the one who came for you and not Zared.” 

“Is that so? You seemed more intent on fighting with your soft little hands than in being attentive to my Queen,” Farowyn retorted. 

“I can use my hands to incur considerable damage.”

“With a weapon, but in hand-to-hand combat against me, you would be like a dust cloud against a meteor.” 

I took note of the red, fist-like shape under Quaid’s right eye that would probably turn into a bruise by morning. Quaid said, “That sounds like a challenge.” 

Farowyn huffed. “It wouldn’t be a challenge, Commander Bosh.”

“Teagan, come here,” Quaid ordered as he held his hand down to help me up. 

Placing my hand in his, I said, “Ambassador Farowyn, please show my husband the same courtesy which you show to me.”

“I would ask that the commander show appropriate deference to my rank. After all, I hold the rank of admiral, and he is not yet a captain.” 

I snorted. “Wow. I’m only an ensign.” That got their attention. “Let’s put rank aside and just try not to be assholes. How about that?” My anger sparked and ignited. “I didn’t come to Thalassa to play referee to grown males who insist on fighting over my attention. Your animosity toward each other has dried up my desire, like these.” I pulled down several shriveled fruits from a nearby tree and started pelting both Quaid and Farowyn with them. “All of the fighting and arguing amongst yourselves pisses me off! Come on, Phillip.” I trudged through the sand to Phillip, avoiding Quaid when he made a grab for me. “Oh, no you don’t! Phillip, will you take me home? I’d rather spend the day with you and my babies.” 

Phillip chuckled all of the way to the resort’s dock where he helped me into a small speedboat. “So, they’re at it again?” 

“They are. If you marry Terre, I hope you won’t aggravate her by arguing with your co-husbands. I was having one of the best days of my life before they started punching each other.” 

“Nico, Fitz, and Drex were jealous that they weren’t included in the plans.” 

I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the seat, enjoying the wind and ocean spray.

“Has she said anything about me?” Phillip asked. 

“We haven’t spent much time together. I can tell you that the reason Terre became my Imperial attendant was to get away from her relentless pursuers on Naxa and her mother’s constant nagging to marry. Neither Terre or I like being treated like a prize to be won. Why do you want her? Is it to prove your masculinity like Quaid and Farowyn? Is it to show how irresistible you are to the ladies? Is it a political maneuver like Drex? Is it to create an heir like Nico and Fitz?” 

“You didn’t list Yukihyo or Zared.” 

“No, I know they love me, just for me. They don’t care about my place in society. They don’t simply lust for my body. They care about my soul. Why do you want Terre?” 

Phillip slowed the boat to an idle and gazed into my eyes with his blue ones that looked naked. “I need her.” 

“Oh, Phillip.” 

Slowly, Phillip pulled the boat up to the beach. Eli Beck rose from his lounger under the shade of an umbrella and jogged to us. He ran out through the waves and held his arms out to me. He said, “I thought your entertainment for the day was planned.” 

“They started fighting. They don’t need me around to do that.” I put my hands first on Eli’s shoulders and then around his neck. He put an arm under my knees and carried me through the water to the beach. 

A soldier ran through the surf toward the speedboat. “I’ll take that back for you, sir.”

“Thanks,” Phillip said. He jumped from the boat into the surf. The soldier boarded the boat and drove it away. “Now, that’s what I call service. So, Cupcake, what should I do?”

“Stop hitting on her. She’s not an opponent in the ring to wear down and defeat. She’s tired of men flattering her. Talk to her. Listen to her. Ask her if there is anything she wants to do while we are here.” 

“Good advice. But, fuck. Look at that.” Phillip’s gaze had telescoped in on Terre. She was laying naked on a towel, enjoying the sun. “Her skin looks like warm chocolate. I want to lick every inch of her and see if she tastes as good as she looks.”

“Phillip, no.” I gave him a flat expression and shook my head at him. Eli placed me on my feet. 

Phillip adjusted the huge bulge in his shorts and walked toward Terre. He kept a respectful distance before trying to get her attention. 

“Is there anything you would like to do while on Thalassa?” 

Surprised, I looked up into Eli’s brown eyes. “Well, yes. There is something I want to do, but it’s not exciting or anything.”

“What is it?” Eli asked as we walked toward our house. Izaac and Rozz watched over us from the second-floor balcony. 

“Well, the Ocean Center on the other side of Thalassa has educational activities for children. I thought it would be fun for Neema, Niklos, and Peter to get to interact with aquatic life. It even has a safe submarine tour in its park. It looks really cute.” I remembered a similar excursion during a trip to Epopeus that had been a great deal of fun. 

“I suggest changing our attire and taking them.”

“Right now? Really?” 

“Yes. I can make the arrangements and have a guard detail in place by the time you are ready.” 

I laughed and clapped my hands. I kissed Eli’s cheek before running inside to tell Pierce and Lorca. When Terre and Phillip came inside and heard our plan, they decided to come with us. Just as we were about to load everyone into the transport, all of my husbands came home. They were perceptive. I didn’t have to tell them that I was mad at them. They cleaned up and dressed faster than I believed possible, determined to come with us. However, I rode in the transport with the children, their nurses, Eli, Phillip, and Terre. We had a relaxing drive without any fighting. 

“Mommy, what that over there?” Neema asked as she stretched in her seat to see out of the window. 

“That is where we are going to have fun.”

“Where’s Drop?” 

“Thunderdrop wanted to do spider things in the jungle today.”

Neema scowled. “I want Drop. Drop loves Neema.”

“Yes, he does. How about we buy Thunderdrop a present before we leave?” 

Neema tilted her head at me and considered me with her jade-green eyes. “Okay, Mommy. I pick out.” 

I grinned at her. “At least my daughter and best friend are finally getting along.” 

When the driver parked our transport, Neema held her hands out to me to be picked up. “No, Neema. Nik wants Mommy!” Niklos yelled. 

She put her arms down and considered her brother. Her left eyebrow went up. I could feel it as she empathically soothed his emotions. “Okay, Nik. Don’t cry.” 

His fierce scowl disappeared, and he held his hands up to me. I took him with a small smile on my face and gave him a gentle squeeze. “Imagine that. Using words to communicate feelings rather than fists.” I gave my words a telepathic push. 

“Understood, Teagan. It won’t happen again,” Zared clearly stated in my mind. 

Eli’s guard detail had taken up positions around us before dispersing around the facility. Eli, my husbands, Phillip, Pierce, and Lorca would have no trouble defending us if necessary. 

“Are you always surrounded by such attractive males?” Terre whispered. 

“Yes, and this is just a small batch, not even a dozen.”

Terre laughed. “Oh, but it is if we count these two,” she said as she kissed Peter’s cheek. 

I laughed. Niklos had his arms tight around my neck. Neema had decided on her independence and walked while holding Phillip’s hand. Cool air washed over us as we entered the building. When the visitors inside began to curtsy and bow, I began to think we should have worn disguises. 

Reading my expression, Fitz said, “It’s good for our people to see us in public, Teagan. They will respect our privacy.” 

Soon, Neema wanted her freedom to run and look at the fish in their tanks. Then, her little head of dove-grey hair was bobbing around in a sea of other small children, all eager to press themselves to the plasti-glass. Niklos wanted down, too. Soon, we were swarmed. Neema started posing for pictures with random children. I rolled my eyes at her. 

“Mommy! Smile with Neema!” 

Niklos and I got trapped posing with hordes of kids while their parents took pictures. Once the parents were satisfied, we got our freedom. 

“See? That wasn’t so bad. Was it?” Fitz, the consummate politician, asked. 

“No, darling. In fact, I think my husbands should arrange with the gift shop to provide a free toy or memento to each child in attendance here today.” 

“Excellent idea, Teagan.” He walked back through the aquarium to find the gift shop. 

The throng finally left us behind, and I sighed in relief. In their pool, pink dolphins were racing around in circles. We sat together and watched. 

“Fast!” Niklos said. 

“Really fast,” Neema agreed. 

When we got to the sensory pools, even Zared had fun. “What are you doing?” I asked. 

He was trailing his fingers along the back of a small seal. “With the barest use of my abilities, I can interpret this creature’s feelings, its needs, and curiosity. I will share my experience with you. Come.” 

Standing at his side, I let the wild consciousness suffuse me, and became lost in pure existence. When Zared broke contact, I marveled at his strength. I didn’t think I would have been able to end the connection had I been him. It was too addictive, too feral. Zared gave me a gentle kiss before leading me away. Then, the children and I held our palms out as the aquarist instructed, and let the seal tickle our hands with its whiskers. 

When Peter got hungry, I nursed him in a private alcove and watched a red octopus as its tentacles gracefully moved. The suction cups on its tentacles’ undersides grabbed and released as it made its way across the plasti-glass, exploring its tank as Farowyn had explored my mouth with his kiss. I shook my head. Farowyn was as bad with me as Phillip was with Terre. I did think it was wise to share what he had suggested with Papa. The Empire must remain safe for the sake of my children as well as all of the others. 

“You seem deep in thought. Usually, when you nurse, your mind relaxes,” Yukihyo said as he stroked Peter’s leg and foot. I told him about my lunch with Farowyn. “What will you do?” 

I shrugged. 

“What of your other suitors?” Yukihyo asked in his deep monotone that soothed me like no other sound. 

“Which ones?”

“Cormac and Dario for two.” 

“Cormac?” 

Yukihyo raised an eyebrow at me which reminded me of Neema. “He earned a few enemies when he allowed your team’s participation.” 

“What do you suggest, husband?” I asked. Peter had fallen asleep at my breast. I adjusted my clothing and stood. 

Yukihyo kissed my forehead. “I suggest a massage on the beach this evening.”

“My husband is wise.” 

A little while later in the gift shop, Neema picked out a toy for Thunderdrop. It was a toy sea snake on wheels that wiggled as it rolled. She and Niklos got pails and shovels. Peter got a seahorse-shaped rattle that glowed orange. Terre and I got matching T-shirts. 

“Well, that sure was fun. Right, Creampuff, Nik, and Nanite?” The children giggled at Phillip, and he flashed his sexy smile at Terre, the one that made most women melt. She sat primly and appeared unaffected. “Did you have fun, Lady Terre?” 

“I did. Thank you.” 

Neema and I scrutinized them. 

Phillip asked, “Is there anything you would like to do tomorrow?”

“Actually, I’m quite interested in exploring the mineral caves at Rofesia. I know it is rather touristy but with good reason.” 

Phillip’s blue eyes sparkled, and he flashed her a smile that would have made any other woman’s panties damp. It put any grin that I had ever seen Eric make to shame. “Let me take you there tomorrow. It will be fun.” 

Terre raised a delicate brow at him and held her hands demurely on her lap. “Alone? I couldn’t possibly.” 

“Yes, your mother would never approve,” I said blandly and snorted. 

Terre narrowed her eyes at me, making me laugh. 

In my mind, Zared said, “It sounds like fun. We should go with them to help Phillip. My brothers are desperate to get him married.” 

“How about if we tag along?” I asked Terre.

She smiled. “Well, in that case, alright then.” 

Phillip’s smile showed off his white teeth. He pulled out his vid-screen and began making preparations. 

That evening, Yukihyo gave me a massage under the pavilion to the glorious sound of waves crashing on the shore. The sound almost drowned out my groans of pleasure. I yawned. “We haven’t seen much of Neema and Tavere,” he said. He was kneading my shoulders with his powerful fingers which made concentrating on his words a challenge. 

“Nope. I may get a little brother or sister out of this trip.”

“You know that isn’t likely,” Nico said. He sat on a chair beside us and gazed out over the water at the stars. “Tavere was lucky to impregnate Neema with you. Reports have concluded a negative effect on the female reproductive system from long term stasis. It may be possible for her to conceive, but the child would not be of the Probus line.” 

Yukihyo worked his way down my spine to my hips.  
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Chapter Nine
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The next morning, I woke up with something incredibly hard poking me in the back. Coming to my senses, I smiled and stretched against Nico, who needed no further encouragement. An hour or so later, I had just finished having my way with Yukihyo when someone cracked open our bedroom door and peeked inside. 

“Hey, you awake? Oh, come on, Cupcake. Haven’t you been boned enough the past couple of days? Throw on a swimsuit and let’s go. You can eat breakfast in the transport on the way there,” Phillip said. 

Yukihyo threw a pillow at his head to get him to close the door. Phillip just stood there grinning innocently. Then, Nico began hurling pillows at Phillip with great strength and rapidity until he got the message and left us alone. I kissed Yukihyo before I dismounted him and went to shower. 

Phillip had planned an adult only excursion. I looked at pictures of the place where we were going while sipping my coffee in the back of the large travel transport that even had a small restroom. I wore a T-shirt and exercise shorts over my black two-piece. Fitz had suggested that we all wear exercise shoes. The day would consist of hiking, tubing through caves, and snorkeling. Terre was chatting excitedly about everything we would be doing. Phillip had booked the most expensive package available which included a private tour guide. My Papa paid Phillip a fortune, so I didn’t feel guilty about enjoying the treat. Anyway, his heart looked ready to burst because Terre was happy and talking to him. I relaxed and watched the scenery go by. When we arrived, Phillip helped Terre from the transport and took every opportunity to touch her. Through the window, I saw him resting his hand on the small of her back. 

“He’s got it bad,” Yukihyo observed. 

I nodded. The transport shifted as all of my husbands began to file out. They were making an effort to behave genially toward each other. I started wondering how much their combined weight was to make the transport shift. 

Quaid looked at me like I was crazy from too much sun. “We aren’t cattle, Teagan.”

With a straight face, I said, “I have a herd of husbands. You each weigh about two-hundred pounds worth of pure muscle, and I have six of you.” 

Quaid didn’t let me finish. Instead, he picked me up and tossed me over his shoulder. Once we were out of the transport, he gave my butt a smack, so I started thinking of him as a pack animal. Laughing, he put me down. “A wild stallion, not a mule, Lady Bosh.”

“No, not a mule, but maybe a jackass,” Fitz said. 

I crossed my arms over my chest. “If you’re still fighting, I’m going back home.” 

“We aren’t fighting. It’s only banter,” Quaid assured me. 

I made eye contact with each of my husbands. 

“Teagan, relax,” Nico said. 

I scowled at them, and then a diabolical grin covered my face. “I know exactly what I will do the next time any of you physically fight one another out of a ring or off a mat.” 

“Oh, hell no,” Zared said. 

“That’s disturbing, Teagan,” Quaid said in agreement. 

“What is?” Fitz asked. 

“I’ll make you have cock fights to determine the winner the next time you fight.” I pictured Quaid and Fitz dueling with their hard, upright manly appendages and got turned on. 

“What is she talking about? With chickens? That seems cruel,” Yukihyo said. Quaid and Zared began speaking to him in rapid Laconian. Yukihyo paled. “Never again will I argue with a co-husband.” 

“Never will I engage in such a display,” Zared swore. 

Yukihyo explained my proposed punishment to the others. Nico’s laughter tore from him and frightened birds from the surrounding trees. 

“Then, don’t fight. If any of you start punching each other again, I’ll insist on a cock fight before I touch your cocks again.” I smiled evilly at them. 

Quaid said, “Let’s agree not to tell any additional husbands of this rule.” 

Zared laughed. “To engage in such an activity would turn a man flaccid for weeks.” 

A handsome and rather effeminate male approached our party. Zared swallowed his own words. I laughed and considered accepting the first bisexual male to my family who offered himself to me, no matter who he was just for fun. 

“Welcome! My name is Ren, and I will be your guide....” 

I didn’t listen to him but trailed along with the others and looked at brightly plumed birds and lizards that had tails as long as my arm and watched us with swiveling eyes. Up ahead, I could hear Terre chatting away with more cheer than she had ever before used. Phillip’s charm was beginning to work. Apparently, Phillip’s seduction memory was as embedded within him as muscle memory was within a soldier. Yukihyo slipped our fingers together as we walked. 

I gave his fingers a squeeze. “I want us to start spending more time together. I miss you. What do you think of going away for a few nights just the two of us? We could go to Cephissus on Parvac or anywhere you would like.” 

Yukihyo said, “What about a camping trip? We could take your barge out on the lake and sleep on it at night.”

My eyes lit up. “That would be perfect.” 

The path ended with a deep pool of clear water tinged with dark-green. Inner tubes were being passed out. Each of them had a long flexible light attached to it. That could only mean one thing, dark and creepy caves. Phillip and Terre were laughing and floating off into the dark maw of death, oblivious to the danger lurking within. I shuddered. 

“Phillip had better realize how much I love him to be doing this,” I quietly grumbled. 

“Aren’t you enjoying yourself?” Fitz asked.

“Teagan is terrified of caves. Well, of any dark subterranean area,” Yukihyo supplied. 

Drex lost all color. “I took you into a cave on our first date.” 

I shivered at the memory. “Yes, but you tried so hard to make it look pretty with the rose petals and the lamps. Truthfully, my heart was too broken over Yukihyo to care.”

“Forgive me,” Drex asked. 

“Oh, I did the day we had lunch with Dario.” I chuckled at him and shook my head. 

Drex tried to recall that particular day while I stepped into the cool water with my exercise shoes still on, not particularly liking the feeling. Maybe, it wouldn’t be horrible. After we were all floating on our tubes, the cave entrance began to loom closer. That was when I felt something beneath the water touching my ass, but all of my husbands had their hands on their tubes and their feet where I could see them. I stuck my hand between my body and the float to scare whatever it was away. I sighed. The cave was wide but not very high. I couldn’t see the bottom or what might be hiding in the water. Quaid and Zared paddled with their hands until they were close enough to each grab a hold on my inner tube. Their closeness decreased my rising panic. 

I projected my thoughts to them. “People think this is fun?”

“Yes, allow yourself to enjoy it. Try not to let your memories of Malta ruin the experience. You are on Thalassa where you are royalty. Men who would resort to cock fighting to touch you have you surrounded,” Zared said. 

Laughter bubbled up and spilled out of me. “Alright. I’ll try.”

Our guide droned on about the different mineral deposits that had transformed the cave into a sparkling contained rainbow in the dark. Quaid, Yukihyo, and Zared found it to be fascinating and soon floated off leaving me with Drex, Fitz, and Nico.

“Teagan, why did you forgive me?” Drex asked. He was still trying to puzzle it out. 

Gesturing toward the sound of Phillip’s voice far ahead, I said, “Some males instinctually know how to win females. Others find us so mysterious that they use their intellects to ascertain our desires. I realized that you were the latter.” 

“Drex, you aren’t still spying on us in bed, are you?” Fitz asked. 

“No, not in bed or in the bathroom. Teagan was insistent on the matter.” 

By the pin lights of our floats, Fitz, Nico, and I exchanged glances in the dark silently wondering where else we may have been intimate. There was no telling. 

“Oh,” I said somewhat worried. 

The cave had begun to branch out in different directions, and the current had grown stronger. Fitz and Nico grinned at each other, slid from their floats, and started steering us to the right and away from the others. “It’s time for your royal guards to save you from the barbarous pirates, Princess,” Fitz said. 

“They know what you’re doing,” I warned. 

“Yes, but by the time they have managed to swim against the current to find you, we will have already had our ways with you,” Nico said. 

“When did you start planning this?”

“Oh, about a minute ago. With Zared and Quaid, we are better off being unpredictable. Even a general can adjust his strategy.” 

I grinned and shook my head. Fitz led us into a wide, low tunnel that filled me with apprehension. It was silent save for the sounds we made and the stray trickle of water. “It’s kind of scary in here.”

“After you see where we end up, if you want to leave, we will go. I promise,” Fitz assured me. “As a boy with my friends, I’ve been all throughout these caves.” 

In my mind, Zared and Quaid grumbled angrily making me laugh. 

Drex said, “They have figured it out?”  

“Yep.” I made a face at the finely crushed gravel and sand that provided a few feet for the weary to rest. I could only imagine what such a surface would do to my back or knees. 

Nico laughed at my expression as he pulled our floats onto it. Then, he grabbed my shorts and swim bottoms off of me and made himself a bracelet of them. “Come share my inner tube, female.” 

He had taken a seat on his tube, and the light on it wasn’t the only thing that lifted straight up toward the cave roof. Laughing, I crawled over my tube to his and straddled him. After playing with my Parvac soldiers until I was sore, Fitz led us back out into the main cave system, and we rejoined the others. Thankfully, my Laconian husbands weren’t angry. They were with the guide trying to assure him not to send a search party after Princess Probus. The poor man was terrified I might be injured on his watch. 

“Not injured, but hopefully impregnated,” Fitz yelled out. 

I splashed him repeatedly in the face for the comment. He, Nico, and Drex filled the cave with the gregarious echoes of their laughter. Relief filled me when I began to see faint traces of light. We floated from the cave and into a lagoon that was surrounded by lush jungle. On its small shore, each of us was provided with masks and breathing tubes. 

My husbands made a game of seeing which of them could startle me the most by swimming far beneath me and then appearing out of the darkness like giant predatory fish. Fitz was the winner. Having had enough of their boyish torment, I got out of the water to rest. The next thing on our agenda was a hike. I followed after Phillip, Terre, and the guide. My husbands were still laughing at my expense while putting away our gear on the appropriate racks near the lagoon. A lizard decided to get in on the fun of tormenting me by scurrying across the toe of my shoe. I sighed. If only Terre had wanted to spend the day at an indoor market. Next, we had to climb a rocky path. I took my time, not a fan of falling. Yukihyo’s hand was suddenly on my rear end which made my apprehension vanish. Up ahead, I heard the sounds of someone skidding on sand and gravel.

“Ow,” Terre said. 

Phillip said, “Are you alright? Here. Let me see.” 

Quickly, my husbands took up positions around me. I wasn’t as graceful as Terre, and we all knew it. When we reached the top of the hill, I saw that Phillip now held Terre in his arms and was carrying her down the path with the guide in front of them. At the end of it, he placed her on a bench and kneeled before her. A change had overcome Phillip. Gone was the consummate flirt, and in his place, was Dr. Svenson. He had pulled a small emergency kit from a pocket and had begun cleaning Terre’s knee. 

“Are you okay?” I asked when we caught up to them.

“Oh, yes. It’s nothing. I tripped....” Her words trailed off as she watched Phillip while he gently cared for her. His hands on her knee were professional and not flirtatious. 

Once we had arrived at the building which housed a café, gift shop, and locker rooms, Terre and I went to freshen up. “Teagan, do you think Phillip genuinely cares for me? He didn’t use my accident as a means to grope me as another male might have done.”

I dried my hands and turned to her. “I have never seen a female affect Phillip as you do. He is serious. Also, we have spent enough time in the Empire for him to understand how marriages work here. It’s different in other sectors.” 

Terre leaned her hip against the counter. “Yes, I have heard about alien marriage practices from Tracy. Our customs must seem as odd to Phillip as his seem to me.” 

“I don’t think it is dissuading his interest in you, but know this. Phillip is doing his best to behave respectably toward you, but he wants to grope you. He wants to grope you in every way he knows how, and he has a reputation for knowing a lot.” 

We stared at each other for a few seconds before dissolving into laughter. We purchased more T-shirts and several mineral based products before leaving. Terre limped slightly, which was entirely contrived and allowed Phillip to hold her feet on his lap on the way home. Through his bond with me and Yukihyo, Phillip had already known that Terre had softened toward him. Also, as a knowledgeable physician, he knew Terre was exaggerating her discomfort. 

Into my thoughts, Quaid said, “Phillip is eager to play doctor all that Terre wishes.”

Under my breath, I said, “I bet he is.” 

As soon as we got home, the children demanded all of our attention. Rather than showering and changing into dry clothing, we ended up in the ocean with energetic kids. I had seen glimpses of my parents’ naked flesh during our vacation but little else of them. I snorted to myself realizing from whom I had inherited my sex drive. Regardless of that, I was happy that they were reunited and were creating happy new memories. They deserved them. Uncle Kagan and Aunt Seyla had been almost as energetic in their romantic activities. When we finally tired the children and were able to get cleaned up and relax, we went to the porch to enjoy some dinner. I felt sorry for Gary who had spent a great deal of time blushing. 

Eric laughed at him. “Well, Gary, you’re not the horny little bastard I thought you were.” 

“Wait till you have a little girl, and men like you are chasing after her. It’s a good thing she has Xavier, or she might have as many husbands as that female down the beach the other day,” Gary said. 

Xavier gave Gary a small salute. 

“What female?” I asked Sparrow.

“Her name is Portia, and she has thirty husbands. They took up a good stretch of beach. They were all laying around on towels or swimming. I’ve never seen so many knee-length penises in all of my life.” 

Coffee came out of my nose and mouth at the same time. 

Sparrow handed me a napkin. “With thirty husbands, Portia probably has something other than coffee spewing out of her nose.” Sparrow had said it with such an inflectionless tone that I ended up on the floor dying with laughter. I couldn’t stop. My imagination wasn’t helping. 

Thunderdrop put an end to my laughing fit when he jumped to my hip and started bombarding me with images of his adventures. “Chirp! Chirp! Chirp!” 

Papa stepped over us and gave Sparrow a kiss on the cheek on his way into the kitchen. 

The next day, we left Thalassa, tan, relaxed, and happy. However, Ember had decided to spend more time on Thalassa in the warm sunshine. House Jiri promised to treat her like royalty. 
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Chapter Ten
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When we docked on Parvac, the Valens returned to their estate. Grandmother was eager to return to her schedule. I assumed her new man had worn her out. Unfortunately, Grandmother wasn’t the only one with a schedule to resume. The Hadrian was returning to Galaxic space. I didn’t even bother trying to hide my displeasure. Actually, I threw a fit, and Neema helped. 

“See what you’ve done? You’ve spoiled her. She expects starship captains to forgo their duties for her amusement,” Eric said to Kane. 

“Don’t blame me. Blame him.” Kane pointed at Papa. “I take orders the same as you do.” 

Papa smiled at both of them and kissed my forehead before picking Neema up and tickling her. “Yes, my darling begins to behave as she should. I plan to spoil her even more in your absence.” 

Neema giggled at her Gapa. 

As always, saying goodbye to Quaid was torture and made me sad for the remainder of the day. Knowing my heart, my husbands were sweet and attentive until they too abandoned me to see to their own responsibilities. Even Sparrow left to go to her lab. Fitz alone remained with me, so I decided to be extra sweet to him. I was sitting on the couch with his head on my lap, running my fingers through his hair when Rolf interrupted. 

“Princess, Inquisitor Gordian wishes an audience.” 

Concern made my brow wrinkle. Usually, when one of my butlers introduced a male in that particular manner, it meant an offer of marriage was about to be made. Fitz sat up and lowered his bare feet to the white carpeting. I glanced to the right through the patio windows and saw Pierce, Lorca, and Thunderdrop playing with the children. Fitz and I stood as Cormac entered. Giving him my sweetest smile, I curtsied since he was carrying a large dress box tied with a bow. 

“Good morning, Cormac. May I offer you some refreshments?”

“Yes, thank you. Coffee to go. This is for you. Please, go change.” I raised an eyebrow and puckered my lips at him in question. Cormac raised an eyebrow right back at me. “That’s an order, Ensign Probus.”

My fancy artificial heart sped up, and I tore the bow off the box. My excited squeal almost made Rolf spill the coffee. I kissed Cormac’s cheek and ran down the hall to my room to change. Fitz followed and helped me into my cadet’s uniform. My hand kept creeping up to touch my rank insignia. 

“Let me take a picture, Teagan.” Fitz grinned at me. 

After posing for Fitz, this time for him and not in the nude for a hired artist, which had been incredibly embarrassing, I ran back to the sitting room, jumped on Cormac, and gave him kisses all over his face. His deep chuckles resonated throughout my sitting room. I released my legs from around his waist and hopped down. 

“Are you ready for your first day?”

I smoothed down my jacket. “Yes, sir!” 

Fitz laughed at my bubbly behavior. Rolf brought lidded coffees to us on a tray. I held mine in my left hand, so I could hold Cormac’s hand in my right as we walked through the Palace. When I started swinging our joined hands back and forth as we walked, Cormac’s laughter echoed along the halls. Captain Merick Carus and Vice Admiral Dario Galerius shook their heads at us and grinned as we walked past them. A few of Papa’s officers didn’t look amused. From them, I sensed thick disapproval. 

Whispering to Cormac, I whispered, “What crawled up their asses?”

“Most of the Warrior Caste is opposed to females joining our ranks in any capacity. As it stands, the only branch that will accept members of the Materfamilias Caste is that of the Inquisitors. Strict guidelines will be put in place to restrict female participation in field assignments outside of Parvac controlled space. In effect, females will be given research and clerical positions.” 

I sighed. “That’s better than nothing.”

“I’m relieved you think so.” Cormac led me to a transport and then drove me to the Academy where he taught me the correct way to salute and then turned me over to my instructor, Inquisitor Rovek. 

“Ensign Probus, you will spend three hours here each day. Allowances for you have been made due to your Imperial status and familial obligations. Your time here will be divided between academics and self-defense. Allow me to introduce you to your academic class.” Inquisitor Rovek gestured for me to enter a small room containing chairs and free-standing vid-screens where two other students currently engaged in their studies. 

“Aunt Teagan!” Galina said. 

Rovek barked, “Cadet Treves, as you were.” 

Galina paled, sat, and went back to work on her assignments. 

Inquisitor Rovek continued. “You are familiar with Cadet Treves. Your other classmate is Cadet Rheanna Verok. The three of you have made history by being the first females ever admitted into any military branch in the Empire. I expect decorum and maturity at all times that you appear in uniform.” 

Galina’s cheeks had turned red, and I offered her a sympathetic glance. 

Inquisitor Rovek pierced me with his frightening glare. “I refer to you, Ensign Probus. Holding hands with a superior officer while skipping down the Palace halls was asinine.”

“Well, I guess it’s a good thing that they didn’t see me with my legs wrapped around him before that.” I gave Inquisitor Rovek a healthy dose of my fully matured Parvac pheromones and watched as his pupils dilated, and the fight went out of him. 

“Aunt Teagan,” Galina scolded. 

I laughed and took my seat. 

“For that, you will spend time in the ring, Cadet Probus. Get to work.” 

I chuckled and rolled my eyes at his departing back. He had resorted to calling me a cadet to piss me off. Galina, Rheanna, and I had to begin with the same educational programs that the youngest cadets were given. However, we could progress at our own paces. It only took me an hour to complete the curriculum assigned to ten-year-old cadets for their first year. Understanding the programs and how to navigate them allowed me to complete the second year more rapidly. 

“You’re really smart, Aunt Teagan. I’m still on the fourth lesson in the first year.” 

“Galina, I already did all of this back on Earth when I was your age. It’s not that different. So, are they being nice to you here?” 

“Yeah, it’s different though, being away from home. Rheanna and I have an entire dorm room all to ourselves.”

“We got to pick whichever bunks we wanted and get the bathroom all to ourselves,” Rheanna said. 

“How many bunks are in a dorm room?” I asked.

“Ten,” Galina answered. 

Inquisitor Rovek came back and escorted us to a large gym. “Cadet Treves and Cadet Verok, you will train with the other first years.” The girls joined a group of about twenty boys and began doing sit-ups. He led me over to a smaller group. “Ensign Probus, you will train with your team. Within this facility, Cadet Cedrenus is your commanding officer. Regardless of your rank, you are junior to Cadets Binder and Ross. The four of you will train together each day. Cadet Cedrenus, Ensign Probus owes me disciplinary time in the ring. See to it.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Inquisitor Rovek strode away from us. 

“Already in trouble?” Cadet Cedrenus asked. 

I started to shrug, but recalled one of the very first lessons and answered with the appropriate, “Yes, sir.” 

Inquisitor Rovek shouted over his shoulder so that everyone in the gym could hear, “Ensign Probus is to be treated like everyone else.” 

Well, maybe he wasn’t such an asshole after all. I smiled at his departing back. 

“Come here,” Cedrenus said. He tossed me a pair of gloves and put on his own pair. Then, he climbed into the ring. “I’m sorry about this. Try not to get into trouble again, alright?” 

I had the sinking suspicion that I was about to get my ass handed to me. I joined Cedrenus in the ring. He started to circle me. He looked like someone who had been served all of his least favorite foods but had no choice but to eat them. Darting in, he gave my gloves a gentle tap. 

“Oh, come on. What the fuck was that? She wants to be here. She thinks she’s good enough to be one of us,” a male said. 

Cedrenus stopped and turned to glare at him. 

Another male said, “Yeah, she may have fucked her way into our ranks, but now she has to try and remain. I’ll bet she won’t last the week.” 

“I didn’t fuck my way in. My team made it to the beacon. But, hey, at least I know how to fuck. If I had fucked my way in, I’d already be an admiral. Come join me in the ring. It’s probably the closest your dick will ever get to a female.” I smiled down at him. I was ready for a fight. 

“Teagan, what are you doing? He won’t go easy on you. His House is greatly opposed to female military service,” Cedrenus scolded. 

Another male yelled, “She’ll probably cheat and get one of her husbands to fight for her.” 

“I don’t need to cheat.”

The male yelled, “Go get her, Clark!” 

Cedrenus looked pissed, but he hopped down from the ring. Clark put on a pair of gloves, ran, grabbed the top rope, and leapt over it and into the ring. He tapped his gloves together, gave me an evil grin, and came at me. For an eighteen-year-old, he was corded with muscle, and he was fast. Clark was also intent on putting me in my place, and from the look in his eyes it wouldn’t be a pedestal. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the wide, frightened eyes of Galina and Rheanna. This is what they would face, males trying to scare them out of their secret club, males using their strength to subjugate females. 

Knowing my history as everyone did, Clark probably assumed I would cry and drop out. However, a lot about me was probably classified. Clark didn’t know me. I wasn’t the emotionally crippled girl who I had once been. My training with Yukihyo clicked in my head, and I began moving my feet. Clearing my mind of everything but Clark, I moved to the side just as he was about to hit me in the center of my face. His punch had enough strength behind it to stir the air. Clark meant to hurt me. 

I avoided a series of strikes and pivoted away. All of my moves were defensive. I would become tired before Clark even became winded. Avoiding a punch to the ribs, I was unable to get out of the way of the fist that glanced off my jaw. My head flew back with the force of it and rattled my brain. Ducking low, I got away from him and to the ropes. Clark came after me. Instead of running, I charged him, getting in close to his body. I brought my right fist up into his nose and drove my knee into his side twice before he spun away. Now, he looked angry. 

I smiled at him. He came at me like a starved ice bear. I dropped and kicked out with both feet at his ankles, knocking his feet out from under him. Clark was airborne for a glorious moment before he caught himself on his hands and flipped himself over and back to his feet in a move that reminded me of Hiroshi. I couldn’t avoid a punch to the shoulder. I spun with the force of it and jumped up, putting my roundhouse kick into practice. My foot connected with the side of his face. Clark took a second to shake his head. I used what I had learned from sparring and from watching Yukihyo’s fights. My legs were stronger than my arms. I lashed out with my right foot kicking Clark in the leg with all of my strength. Then, I tried to sweep his legs out from under him. It didn’t work. His glove filled my vision, and a pounding filled my ears. Yelling surrounded us. I jumped back up from where he had laid me out on the mat. 

“Haven’t you had enough, little girl?”

“No, little dick.” 

Anger filled his eyes. I grinned at him and moved to the side as he lunged for me. I got him in the eye before he had me against the ropes and started raining blows down on me. Gasping and desperate, I dropped to the mat, crawled through his legs, and kicked the back of his knee as hard as I could. He staggered and turned. I kicked him in the face. With a roar, he grabbed my ankle and knocked me flat on my back. I brought my legs up around his neck and twisted. His expression turned from rage to shock. I squeezed harder until he stopped struggling. When he hit his glove against the mat, I let him go. His face and neck slowly changed from purple to red as he breathed in the air I had kept from him. Our spectators were quiet. 

A male cleared his throat. “Ensign Probus, I will spar with you tomorrow. Your left hook needs a lot of work,” Ensign Bishop said. 

I recognized him from the awards ceremony. “Thank you, sir,” I said. 

I bowed to Little Dick Clark and climbed down from the ring. Cedrenus helped me out of my gloves. I gave a nod to Galina. She had a fierce determination sparking in her white eyes. Cedrenus, Binder, and Ross, walked with me into the locker room and over to the infirmary. The doctor on duty looked furious. To Cedrenus, he said, “You should have been the one to spar with her.”

The cadet bowed his head in shame. 

“No, Clark wanted to see if his dick was bigger than mine. I had to whip it out and show him,” I said. 

“Oh, shut up. I piss harder than you hit,” Clark said as he entered with his team. 

“I went easy on you. It was your first time being with a woman.”

The doctor was dabbing at my bloody nose. I jumped when I saw Inquisitor Rovek watching us. “Cadet Cedrenus, each day, you and your team are responsible for bringing Princess Probus to the Academy and returning her to the Palace. She may outrank you at the moment, but don’t forget that she is your most junior team member. Each of you is responsible for her. Is that clear?” 

“Yes, sir,” they said as one. 

Less than an hour later, they drove me to the front of the Palace and walked me up the front steps where both Cormac and Eli waited. Unreadable as usual, Eli stepped close to me and trailed his fingers over my face. He didn’t say a word. The boys with me were actually trembling in fear. 

“Dismissed,” Cormac said to them. They saluted and left. 

“When I’m at the Academy, stay out of it, Eli. I need to do this.” His eyes left my cheek and found my eyes. “They are trying to scare us out, and I won’t let them. If you want to help, then help me study. Bishop offered to help me.” I lifted my chin. 

“Yes, he is a bright boy. Siding with you is the smartest thing he can do for his career. In your good graces, he might gain more power for himself. These boys aren’t typical soldiers that you might find in the fleet or the army. They are shrewd, cunning, and violent. Most of them have a sadistic streak or can distance themselves from their emotions. Don’t be fooled by their ages into thinking of them as harmless. They are pups now but grow into sharks.” 

I moved closer and rested my head against Eli’s chest. Closing my eyes, I wrapped my arms around him and hugged him as I did Papa. The tension melted from me, and I felt safe. Leaning back, I smiled up at Eli. “I love you.” I lifted up on my toes to kiss his cheek and then went to my wing where I took a long, hot shower. 

By the end of the week, I had settled into a new routine. I woke up early, played with Peter, Niklos, and Neema, and had breakfast as Princess Teagan. Then, as Ensign Probus, I went to the Academy until lunch. After the cadets took me home, I conducted myself as Princess Teagan again until the next day. In a moment of self-discovery, I realized that I thrived on living a double-life. At the Academy, I had to follow rules and obey others, but I could be myself, and I had a tendency to be sarcastic and crass. My smart mouth was helping me get better sparring partners. After our first match together, Clark wouldn’t even make eye contact with me. Academy gossip was that Clark and his team had had a midnight visitor who had terrified them. I didn’t know if it had been Eli, Kaoti, Drex, or someone else, and no one would tell me. I decided to find out. 

After completion of my second week at the Academy, I had mastered the educational programs through year eight which put me at the level of the eighteen-year-old cadets. That was when I began to feel challenged with new material and unfamiliar terminology. However, as a level nine cadet, I was no longer sequestered with Galina and Rheanna. Instead, I was allowed to study with my team. They even helped me with my mathematics and chemistry, my weakest areas of study so far. 

Everything was going great until Inquisitor Rovek walked in. Without saying a word, he handed Cedrenus a data chip and then left. Curious, we all crowded around Cedrenus to see what was on it. Unfortunately, the message was encrypted. It took us the next two days working together while running continuous programs to decipher it. All we discovered was a set of coordinates and orders to remain a cohesive unit. 

Cedrenus said, “This is on the other side of Parvac.” 

The rules for any assignment were always the same. Arrive at the target without discovery and await orders. Cadets weren’t allowed to use any transports owned by themselves or by their families, or anything that could be used to trace our identities. 

“How do we get there?” Ross asked. 

“Leave that to me,” Binder said. He had an affinity for hacking into locked systems and rerouting power, when it didn’t cause an explosion. 

“I’ll handle our disguises. Trust me,” I said. 

“I’ll start running scenarios,” Cedrenus said. 

Ross said, “I’m on weapons and tech.”

Cedrenus said, “We’ll pick you up at the Palace at the regular time tomorrow to avoid suspicion.”

“Yes, sir.” 

That evening, after the children had gone to bed, what I would do for our disguises finally came to me. With very little persuasion on my part, I had our disguises prepared and my plan organized. 

When my team picked me up the next morning, they seemed nervous. “Are you ready to go?” Cedrenus asked. 

“No, I had an idea. Want to hear it?” 

“Alright, Bishop’s team already got caught this morning. They never even made it to their target,” Ross said. 

“Shit.” 

Bishop had a reputation. He was the best, always. I told the team my part of the plan. They were not enthusiastic, but they were game. We spent our morning in our classroom. Then, at lunch time, they dropped me off as usual. When my children went down for their naps, my team slowly started to trickle into my wing. 

An hour later, Sparrow, Tracy, Violet, and Terre left the Palace to go shopping. Laughing, Violet said, “Do you see how he looks at her?” 

Terre stared pointedly at her. 

“Now, ladies. Let’s focus on having some fun,” Tracy said. 

They got inside of a Palace transport and went to a boutique where they spent a few credits. 

“I want to visit the indoor market that Teagan told us about,” Terre said. 

“Fine,” Sparrow said. 

They hired a nearby shuttle and flew to Cephissus. Violet pulled a frilly dress she had just purchased from one of her bags and held it up. “How do you think I’ll look in this?” she asked. 

Sparrow said, “Dickless.”

We all laughed. Binder, who appeared at the moment to be Terre, lowered the shuttle. Then, when Violet and Tracy walked arm-in-arm into a café, the other ladies followed. Violet, who was actually Cedrenus, entered our code into a device we found under one of the café’s chairs. My green and gold eyes were hidden behind black films. It had been easy for me to disguise myself as Tracy after the experience I had had with Sara Eos. While waiting in line, I rubbed my left thigh, trying to make it appear as though I attempted to hide my discomfort. 

“Are you alright?” Sparrow, actually Ross, asked. 

Tracy nodded. 

We all ordered and sat at a table. Men smiled and flirted with us. We flirted back to a small degree, except for Sparrow. She just stared at them. 

“Ready to shop?” Violet asked. 

“No, I have to go tinkle,” Tracy said. The four of us went into the bathroom together. True to my word, or rather Tracy’s, I went into a stall. 

“Seriously?” Cedrenus asked.

“Yes. What? You don’t need to go?”

“Shit. Yes, but how?” 

“Carefully, hold your skirt up so it doesn’t get in the waste unit.” 

From the stall beside me, Ross asked, “So, where to?”

Cedrenus said, “We are to search the home of Captain Osvaldo Decius.” 

“For what?” I asked. 

“It didn’t say.” 

We left the café and entered a dress shop where we immediately began trying on clothes. No one noticed when a maintenance worker left the store out of the back exit. We were still trying on clothes when he returned an hour and a half later with an encrypted message. Then, with several shopping bags, the ladies returned to the Palace. 

The next day, my team picked me up. In our classroom, I asked, “So, what did you find?” Cedrenus held up a scrap of paper. He slid it over a table to me. I read, “Cedrenus Team passes.” 

The sound of a voice made us all jump. “Very good. Yours was the only team to succeed. The level twelve team who was tracking you still hasn’t figured out how you did it.” Inquisitor Rovek gave us a rare grin. 

I smirked. “They allowed themselves to be distracted by beautiful women. See? I told you pink was your color,” I said as I smacked Binder on his arm. 

Rovek smiled which was frightening. “You have the rest of the day to enjoy your own pursuits.” 

After he left, I said, “I’m taking that as permission.” 

“Permission for what?” Ross asked. 

“I want to know which one of my men scared Clark and his team.” 

They looked at me with varying degrees of wariness. Finally, Cedrenus spoke. “Whoever he is may not want to be found out.” 

I shrugged. “Can we do it or not?” 

“We’d have to tap into the security feed for their dorm.” 

I raised an eyebrow and waited. A few minutes later, we all went for a walk to the building containing their dorms. Binder was able to tap into a control panel that he gained access to from within a supply closet. We huddled together and watched the security footage at a blurring speed. 

“Stop,” Cedrenus said. “Turn it up.”

A dark figure had dropped down into Clark’s dorm room from the ceiling. “Not a word,” the male ordered. Then, he viciously struck Clark across the face. “Do not draw attention, or you become a liability, as do you all.” The man looked around the room at the other boys. Then, he was gone. 

“I don’t know that man. That wasn’t Drex, Eli, Kaoti, or any of my Omnes Videntes.”

“Shut up,” Cedrenus nervously ordered. They rushed to put everything back as it had been. We left quickly. With feigned playfulness, Cedrenus said, “We have the day off. Why don’t you take us swimming in that fancy pool of yours in the Palace?” 

Playing along, I said, “Fine, as long as you don’t mind me seeing you all naked.”

Once we were in the transport, I realized they were all scared. Whoever that man had been, it was bad. Telepathically, I called out to Zared and shared everything with him. My team and I had smiles on our faces and were laughing as we entered the Palace. My guards were waiting. 

“Zared! Come swimming with us!” I gave him a big kiss. 

I showed my team where they could change, but I cheated and wore my black two-piece from Thalassa. Then, I smirked at them as I entered the pool. Izaac and Xavier had taken up guard positions at the doors and activated shielding so we wouldn’t be overheard. 

Zared asked, “Who is he?”

Cedrenus said, “He’s Clark’s father, Inquisitor Flavian.”

Zared asked, “Why does his father’s admonishment of him cause you concern?”

“Flavian said, ‘Do not draw attention, or you become a liability, as do you all.’ Whatever Inquisitor Flavian is involved in is so dangerous that he would kill his own son and his team to keep it secret. He didn’t punish Clark for fighting Teagan. He punished him for drawing attention to House Flavian.” 

Zared smiled at him and empathically eased the fears of my team. “Thank you for your caution. All will be well. We will keep this information to ourselves. Agreed?” 

“Yes, sir,” they answered. 

My ladies entertained Cedrenus, Binder, and Ross until it was time for them to return to the Academy. However, I continued to worry about what we had learned long after they had gone. An angry barrage pulled me from my silent musings. 

“Chitter chitter clack chitter chirp.” I blinked down at Thunderdrop and saw images to accompany his angry tirade. In them, I was cringing in fear, but Thunderdrop jumped to my uniformed shoulder glaring at my enemies with venom dripping from his fangs. 

“You want to go with me to the Academy tomorrow to protect me? You don’t mind?”

“Chirp chitter,” he said which was the equivalent of, “Yes, I’ll go with you. Of course, I don’t mind.” 

“Thank you, Thunderdrop. That makes me feel much better.” 

“Chirp,” he said. Then, he waited until I opened the door leading out to the porch. He went out and darted off to the gardens. Lately, Thunderdrop hadn’t been spending much time with either me or Sue, his pet octopus, and I started wondering what he was up to. 

Big strong arms surrounded me from behind. I breathed in Yukihyo’s scent and closed my eyes. He whispered, making me strain to hear him, “Are you ready for our overnight date?”

“Oh, yes, and I have the next two days off.”

Yukihyo’s lips came down to touch my neck, and I shivered, but something felt off. “While you were engaged with your visitors, I made arrangements with your barge captain and the children’s nurses. Go put on something you do not mind getting dirty.” 

“Do you want to come and help me?” 

“I’ll help you once we are onboard.” 

I smiled up at the pink and gold striations in his eyes and ran to my room to change out of my dress. Fear, rather than arousal, heated my blood. 

Into my thoughts, Walter asked, “What is it?”

Silently, I responded, “Someone is here in my wing trying to lure me away.”

“Stay put.”

“No, I have to get him away from my children. They’re asleep in the nursery. Where is Yukihyo?”

“Lord Ponidi is at his factory.” 

“We’re going to my barge. Keep guards on my Momma and Papa.” I could sense Walter and Vawn preparing to track and defend me. The low roar of telepathic communication among my Omnes Videntes was white noise in my mind. 

“Captain Kaoti will be near as will we.”

“Understood.”

Yukihyo waited for me near the patio doors and grinned, putting a finger to his lips to keep me quiet. He had spoken to Pierce and Lorca, tricking them both with his disguise. Feigning excitement for our secret, spontaneous date, I ran to him. I pretended to burst with eagerness and joy as we ran across the back lawn to the lake where my white pleasure barge waited. However, my eagerness was to get the imposter away from my loved ones, especially my children. How did he get into my wing and past all of my guards to begin with? The barge started moving as soon as we were aboard. I didn’t see Kaoti, Walter, or Vawn. 

Stalling, I laughed and threw my arms around the imposter’s neck. I assumed he wore a strong neural blocker, because when I was near him, I couldn’t reach out to my Omnes Videntes. I’d need to put distance between us to do so. How many yards separated my bedroom from my sitting room? That was how much distance I would need. His lips took mine and tasted of some unfamiliar sweetness. I felt faint and swayed in his grip before shaking my head in an attempt to clear it. My vision had become fuzzy around the edges, and a mental lethargy made my thoughts and fears become wisps I couldn’t grasp.

He walked me backward to my circular couch and pushed my black jogging pants down my legs before I could stop him. He tore the blasters from the holsters I had tried to hide and let them skid across the deck. He pulled the curtains closed, pushed me down to the couch, and buried his face between my legs. I grabbed at his hair, clawing at him. 

“Get off of me! Stop!” 

He continued his assault, lathing at my most sensitive place with his rasping tongue. He pushed a finger and then another into me, ignoring my screams. His lips hadn’t been the only part of himself that he had drugged. The imposter had laced his fingers with a powerful stimulant that overpowered my mind and body, forcing me to climax for him against my will. When I screamed at him again to stop in frustrated helplessness, he finally quit pushing into me with his fingers. He removed them and wiped his fingers on his shirt.

“Now, I see why males would die for you.” 

I slapped his face as hard as I could. 

“Don’t be angry. You wanted it. Your body begged for my touch. You came for me.”

“You tried to trick me and then drugged me, you piece of shit asshole!”

“Yes, I did. You couldn’t tell me and your Laconian soul mate apart.”

“Oh, but I did. I just wanted to get you away from my family and out here alone where my guards could kill you.” 

“That’s just the thing, Princess Probus. They won’t be coming. All it took was a misting of what you tasted from my lips to incapacitate Kaoti, Walter, Vawn, and several Imperial Guards. Chemical compounds are my specialty.” He grabbed my wrists and clicked metal restraints over them. “When we have more time and privacy, I’ll spend more time seeing to your needs. At the moment, we are on a tight schedule.” He tossed me my pants. 

I was going to find out who he was before I escaped so I’d know who to tell Kaoti to assassinate. I called out again to Zared and met a mental wall. I looked down at the restraints on my wrists. They were equipped with neural blockers, powerful ones. He moved the curtains aside, and I saw the reason my captain hadn’t come to my aid. The male steering my barge was unfamiliar to me, a stranger. The imposter sat beside me, and I struck. My knee bore down on his cock, and my hands went for his face. I managed to rip one of the white films from his eye before he hurled me down to the deck. His real eyes were brown. 

“You’re a Parvac.” I shoved the white film into my pocket. 

“You’re a feisty one. I might be angry if I weren’t thinking about how good you felt around my fingers, squeezing me with your hot, wet flesh.”

I saw torn skin on his throat, but it was fake skin that our struggle had loosened. It hid a voice modulator. He bent and picked me up, putting me back on the couch. Once he thought that I was calm and subdued, I struck out again, this time going for his throat and knocking the modulator free. 

“Talk to me, big boy. Tell me again how much you want me.” I crushed the device under my foot and kicked it before he could grab it. It hit the shielding they had erected around my barge before it could go overboard. 

The barge began to slow, and I recalled how Drex had almost taken me in the same way. When we were near the bank of the river, the shielding dropped, and I was hauled from the barge and over to a couple of rollers that had been hidden under more shielding. The imposter tied up my hair and shoved a helmet over my head. Like the restraints, it was equipped with neural blockers. The bastard picked me up to put me on the roller, but did it carefully so I wouldn’t be able to kick him. He mounted the roller in front of me and drove through the forest’s undergrowth at a reckless speed. The other male was behind us. 

“Where are you taking me?” I yelled. 

He ignored me, refusing to speak. Seeing an opening in the landscape with fewer boulders and trees to hit, I pushed down with my left foot and propelled myself from the roller and into the woods. The jolt of impact with the hard ground knocked the air out of me as I tumbled against hard snapping branches and rocks. I rolled and rolled hitting everything that was hard or sharp in the forest until a tree trunk was kind enough to slam into my back and stop my dizzying journey. My body was on fire with pain. The forest had become unnaturally quiet. I pulled in a few ragged breaths and got to my knees. The quiet meant that the rollers had stopped, and the males would be coming for me. 

As quietly as possible, I got to my feet and began a random path through the forest trying to be as quiet as my husbands were when they hunted. I heard a whoosh of sound moments before something dropped down in front of me. Forcing myself not to scream in fear, I stared at Farowyn. 

In a panicky whisper, I said, “Two men are trying to abduct me. One of them looks like Yukihyo, but it isn’t him.” 

Without a word, Farowyn slipped my bound hands over his head and used his claws to take us high up into a tree. I saw through the visor of my helmet one of Farowyn’s men in a tree across from us. 

“She was right here a second ago.”

“Well, where is she now?”

“I’m not getting a reading, but several craft are heading this way. If we deviate, we will be discovered.” 

“Go,” the one disguised as Yukihyo ordered. 

Farowyn gave a slight nod of his head. The leaves in the trees gave an almost imperceptible movement. After a few minutes spent in stillness and silence, Farowyn began running and leaping from branch to branch with me in his arms. Sometime later, he encouraged me to hold my legs around his waist. Then, he jumped high, spread his arms, and glided with me across the wide lake and all of the way to the Palace grounds on the other side where groups of soldiers actively patrolled. Several of them ran in our direction. Farowyn lifted my arms from around his neck and removed the helmet from my head. I pressed my face to his chest and cried. 

“Teagan!” Momma yelled. She ran to us from across the lawn. “Take her to the infirmary!” 

Obeying her, Farowyn picked me up and quickly carried me inside. Momma stayed in step beside us. 

“Where is Zared?” I asked.

“They all went looking for you, my sweet. We couldn’t sense you. I still can’t even though I am touching you.” 

“It’s because of these.” I lifted my hands. 

Farowyn put me down where Dr. Fotri indicated. My right side was on fire, and I could feel every breath I took. “He disguised himself to look like Yukihyo. He was in my wing. He was near my babies. How did that happen?” 

“Get these restraints off of her,” Momma ordered. 

One of her Imperial Guards, Captain Aegisthus, Kaoti’s uncle came forward. He worked for a few minutes before freeing my hands. Gratefully, I rubbed at my wrists that were dirty and bruising. 

Momma said, “Leave us. Guard the door.” 

Dr. Fotri took the eye film from me. 

“Teagan, something else happened worse than the obvious. I can feel it from you now that those dreadful restraints are gone. What is it?” Momma demanded.

I shook my head at her. I was too embarrassed to tell her. I wanted to forget all that had transpired. “I want them found and questioned. That is all.” 

“Teagan, I won’t let this go. I’m your mother, and Ryan is family. You will tell me everything.” Her tone was insistent. 

My face began to burn with shame. I wasn’t a virgin. I had plenty of experience with my husbands. Why had my encounter with the imposter left me feeling as I did? He hadn’t raped me, but I still felt dirty. 

“Teagan.” 

Giving up, I told her and Dr. Ryan Fotri, my first cousin once removed, everything. I couldn’t read my Parvac cousin, but Momma seemed imbued with an anger to rival anything I had ever sensed from Papa, Yukihyo, or anyone. I was forced to submit to an entirely too thorough examination where Dr. Fotri collected samples from me before I was allowed to scrub myself practically raw in a hot shower in the infirmary. The soap stung all of my cuts and scrapes, but I didn’t care. I felt dirty. Eventually, Momma coaxed me out of the shower and into clean undies and a camisole, so Dr. Fotri could tend the injuries I had gotten when I had jumped from the roller. 

“Where is Kaoti?” I asked.

“Just outside. I’ll get him,” Momma said quietly. 

Moments later, Kaoti entered and stood at parade rest a few feet away. 

I asked, “Do you know who he is?” 

Kaoti nodded. “Inquisitor Flavian.”

“Are you sure?”

Dr. Fotri said, “I tested genetic samples from both your royal person and the eye film. There is no doubt as to his identity.” 

“Kaoti, I want you to either arrest him or kill him, whichever you prefer.”

“Nothing would have pleased me more.”

“What?” I asked, completely confused by his answer. 

“Farowyn’s men delivered them a few minutes ago along with their contact. The Omnes Videntes now interrogate Flavian, Maxim, and a merchant named Lewis Soval.” 

Kaoti’s words took me a few moments to process. Farowyn’s men captured two Inquisitors, alive? 

“I told him to stop, Kaoti. He wouldn’t stop.” 

Momma put her arms around me and held me. Through our bond, I felt anguish from Yukihyo. He had learned what had happened and paced outside in the hall. He worried seeing his face would hurt me more. “Yukihyo,” I cried out. 

Kaoti turned on his heel and returned with Yukihyo. I had a hard, snotty cry on him until I had gotten it mostly out of my system. “He tried to trick me. Aside from looking like you, he knew about our plan to go on a camping trip on the lake... the date we made on Thalassa before we went into the mineral caves.” 

Yukihyo said, “How would he have known about that?” 

It seemed like Yukihyo was asking Zared the question rather than me. I heard a loud grumbling sound. Kaoti’s hands went to his weapons. Orders were being shouted in the halls. 

“Defensive shielding up,” a guard reported to Kaoti. 

“Where are my babies?” I cried. 

Kaoti spoke into an earpiece. A few minutes later, Pierce, Lorca, and Terre entered with the children. 

“Oh, Mommy got boo boos?” Neema asked. I nodded. “Here.” She handed me her doll. 

Soon, Fitz entered the infirmary. He was furious but trying to hide it behind his politician’s expression. His hair was wet as though he had just showered and changed. I heard Momma asking what had happened. Then, Phillip strode in looking angrier than I had ever seen him. He took something from a drawer, smiled as he walked to me, smoothed my hair from my forehead, and then got me with an injector. 

“Why’d you do that?”

“You’ve been through enough today. Take a nap.”

I caught a glimpse of Nico and Drex before Fitz hid them from sight. They looked like wrathful deities, intent on retribution. Splatters of blood were in an angled line across Nico’s face, but it wasn’t his. My heart thudded in my ears as the sedative Phillip had given me sent me into a dreamless sleep. 
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Chapter Eleven
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I woke before sunrise, and an achy soreness reminded me what had happened. I burrowed my face into Yukihyo, trying to hide from the memory. A warm body curled against my back, and a large hand covered my hip. It was Fitz. 

“They escaped. Didn’t they?” I could taste the saltiness of Yukihyo’s skin as I mumbled against him. Sheets and blankets moved slightly with Fitz as he turned. 

Yukihyo said, “Nico, Drex, Eli, and many others hunt them.” Neither he nor Fitz would say anything more. When my husbands got up to assist in the search, I remained in bed. 

Later, I refused to leave my wing, but Momma kept me company. We were curled up together alone in my bed when I asked her, “What happened?” 

“Farowyn ordered his men to follow your attackers and take them into custody. Then, he brought you home. Ryan treated you and verified the identity of the male who violated you through genetic samples and the residual genetic material on the eye film he used. Farowyn’s men apprehended three males who were placed in confinement a few miles from here. They were questioned. A few of your husbands claimed their right to exact vengeance, but their punishments were interrupted by an explosion at the facility.”

“Was anyone hurt?” 

“Yes, there were injuries, but no fatalities.” She lifted my hand to her lips and kissed my fingers. “Teagan, Flavian and Maxim escaped. They planned ahead and had inside help. We don’t know from whom.” 

“Momma.”

“Yes, my sweet?” 

“I want to go home.”

“You are home, Teagan.”

My eyes spilled over. “I want to go home to Arachne for a while. You and Papa can come with me.”

“You are safe in the Palace, Teagan.” 

“He was here, inside my wing, near my children. I’ll feel safer on my land with my spiders all around me, Momma.” I hid my face. Why was this so difficult? He hadn’t raped me. Had he? I felt dirty and ashamed. “He wouldn’t stop.” Momma held me, and I tried really hard not to cry. 

Preparations were made for our trip as soon as Momma had made my wishes known. No one argued. Papa and Momma weren’t coming with us, though. Yukihyo was having the Empress loaded with merchandise for Hiroshi. I occupied myself with staring through my sitting room windows out over the lake at the swans. Their heads dipped into the water and then lifted as small fish made their way down their gullets. 

“Princess, Cormac is here to see you,” Terre said. She pulled a blanket back over me from where it had fallen. I clutched it to my chest. “Won’t you see him for just a moment?”

“If it’s what you want, fine.”

Terre rested her hand on my shoulder before rubbing it down my back. The fabric of her skirt rustled when she walked to the doors. Zared sat across the room from me reading something on his vid-screen. He had refused to leave me since my encounter with Flavian. My cheeks burned. I had taunted Clark by calling him “little dick.” I wondered if his father had intended to punish me for the insult, but with his fingers only to prove a point. I wiped at my eyes with my blanket. 

“Ensign, you have been remiss in your studies,” Cormac stated. 

I laid my temple on the back of the couch and continued to watch the swans. “Is that what you came to say?” 

“Days ago, you were laughing. You were happier than any of us have ever seen you. Don’t give him the power to destroy you, Teagan.” Cormac had kneeled down in front of me. I risked a glance at his eyes before looking away. “Don’t throw away what you have been working to earn.” 

“I can’t stay here right now. I need to go home for a while. He was in this room. He was right here.” 

“Teagan, I brought some of your friends with me. They’ve been worried about you. Will you see them?”

“Who?”

Cormac stood and walked to the door. 

“Cormac! Good to see you. It appears you have brought some company to cheer up my darling.” Papa was shaking hands with people. 

Otto placed a cup of coffee in my hands. It startled me. I glanced over at Zared. Telepathically, I asked, “Are these visitors dangerous? Do they have neural blockers like the one Inquisitor Flavian had?”

Out loud, Zared said, “You are safe. I will not leave your side. I will allow no one with menacing thoughts near you.” Zared’s long, dove-grey hair was tied back at the nape of his neck. 

For an irrational moment, I was afraid that Papa might not be Papa, or that Cormac could be an imposter. How did I know Rolf and Otto were who they claimed to be? Flavian had looked exactly like Yukihyo. I had only been able to tell the difference through our bond. With Parvacs, I couldn’t always feel who they were. 

“Teagan.” I turned to Zared when he called my name. He filled my mind with my forest. I breathed in and smelled the air. My eyes grew hot, and I tried not to cry, but it was naptime. Neema wouldn’t know. “Teagan, can anyone but those who are bound to you show you such sights?”

“No,” I whispered. 

“I read each person who comes near you, every time, vigilantly. You are safe.” Zared went back to reading his vid-screen. 

Papa walked across the room. My eyes strayed from him to Luca’s portrait, and I felt renewed sorrow. 

“Hey,” a male voice said. I looked over and saw Cedrenus. Binder and Ross were with him. “We brought you this.” Cedrenus handed me a stuffed toy swan with a pink bow around its neck. 

“Are you okay?” Ross asked. 

I shook my head. 

“We miss you at school,” Cedrenus said.

“Yes, so do the little girls. You’re coming back, right?” Binder asked. 

Papa said, “Of course, she is. She just needs a little time away.” 

Cormac said, “That is a relief to hear. You are part of a team. If you drop out, these boys will have to repeat the year.” 

“Why should they be punished because of me?” 

“You are on a team. Each of your grades is a quarter of the whole. After blowing up a ship and injuring their instructor, they won’t pass without your points,” Cormac dryly stated.

“Don’t worry about it,” Cedrenus said with a wry smile. “We earned those demerits.”

“Due to the circumstances, an allowance can be made. Rovek has agreed to accompany you and your team to Arachne. You can continue your studies and training while you are there.”

Zared said, “That sounds like a good idea. They can also serve as additional guards.” 

Papa said, “Good. It is settled. Go pack your things and return.”

Cormac and my team left. 

A small feeling of relief flowed through me once I was in my sitting room aboard the Empress. Thunderdrop had already begun construction of a new web above Sue’s tank. My Omnes Videntes assured me that they continually scanned the minds of everyone aboard. However, each time the lift opened, I felt a small pang of fear. I caught sight of the steely expression on Izaac’s face. 

Telepathically, he said, “I’m right here. If a mind causes me the slightest concern, these lift doors will remain closed and an airborne sedative will be released into the lift.” 

Kaoti stood behind me with his usual arsenal of weapons. Violet was ecstatic about visiting Arachne with Poppy and couldn’t wait to show her baby off to all of her old acquaintances. From his web, Thunderdrop blinked at me with too much innocence. I knew he was up to something. Inquisitor Rovek, Cedrenus, Binder, and Ross joined us. I offered them all quarters on my deck. The boys seemed excited. I raised a questioning eyebrow at Kaoti. 

Kaoti said, “They are on your ship, in your presence, and are travelling to a different galaxy where they hope to explore a planet inhabited by sentient spiders and beautiful females, like Violet. This may be the most remarkable experience of their lives, if you don’t ruin it with your depression.”

Outraged, my jaw dropped as I stared at my bodyguard. “I never ruin anything. This trip was my idea anyway.” 

“You are morose.”

“Me? Have you looked in the mirror? You could be a visual representation of the word.” 

“I am a warrior in complete control of my emotions at all times. I do not allow others to control my emotional responses. That is a weakness. Toughen up.”

“Toughen up? You don’t understand.” Thoughts of laying helplessly before Flavian, helpless to make him stop ran through my mind. 

“I understand.”

“You could never understand.”

Kaoti sighed. “He will be cut into bloody pieces at the first opportunity, if not by me than by any number of individuals. Personally, I enjoy the hunt and hope to claim him as a trophy. If you desire it, I will mount the offending pieces of him on a plaque for you.” 

“You think this is amusing?” 

“Nothing amuses me, except perhaps your hair at the moment.” 

My jaw dropped as my hands lifted to my hair. It was a bit tangled. “You, asshole!” I got up and went for him, shoving my shoulder into his gut. Kaoti went down. An expression of mild surprise appeared on his face. “In control of your emotions, my ass! We’ll see about that!” 

I knew Mr. Stoic Assassin’s weaknesses. I got the hems of his jacket and shirt out of the way and started tickling him. He made a snort of sound. 

“You can’t help it, Kaoti. You can try not to laugh, but you can’t help it. Neema and I know you’re a big faker!” 

Fear I was losing had me blowing a big raspberry on Kaoti’s ribs. That did it. He started howling with laughter and tried to get away from my fingers that had found the right spots on his ribs. When tears started to leak from his eyes and he was gasping for breaths in between deep uncontrollable laughs, I stopped. 

“Take that, fierce warrior.”

With a straight face, Kaoti said, “I was laughing at your hair.” 

I whacked him on his arm. “I’ll wash my fucking hair. You’re such an asshole.” I stormed off to my bedroom. 

Kaoti got to his feet and repaired the disarray of his uniform and weapons. Violet invaded his personal space, wrapped her arms around his neck, and gave him a toe curling kiss. “It’s going to take her at least thirty minutes to get those tangles out. Come with me to our quarters.” 

Dutifully, Kaoti followed his little Arachnean bride but not before grinning at the other males on the deck. The cadets stared at him with open mouths. 

“He needs a raise,” Fitz said. 

“Oh, he’s getting one for Violet right now,” Phillip said. “Ow!” Phillip yelped as he rubbed his arm where Terre had pinched him. 

“Oh, it’s not for what you just said. It’s that you didn’t think of it yourself. I cannot abide with her sadness. You might make an effort to be more charming, like Captain Aegisthus.”

Phillip spluttered. “Charming like Kaoti? You think he’s more charming than me?” 

Terre crossed her arms over her chest, raised a delicate eyebrow, and tilted her head ever so slightly as she raised her left shoulder. Then, in a swirl of long skirts, she followed after Teagan. 

“Terre, baby! You wound me!” 

“Do not refer to me as an infant, Dr. Svenson,” she said without turning. 

Yukihyo sat on a chair with a vid-screen and laughed. 

“What are you doing?” Phillip demanded. 

“I’m sending Hiroshi a video of you striking out, yet again.” 

“Yet again?”

“Yes, I have been cataloguing your courtship.”

“Asshole,” Phillip mumbled. 

After stepping into my shower, I felt my ship lift up into the atmosphere. Already, I missed Momma and Papa, but I had to get away for a while. Why had the Inquisitors taken me? Was Flavian retaliating against me for embarrassing his son, or because I had paved the way for females to join their ranks? What did their merchant accomplice, Lewis Soval have to do with it? No one was telling me anything. When I stepped from the bathroom, I found Terre waiting for me with an expensive floral-patterned dress. Large green leaves and yellow blossoms rested on white. Since I liked the flowers, I put it on, even though I would have preferred black pants and a grey shirt. Next, she did my hair. Then, she fastened the necklace Quaid had given me around my neck with its palm-sized emerald. 

When we entered the sitting room, Nico kissed my cheek and then stared into my eyes for a long moment before taking my hand and leading me over to sit beside him on a couch. Whatever it was he had tried to tell me with his eyes had been indecipherable. 

Neema stood, and toys scattered noisily to the carpet around her. She ran to the nursery. “Pierce, I want dress like Mommy!”

Pierce grinned at me and followed after her. 

Out of the corner of my eye, Farowyn caught my attention. He was staying on my deck, but his men were quartered a deck below with my Ponidi brothers, guards, and crew. I felt safer having him with me. 

The journey to Arachne was peaceful. Sparrow and Xavier came out of their room long enough to grab some food and would then disappear again. Tracy and Jazon were a bit more sociable, but not by much. Drex, Eli, and Rovek often disappeared to the command deck. After a few days in space, I began to feel better and not so jittery. 

I found Cedrenus, Binder, and Ross on Deck Three gazing out of a viewport. They turned to me and gave me the looks I couldn’t stand, the ones that were full of concern. “I’m getting really behind in chemistry and math. Actually, that’s an understatement. I stopped understanding anything two chapters ago.” 

Binder grinned at me. “Let’s get you caught up.” Forty-five minutes later, I was still lost. “If we show her, she might get it. Let’s go to the Medical Bay.” 

Frowning, I tagged along behind them. 

When we walked in, Dr. Savelli drew a scanner faster than Kaoti could draw a blade. “How may I be of service?” he asked as he descended upon me. 

“We need to conduct an experiment for class,” Binder said. 

At least an hour later, I understood why salt was an ionic compound and that I hated chemistry. When the boys went over to look at Dr. Savelli’s pet slug from Talpa, he asked me, “Are you alright? I’m here if you want to talk.” 

“I’m upset about what happened on Parvac, but I don’t want to talk about it. However, you can help me with the headache this assignment gave me and promise to do all of my chemistry for me from now on.” 

Dr. Savelli smiled and placed a tiny pain patch on my forehead. “I can’t make that promise. It’s important that you pass or fail them on your own. Commanding officers need to know your strengths and weaknesses, so they can assign tasks appropriately.”

“Oh, I didn’t think of that.”

Leaning in closer, he said, “So, don’t sweet talk those young males into doing your assignments for you.” 

“Oh, I won’t. They wouldn’t do something like that anyway.”

“They wouldn’t?”

“No, they know why this is important. I’m not doing it for me. I don’t even want to be an Inquisitor, but I want to graduate.”

“Then why?”

“Well, for the females who do want it. Anyway, I still get to keep my rank, and if I graduate, then I can prove to myself that I’m not stupid.” 

“You aren’t stupid.”

I shrugged at him. Time would tell. Unfortunately, when I took my chemistry test, even with all of the tutoring, I failed it by six points. 

“Don’t feel bad. Just fail with as high of a score as you can. You’ll do better in another subject,” Ross said. 

That subject was not math. It had progressed to the point where I was beyond frustrated. Even worse, I got a demerit when Inquisitor Rovek caught me trading the promise of sexual favors with Fitz for each math problem he solved for me. 

One night, Nico rolled closer to me in bed and nudged my hip, eager for affection. Suddenly, my heart sped up, and pain sliced through my chest, making it difficult to breath. Nico swooped me up and darted from our room. “Phillip!” he bellowed. 

A disheveled Phillip appeared. He moved my hand from my chest and scanned me. Then, he dropped the scanner and simply held and patted me. “It’s okay, Cupcake,” he said gently while I wheezed for air. “What happened prior to this manifestation?”

We had woken up everyone on the Imperial deck. Nico told him. “Is it her heart?” he asked.

“No, it’s a panic attack. She’ll be okay.” He held me until I could breathe again. 

Over the next few days, I was ashamed and my husbands were, too. I couldn’t enjoy intimacy with my husbands, even Zared who tried to calm me through our bonds. Phillip and Dr. Savelli only advised us to be patient. I felt like a failure. I couldn’t do math, chemistry, or my husbands. Flavian was controlling me through fear, and it angered me. 

“Fitz, may I speak to you privately?” 

“Of course,” he said as he followed me into his quarters. 

I sat on the end of his bed, and he sat beside me holding my hand. “I don’t know what to do about this or how to get over it.”

“There is no rush. Take all of the time you need to heal. I will always love you, our intimacy has nothing to do with that, but it makes things a lot more fun.” Fitz stroked my hair, gently twisting it together and then letting it fall down my back. 

“Could I try tying you up? Maybe, if you weren’t able to move....” 

Fitz didn’t give me time to finish my sentence. He stripped and handed me some restraints. With a grin, he jumped on the bed and laid back. “I’m yours to do with as you will.” 

After I had Fitz bound so that he couldn’t move, I slowly undressed and crawled to him on the bed. My lips met his, and I kissed him with all of the love and tenderness I felt for him. “I love you, Fitz Jiri.”

“I love you, Teagan.” His words and eyes were full of conviction and truth. 

I held him and nuzzled his neck, rubbing my hand over his chest that was now nice and hairy. My hand roamed farther down and froze as fear washed over me. With Flavian, I had been terrified that he would force that part of himself into me, as he had done with his fingers. My bravado with him had been fake. My hand began to shake uncontrollably. I felt no passion, only fear. Trying again, I couldn’t do it, nor could I roll pleasure through my husband. Quickly, I slid from the bed before freeing Fitz’s wrist. 

“Teagan, it’s alright. Please, don’t cry.”

“It’s not alright. This is just you and me. We always have fun together. I’m not afraid of you. You’ve never hurt me, and you never will. I just can’t make this irrational fear go away. Should I ask Zared to hide it from me?” 

“No, we have spoken of that amongst ourselves.” Fitz released his other wrist and his ankles. Evidence of his passion had vanished with the onset of my terror. He pulled on his pants. “This is something you need to work out. If you don’t, it might resurface and be more difficult.” He pulled the blankets back and patted the bed. “Let me hold you for a while.” 

Needing what he offered, I got in bed. Fitz covered me up and laid down beside me. With my head on his chest and his arms around me, we took a nap. 

The next morning, I went to the gym to spend some alone time with the treadmill. Ross, Binder, Izaac, and Cedrenus were already there sparring. The four of them were fighting rough and grinning like berserkers while they did it. I could hear Binder’s punches and blushed. He had been babying me each time we had entered the ring at the Academy. They all had, except Clark. Eli appeared next to me and started jogging. He wore exercise clothes rather than his uniform. 

“Any updates?”

“No. That, in and of itself, is cause for grave concern.”

“Why?”

“The only Inquisitors I hear from are those with like minds. From the others, there is only silence. It is the same with the others.”

“What does that even mean?”

“There is a code amongst us. We are not like the other branches. We deal in secrets, justice, and death. At present, we are divided in two with no grey in between.” 

“What are the Inquisitors fighting over?” 

“That, I do not yet know with any certainty. It is not our way to discuss and compromise, but to study and strike.”

“Is Papa safe?”

Eli turned to me. “Yes, this has nothing to do with him. Of that, I am certain.”

“Is it because of me?”

“You need to keep your wits about you. Whatever this is you are going through, you need to grow stronger because of it and move on. Fear is weakness. Control is power.”

“He took my control.”

“Only in your mind.”

“No, he had me trapped beneath him. He....”

“I know what he did. I was questioning him before the explosion. He admitted assaulting you and enjoying it.”

I looked away from Eli and at my treadmill’s display. The tip of my nose tingled, and my eyes began to fill. 

Eli said, “He also admitted to other things, how you felt to him, the softness of your skin, the smell of you. It was as though you had become an addiction.” 

“I don’t want to hear that. It’s sick.”

“Only in your current mindset.”

Hurt, I glared at Eli. 

He said, “You are the one with the true power. He wants you. You can thwart whatever plans he has and control him with his own lust. Don’t let him break you. The battle is only ended when you concede defeat.” 

Calmer, I asked, “Did Zared share with you what Flavian said to Clark and his team?” 

“He did. Flavian’s secrets mean more to him than the life of his only child, the last of his line.” For a few moments, our footsteps and the sparring in the center of the gym were the only sounds. “Why did you spy on Clark?” 

“We got into a fight. He was vehement in his dislike of me. Then, suddenly, he acted like he was afraid of me, his entire team did. I thought one of you had threatened him. I wanted to know if it was you, Drex, Zared, or Kaoti who had done it.” 

Eli shook his head. “Drex, Cormac, and I would never involve ourselves in your Academy affairs, no matter how much we love you. It would be dishonorable. You must earn your place among them on your own, or it means nothing. I want you to know, there is nothing to be ashamed of if you fail out. What matters is that you do your best.” 

“Have Clark and his team been questioned?”

“No.”

“Why? Clark knows something. I’m sure of it! Why else would his father threaten him?” I felt my cheeks heating with anger. 

“They haven’t been questioned because Clark and his team went missing a few hours before Flavian took you. We suspect they were the ones responsible for the detonations that freed Flavian, Maxim, and Soval. Consequently, Soval’s remains were found in a transport in front of a market on Parvac.” The sounds of sparring had stopped. Izaac and his new friends had been listening. Eli stopped jogging and turned to them. “Be vigilant. To assume that you can trust anyone would be a dire mistake. You may be cadets, but should the need arise, and her life be in danger, you know what you must do.” 
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Chapter Twelve
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I looked upon Arachne through the viewport on the bridge as though I gazed down upon my salvation. The Alarics and Montgomerys knew I wanted to get on my land as quickly as possible and had therefore agreed to wait for our arrival at the Alaric Estate, foregoing greeting us at the land port. Being out in the open wasn’t what I wanted. There were a couple of Galaxic Militia starships docked at the land port, but I didn’t know their captains. However, Eric and Quaid did and had assured me that they would come to our aid should the need arise. Captain Ricimer and my crew would remain aboard the Empress while we were docked, but he would be granting shore leave. Teams of my Omnes Videntes would remain in place to monitor everyone boarding the Empress. 

Thunderdrop’s chirping had become incessant. I knew how he felt. Both of us had been longing for home. The hour drive from the land port seemed to take at least twice as long. Finally, we came to a stop underneath the high wood-beamed awning at the Alaric Estate. The wide doors were open, and Lord Ethan Alaric waited on the front steps with a large smile on his handsome face. 

I opened my door and ran to him. “Daddy!” I cried out in anguish as I threw my arms around his chest. The fear and shame I had been smothering under poured from me. Ethan held me close and stroked my hair. The empathic bond between us snapped back and strengthened with a comforting ferocity. 

“You’re home now. Everything is alright.” 

I felt the truth of his words in my bones. I gazed up at his ice-blue eyes and felt his love. Then, Gram tore me away, pulled me into the sitting room, and kissed me all over my face until Simon grabbed me and spun me around the room. 

Yukihyo was busy making introductions. I heard Neema running around screaming with little Evan Alaric, who was already bigger than her. Then, Niklos joined them. It wasn’t until ZeeZee and Cass made their appearances that the children calmed. 

Neema sat on her butt, looked up at ZeeZee, and said, “Oh.” 

Gina had Peter and was making cooing noises at him. Violet and Auria, Eliot’s wife, were hugging. I had just finished kissing Simon all over his face when Eliot pulled me away and spun me around. Yukihyo was now seated on a couch with a tiny redheaded baby in his arms. Isadora, who had put on some weight, sat beside him. I laughed until I cried. 

Jorge let Thunderdrop, Cass, and ZeeZee outside. Everyone, with the exception of Niklos, Neema, Evan, and Peter had calmed down. I had my head on Gram’s lap and a smile on my face. Sherman was loading Farowyn, his men, Izaac, Cedrenus, Binder, and Ross into a long open roller to take them on a tour and show them our spiders. I had gotten to cuddle Susanna Montgomery, our newest family member, until she got cranky, hungry, and to wanting her mommy. I was happy for Isadora, but even happier that I had gotten to see her so soon after the birth while she was still fat and bloated. I smiled as I remembered how she had called me short and round. Simon didn’t care about her weight. He was happier than I had ever seen him. Simon was an adorably overprotective daddy. 

After dinner, we decided to drive home to the house my husbands and family had built for me. Niklos was sound asleep in Nico’s arms, and Neema stared off at nothing through her window as we drove along the private road to my property, situated between the Alaric and Montgomery lands. I got out of the transport and walked to the beautifully carved front doors. Inside, the wood floors gleamed back at me. The three tan couches with their pink, orange, and red throw pillows were just as I had left them. I smiled at the large painting of Thalassa on the wall above the center couch with its pink and orange sky, blue water, sand, and red floating flower petals. 

I heard the sounds of the others as they began to trickle in behind me. Nico carried Niklos into the dining room and into the lift on the left. Pierce followed with Neema, and Lorca followed with Peter. I knew where they were taking them, to their nursery designed to look like the one Grandmother had decorated in the house on Coronis. Neema was old enough now to fall in love with that room with its glittering ceiling of stars and planets. 

Violet looked worn out. Kaoti had Poppy cradled in his arms. I was relieved they had their own room with Neema’s previous crib already set up. Then, I remembered that Xavier and Jazon had their own rooms as well. I didn’t have to worry about Sparrow and Tracy feeling at home. 

I said, “Drex, I don’t think Quaid would mind you staying in his room.” 

“I’ll show him where it is,” Eli offered. 

I assumed Eli also intended to show Drex where their weapons rooms were. There was one between Eli and Xavier’s rooms hidden behind the lift, and another on the opposite side of the floor between Kaoti and Jazon’s rooms. Since a few of my Ponidi brothers were remaining aboard the ship, I had rooms for Cedrenus, Binder, Ross, Farowyn, and his men. It was nice having a mansion with eighteen apartment-like bedrooms and an additional master suite for Yukihyo, Nico, and me. Our central suites upstairs were designed like my wing of the Palace with my large bedroom, bathroom, and dressing room along the back wall of the house. To reach my bedroom, I had to walk down a long hall with three opulent bedrooms to each side. The three rooms on the left belonged to Lorca, Pierce, and the children. The rooms on the right belonged to Fitz, Zared, and Quaid. 

Along the east and west sides of the second floor were the guest bedrooms, lifts, and hidden weapons lockers. A comfortable sitting area, like the one at Yukihyo’s family home on Chione, was at the entrance to my private suites. 

Once I had Terre and everyone settled, I went to my room. The large picture window across from the bed was dark. I turned to the right and into my bathroom where I began filling the corner tub. The window there was dark as well. I let my clothing fall and stood on the pile before stepping into the hot water. 

“May I join you?” Yukihyo asked. 

I smiled at him. “You may.” 

His clothes joined the pile. Nico entered the bathroom, looked at us, and stripped. He got in the tub, too, making the water level rise dangerously high. I shut off the faucet, saw Yukihyo’s expression, and laughed until I cried. 

“Coming here was the right choice. You seem better,” Nico said. 

“I felt better the moment I was in Ethan’s arms.” 

“You called him daddy,” Nico said. 

I met his brown eyes and stretched my legs out over his to give Yukihyo more room to put space between his hip and Nico’s. “That’s what he feels like to me. I’m sorry about how I’ve been the last few weeks.” 

“Teagan, don’t be. You are in no way to blame,” Nico said. 

“Have they caught them yet?” I asked. 

Nico turned his head to look out through the window and into the darkness. 

“What would you like to do while we are here, Lady Wife?” Yukihyo asked. 

“Oh, it’s like that. Is it?” I shrugged, knowing Nico didn’t have any good news to share. “I want to spend some time here in our home. Why don’t you and Phillip spend some quality time with Hiroshi? I’m safe here.” 

Yukihyo grinned at me. “I would like to do so, and I am assured of your safety here. However, prying Phillip from Terre might require more strength than I possess.” 

Nico said, “I tried to explain to him the lengths Parvac males will go to when courting a female. Terre has been courted and fought over since she came of age. She’s become jaded to it.”

“I hope he doesn’t get his heart broken. He’s never before offered it to anyone,” Yukihyo said. 

Saddened by his words, I said quietly, “I hope that I am not breaking either of yours.” I gasped as water was splashed in my face and looked up at Yukihyo and Nico, who were both grinning at me. 

“No, never,” Yukihyo promised. 

The comforting routine that I had followed the last time I had enjoyed my home came back to me. I woke up and put the children in their stroller. Yukihyo kissed me on the cheek as he and Phillip were leaving. “We will bring Hiroshi by later.” 

“Okay. Have fun.”

“Call us if you need us, Cupcake.” 

“I will.”

“Chirp!” Thunderdrop scurried after me and used the stroller and the top of my head to jump over me and outside. 

Kaoti already waited outside near a tree and watched me and everything else. Then, I realized that eight other eyes were watching me and the children. 

“Good morning!” Neema called out as she waved. 

They bowed to us. 

I said, “It looks like you are all ready to explore. Do you want to come with us on our walk?”

“Will there be spiders?” Ross asked.

Nodding, I said, “Always.”

Izaac, Cedrenus, Binder, and Ross walked to the sides of us while Kaoti became a silent shadow. The boys observed my bodyguard with apparent envy. “How does he move like that? I know he is near but have no idea where,” Cedrenus said.

“I don’t know, but it’s comforting.”

“Look, Mommy!” Neema pointed at several spiders that were hanging from lines of silk and others that slowly walked above us on their webs. 

“Beautiful, aren’t they?”

“Oh, booty full,” Niklos agreed. 

Grinning, I pushed the stroller along, breathed in the air, and relaxed. “This is my favorite place to be. I love it here.” 

Binder seemed unnerved. “It doesn’t frighten you, being surrounded by silent predators who could strike and kill at the slightest provocation?” 

I snorted. “No more than being at the Academy with all of you in basically the exact same situation.” 

Kaoti laughed loudly from above us. 

The boys all looked up. “How’d you get up there?” Ross asked. 

Kaoti dropped down and showed off his bracers which were equipped with small retractable grappling hooks amongst other things. 

“May I try?” Ross asked. 

Kaoti removed his bracers, helped Ross put them on, and then instructed him on how to operate them. Izaac and I continued walking. 

“Whoa!” A swoosh of sound accompanied the warbled yell. I turned and discovered Ross dangling and swaying frantically from high in a tree. “How do I get down?” he yelled. He was swinging from at least twenty feet above. 

Kaoti said, “I warned you about the stabilizers.”

“The traction is stuck!”

“That’s because your leg is wrapped up in it. It’s a safety feature, so you don’t lose a limb.”

“How do we get him down?” Binder asked. 

“A ladder,” Kaoti suggested. 

Meanwhile, Ross’ face was turning red. 

“Thunderdrop!” I called. 

“Chirp?” he answered from somewhere nearby. 

“Will you please help Cadet Ross?”

“Chirp!” Thunderdrop climbed the tree. 

“Izaac...” I began, but knowing my thoughts, he had already started recording while I snickered at my friend’s predicament. 

Thunderdrop attached a line to the branch above Ross and then dropped down to him. My spider’s black legs were barely visible against the cadet’s uniform. Thunderdrop began circling Ross with silk as he would prey. Then, my spider sent me an image of releasing the grappling lines. 

“Ross, release the grappling hooks. He has you. You won’t fall.” 

Trusting us, Ross let the hooks retract back into the bracers and then bounced horizontally on Thunderdrop’s line. He seemed relieved if not a little dizzy. Thunderdrop lowered Ross to the forest floor and then severed his lines with his back claws. 

“Thanks. I owe you a favor,” Ross said to Thunderdrop as his coloring returned to normal. 

Thunderdrop blinked at Ross a few times before disappearing again into the trees. 

Kaoti stared at Ross with his usual dead expression and said, “Try again.” 

Ross froze and stared for a moment at Kaoti before getting to his feet. I turned and continued on my walk. Izaac knew my destination. 

“Neema wants out, Mommy! Please!” 

“Izaac, will you help me with her?” 

He nodded and took Neema out of her seat. Niklos cried. I pulled his socks off his cute little feet and kissed his toes. His nose was red from crying for his sister, but he was laughing at the same time. “You are so handsome!” I said as I kissed his dirty blonde hair on the top of his head. Niklos looked just like me, Kane, and Uncle Kagan. 

I slipped out of my shoes and took Niklos from his seat. Peter was sleeping, so after making sure the stroller wheels were locked, I carried Niklos over to the stream that ran through the middle of my land and sat with my feet in the water. Niklos sat between my legs with my arms around him and copied me. 

“Zak! Neema wants to do that!” 

Izaac carried her over from where she had been pulling on a web to sit beside us. She threw her socks into the water and laughed before we could stop her. One little purple sock sank. The other floated downstream. 

“Cedrenus, your mission is to retrieve two purple baby socks,” I said. 

He laughed and fished them out with a stick. 

The next morning, I got my period. I sat on the waste unit and cried. 

“Teagan, what’s wrong?” Nico asked before realizing what had happened. “We will have more children. It’s alright.” He found me some lady protection and hovered near the sink. 

His concern helped, but loss and failure warred for control of me. Each of my husbands desperately wanted children, and I realized that I needed to feel another life growing within me. 

Later in the day, the children and I were in the sitting room at the back of the house playing when Sparrow, Violet, Tracy, and Terre converged on me. 

“Yes?” I asked almost fearfully. 

“Are we just going to sit here the whole time?” 

“Sparrow!” Tracy admonished. 

“Um, no. You can do whatever you want to do,” I said as I rubbed Peter’s back. He was doing a good job of sitting up all by himself. 

“Aren’t you coming?” Terre asked. 

“Not today. Go have fun. Really. I am perfectly content.” 

“She’s telling the truth,” Jazon said. 

I made eye contact with Xavier. “Please, take your wives out and show them my favorite planet. Take Kaoti with you.” 

“I will not leave your side,” Kaoti said from where he stood with his back to the wall. 

“Sorry, Violet,” I said. 

“I expected nothing else,” she said. She kissed his cheek and whispered, “We’ll be back later. I want to show Poppy off to everyone I know.” 

Kaoti grinned at her before becoming stoic once more. 

One day progressed into the next, and I enjoyed a constant stream of family visits. Yukihyo, Hiroshi, and Phillip had been inseparable. Tora’s hold was filled with merchandise from Parvac that Yukihyo had brought. At the moment, they were all in Yukihyo’s office. I walked in, sat on Hiroshi’s lap, and hugged his neck. 

“I hear my baby sister is now an ensign.” 

Nodding proudly, I said, “That’s true!” 

“I am proud of you. I have my own news to share. Ling is going to make me a father.” Hiroshi had a happy sparkle in his eyes. 

I squeezed his neck. “Oh, Hiroshi! I’m so happy for you!” I hoped that I hid the fact that everyone had already guessed his happy news well enough. 

“But not surprised,” he said with a raised eyebrow. He knew me too well. 

I grinned at him. 

Phillip congratulated him as well, but all of us had no trouble detecting the hint of sadness in him. His eyes strayed in the direction of Terre’s voice. 

Hiroshi said, “She is very beautiful, the Parvac woman.” 

Phillip said, “Yes, but she’s more than that. Can I get anyone anything from the kitchen?” Phillip didn’t wait for our responses. 

Hiroshi shook his head and grinned. “I have stores of silk from the families to deliver and wish to do so quickly. I want to keep my time away from Ling to a minimum.” 

“Understandable,” Yukihyo said. 

“How long will you remain on Arachne and dare you leave Teagan for a short jaunt to Aurilius?” 

“We could be there and back in less than two weeks’ time,” Yukihyo said to me. 

I gave him what I hoped passed as a haughty stare. “Would you bring back stuffed olives and things of that sort?” 

Hiroshi laughed and squeezed me. “I will bring my baby sister and Ling more such treats than they could want.” 

“I’ll leave the two of you to discuss your plans. Please consider that Tracy and Jazon may want to go with you. She misses her mother.” I was missing mine as well. 

Tired of studying, I stood and stretched. The view from my sitting room was amazing. I gazed out at the trees and tried not to be annoyed. I still didn’t understand my chemistry assignments, but I was finally all caught up. Nervous rustlings accompanied the strong empathic feeling of safety and family. The cadets had made the noises while rushing to stand. The comfort had come from Sherman. 

“Find somewhere else to be,” he said to them in the imposing tone that I no longer believed. 

“Princess?” Cedrenus asked. He wasn’t allowing himself to be intimidated. 

I turned to him and raised an eyebrow. “You’d better do as he says.” 

The cadets bowed to me and took their leave. 

Sherman said, “Simon said you boys could go for a swim at his house. You remember how to get there?” 

“Yes, sir,” Binder answered. They wouldn’t have any trouble getting there since Yukihyo had provided each of them with a roller to use during their stay. 

Kaoti didn’t budge from his position, but Sherman didn’t expect him to. However, he did wait until the boys were gone to speak. “You let them run you off Parvac. Now, you’re afraid to leave your house.”

With my heart speeding up, I turned from the windows to face him. I took in the sight of him from his bright-red hair and pale blue eyes to his barrel-like chest. “No one ran me off. I needed to come home. I needed to feel safe.” 

“This is your home, and I want you here, but not if it’s hurting you to stay.” 

“How could being here hurt me? I’m happy here.” I crossed my arms over my chest and looked back out of the window. 

“I overheard you’re afraid to have relations with your husbands, you’re afraid to be in your wing of the Palace, and I see for myself that you haven’t once left the properties since you’ve been here. That’s not like you, except when you’re afraid of Parvac soldiers. My question is how can a woman who can command Parvac soldiers be afraid of them? Hell, you’re working towards becoming one of them yourself, Ensign Alaric Montgomery Lee. Decide whether you’re going to be confined within a prison of your own making, or if you’re going to be a woman with her own starship, personal army, and the freedom to go anywhere she chooses.” 

I whispered, “What about my enemies?”

“You can hide and cower or face and defeat them,” Sherman said. He walked closer and enclosed me in his big strong arms, holding me in silence while sharing with me his strength. 

“You’re right, and I could use some orange chicken.”

“My transport is right outside.” 

After making sure the children were okay with their nurses, I joined Sherman with Kaoti glued to my side. Embarrassingly enough, my palms were damp all of the way to the Sun Palace. 

Uncle Lee met us at the door with open arms. “It is so very good to see you! Come in and sit down!” He grinned as he led us to a corner table and poured us glasses of ice water. Then, the platters of food started coming. 

“Wow, Sherman. You’re really putting it away.”

He shrugged. “Isidora and I were sneaking over here almost every day before she had my granddaughter. Her cravings are gone, but mine aren’t.”

I laughed and forgot about my nerves. 

Uncle Lee said, “The two of them have made me very wealthy.” He put a plate of fried wontons in front of me and turned from us when he heard the door chime.

“So, the reports I received were correct. You got her to leave the house. I should have thought of this myself.” Yukihyo pulled out the chair beside me. Hiroshi followed and stole half of my wontons. Phillip was behind him. 

Uncle Lee looked at Phillip and asked, “What’s wrong with you?”

Hiroshi said, “A woman took his heart from him and won’t return it.” 

“Aw, that is unfortunate. You must win her.”

“I’ve been trying. Nothing works.”

Uncle Lee asked, “Have you tried taking her to enjoy some fine dining? I do not believe you have, or I would have seen you here.” 

Phillip sighed.

Uncle Lee brought out more food.

A few days later, Yukihyo, Hiroshi, Phillip, Tracy, and Jazon left for Aurilius. Before she had gone, we had presented Tracy with several Arachnean Silk dresses to share with her mother and friends along with a few suits for her brothers. Not long after Phillip had gone, Terre became rather morose. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

Terre stopped sketching Eloneave fashion designs on her vid-screen to look at me. “I don’t know. It just seems so very quiet is all.” 

I raised an eyebrow at her. “I agree. I haven’t heard a particular male praising your beauty for several hours now.”

“He is rather ridiculous. Isn’t he?”

“Well, it is a new experience for him.”

“How so?”

Thinking of the countless women who threw themselves at Phillip, I worried I shouldn’t say anything. 

“Teagan, tell me what it is you seem to have thought better of saying.”

“Look. I love Phillip like a big brother.”

“I know you do. I have no intentions of hurting him. However, I do believe that you and I have become close, and if such is true, we should not hide things from each other.”

I sighed, knowing she was right. With a frown, I said, “Phillip isn’t accustomed to pursuing women.” 

Terre snorted. “He seems experienced in his pursuits.” 

“Oh, he is very experienced, but in my observations, women run and fling themselves into his arms. After a charming smile and a witty remark, he has to tire them out just to get them off of him.” 

“Is that so?”

“Yes, I’m sorry, but it’s like that at every port. I’ve seen several women going after him at once. They’re married now, though.”

“The women you relocated to Ephors,” Terre said. 

“Yes, so don’t feel badly. He might give into one of them, and then he won’t bother you anymore. Phillip just hasn’t ever had such strong feelings for a female before as he does for you, well since I’ve known him anyway.” 

Someone stomped into the room. I looked over at Sparrow. “It is so boring here. Why can’t we go do something? If you were just planning to sit around inside all of the time doing nothing, you could have done it at the Palace, and I could have worked in my lab.” Sparrow plopped down on a chair. 

I shot Terre a look. 

Terre said, “She’s right.”

“Well, I guess with plenty of guards, we could go out for a while.” 

“Finally,” Sparrow said. 

Lorca said, “The children have a playdate this afternoon at the Alaric Estate, if that still meets with your approval.” 

“Yes, that’s fine.” I kissed my babies and grabbed my shoes. “Thunderdrop!” He came to me and held onto my arm. As a precaution, I fastened a blaster to my thigh under my dress. 

“I won’t let you out of my sight,” Zared said. 

“I know.” I kissed his cheek. 

Terre was still mopey in the transport. “Just call him,” I said. 

She blushed at me. “I can’t call him. I have no reason to call him. What excuse could I possibly have?” 

“Terre, you don’t have to have a reason. Call Phillip, say hello, tell him we’re going shopping, ask how he’s doing, or something.” 

“I can’t. I didn’t bring along my vid-screen.” 

Sparrow, Xavier, Drex, Fitz, and I all held ours out to her at the same time. She blushed red and took mine. We tried to pretend to ignore her while she called Phillip on Tora. 

“Terre, what’s wrong?” Phillip said with panic in his voice.

“Nothing is wrong, Phillip. In fact, we are going to do some shopping.” 

“Well, then why did you call?” he sounded completely baffled. 

“I might be missing the sound of your voice. I’ve become accustomed to it is all. After all, I’ve heard it incessantly for weeks.” 

I looked over at the screen. A twinkling light filled Phillip’s eyes. “You miss me. Buy yourself a new dress if you can find one half as pretty as you are. I’ll take you someplace special the first chance I get.” 

“That isn’t necessary. I simply wished to say hello. Now that I have done so, I will allow you to return to your duties.” She ended the communication. 

Seconds later, Hiroshi sent me a video of Phillip yelling and jumping up and down like he’d just won a million credits. Of course, I showed it to Terre. She said, “He’s ridiculous.” However, her lips kept forming a smile. 

We ended up at my favorite shops. Terre was enchanted by the wooden bridges connecting them all together. I loaded up on my favorite soaps and shampoos and gave my bags to Drex to carry. Xavier and Sparrow were in a dress shop where he was trying to convince her to buy a luxurious red silk dress. 

“Terre! Let’s get our hair done!” 

“Alright, sure.” She gave me a small amused smile. 

“We could get Arachnean braids.” 

Arm in arm, we entered the shop. I got my hair washed and then sat with a deep conditioning treatment while Terre went first. I adjusted one of the clips that was pulling my hair, but keeping the gooey mess off of my neck. I hadn’t decided what I wanted to get and flipped through the vid-pad menu of possibilities. The screen became staticky, so I gave it a shake. A face began to appear on the screen. I froze, and my fancy artificial heart pounded. 

“Don’t be afraid, Teagan. I merely wish to offer my assistance.” 

I looked toward the entrance where Zared stood with his back turned, hands clasped behind him. 

“You are rather predictable. There are neural blockers in the clips in your hair. I activated them remotely, but not too remotely.”

“You’re nearby?” 

Felix Jiri, the man who had betrayed my parents, left me to be raised by a sadistic racist bastard, and tried to have his clones abduct me, smiled. He and his clones were one and the same to me and equally guilty. This was the man who had killed Luca, my beloved husband, before my eyes. In my tortured memory, I watched Luca fall from my lap to the ground to stare up at the rain with sightless eyes. My heart broke all over again. 

“Have they been keeping secrets from you, Teagan? Have you started asking yourself questions? Why did Papa let me travel all of the way to Arachne without Parvac warships as an escort? Why are Inquisitors trying to kidnap me?”

“How do you know about that?”

“Would you like to know, or are you content to be treated like one of these?” Felix held up a little blonde, green-eyed doll with braided hair in a white dress. “Will you be dressed up and played with in your pretty little houses, or will you put an end to being toyed with and used by others for their own self-gratification?”

“What do you want, Felix?” 

“A partnership. We can help each other. I can provide you with the information being hidden from you.”

“What’s in it for you?”

“I find myself in need of your political protection. You and I have a common enemy it seems. The Inquisitors are after us both.” 

“After me?”

“Oh, yes. You have altered a longstanding institution, and you aren’t the only one in danger. I can tell you everything you want to know. If my information pleases you, perhaps you will take my next call.” Felix gave me his practiced political smile. “The data chip is within the device you hold. Teagan, don’t think to betray me. I took the necessary precautions before contacting you.” A second image appeared at the bottom of the screen. After a moment, I realized what I was looking at. “It was simple capturing them, little boys playing at being Inquisitors. All I ask is that you answer my next call and perhaps agree to a private meeting. Then, they won’t be harmed.”

His face vanished, replaced by a picture of a braided up do. Prying open the vid-pad, I found the data chip and put it in my bra. Quickly, I snapped the device back together. 

“Are you ready, Princess Teagan?” the lady asked.

“I’m ready.” 

As she rinsed and dried my hair, I was able to reach out telepathically once more to Zared. “Where are the boys?” 

There was a long pause before Zared replied. “Nico and Izaac didn’t think they should come all of this way without going on a proper Arachnean adventure.” 

“I see.” 

I kept my thoughts behind a mental wall of my own making. Zared knew that my team had been taken. They all knew. Did they know that Felix had me under observation and that he would kill the boys if I were to betray him? I did my best to act as though nothing was wrong. While Sparrow, Terre, and I finished our lunch, I overheard Drex whispering to Eli.

“He was found with multiple stab wounds from trying to protect the boys.” 

I pretended as though I had heard nothing. Once we were home, I feigned exhaustion and went to my bedroom, alone. Slipping the vid chip into my vid-screen, I watched the recording the hated Felix had made for me. 

Once more, Felix’s loathed face appeared on my screen. “A contingent of high-ranking Inquisitors is opposed to members of the Materfamilias Caste being permitted to join their ranks. They find it to be a grave insult and will do whatever it takes to have the decision reverted. I wish for your success. With you being privy to certain sensitive intelligence reports, I might be better able to continue serving in your interests, as I humbly do now. The list of names you see on your screen are those who have been targeted for assassination.” 

I read the names. Inquisitor Cormac Gordian was the first one listed. Several others followed. My instructor’s name, Inquisitor Rovek, was at the bottom of the list and had already been crossed through. Poor Rovek. He had lost his life because of my stubborn pride. What terrified me were the names Eli Beck, Drex Licinius, and Kaoti Aegisthus. My eyes began to swell. 

Felix’s recording continued. “If you want the ability to quash this rebellion, go to these coordinates tonight, alone.” 

I got up and put the data chip in my jewelry box. 

“Teagan, are you alright, dearest one? I thought you were resting.” 

I looked at Drex. “Will you hold me?” I stared down at my feet. Drex closed the distance, removed his shoes and jacket, and laid with me in bed. My head swarmed with unpleasant thoughts. The man who held me in his arms had been marked for death. He hadn’t always been my favorite person, but now I couldn’t bear to lose him. “I love you, Drex.”

His arms tightened around me. “I love you. You are the only person I have ever loved. Do you feel the need to speak of anything?” 

My thoughts raced, but halted abruptly on the faces of Cedrenus, Binder, and Ross. Felix would kill them, just as he had killed my Luca, and just as nameless assassins planned to take Drex, Kaoti, and Eli from me. My thoughts turned harshly to Poppy and Violet. I squeezed Drex even tighter. Then, I kissed Drex, putting all of my love into it. I removed his shirt and trailed kisses across his neck and chest. As I wrapped my palm around his shaft, he sat up kissing me passionately and reaching for the closures of my dress. I panicked. 

Sensing the change in me, he drew back and laid down, holding me again in his arms. “It’s alright, Teagan.”

“No, it’s not.” 
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Chapter Thirteen
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That evening, no one argued when I wanted to take a walk, but I wasn’t permitted to go alone. Kaoti was near, and he was one of the last people I wanted close to me. He meant too much to me to risk. Breathing in the clean air, I did my best to center and clear my mind in anticipation of what Felix might demand of me for his cooperation. We were less than a mile from my house. A whirl of sound took me by surprise as drones burned through the webs directly above me. Green scanning lasers covered the surrounding area like a virtual blanket. Then, they attacked. Robot soldiers dropped down from above in blurs of white like plasti lightning to strike the forest floor. 

Kaoti was surrounded. His blades moved in a blur causing sparks to flare when he severed a robot’s power source. I watched in horror as Kaoti’s blades flashed around him, striking off the heads of the bipedal, plasti-covered machines with their glowing yellow eyes. 

“Behind you!” I yelled while fumbling for my blaster. 

Kaoti pivoted, dropped, and sliced the arm from a robot that had been intent on gutting him. I lost sight of my bodyguard as the AIs converged on him. Suddenly, Nico was there. He took a robot by its ankles and swung it like a club into two others. 

Metal chains whipped down and around my upper arms, knocking my blaster from my hands before I could get a clear shot at anything. I was yanked up into the sky above my forest with such force that I couldn’t lift my chin from my chest. My arms started to go numb. Tightening my stomach muscles, I tried to lift my legs up to kick at either of the drones, but I hung suspended too far below them. They flew low over densely forested areas out of sight of any towns before plummeting into the camouflage of the treetops. As I was lowered to my feet, the chains released and wound back inside of the drones. 

“I thought it would be wise to take precautions,” Felix said as he approached from out of the darkness. 

“Where are the boys, Felix?” My arms hung numbly at my sides. I wanted to wrap my hands around Felix’s throat. 

“Is that any way to greet an old friend?”

“You killed my husband. Luca didn’t have to die. I might have forgiven you for what you did to me, but not that.”

“Teagan, come now. Don’t be so sentimental.” 

“I didn’t tell. Now, give me the boys and go. If you hurry, you may be able to get away before my guards capture you.” 

“Shall I take that to mean we won’t be working together, Princess?” 

Smiling sweetly, I said, “One day, I will work a blade’s edge slowly over every inch of your skin. I’ll start with your feet so that your blood doesn’t obscure my work.” 

I heard clapping from the background and saw a large male step forward into the light provided by the drones above. “Well said, Princess. Well said.” 

Chills covered my flesh at the sound of his voice. He no longer looked like Yukihyo. The cold, dead eyes of Inquisitor Flavian appraised both of us. I took a step back. Angry red scars crossed Flavian’s face. 

“You should have accepted my offer, Teagan. I always have other options. If not yours, I will have the support of the opposing faction,” Felix said. 

“Take her,” Flavian ordered. 

“Damn it! You, vile bastard! Where is my team?” 

Flavian gave me a cold smile that Felix didn’t see since he was busy grabbing me and sticking me with an injector. I regained consciousness on a ship in a cargo hold. Cedrenus, Binder, and Ross watched me through swollen eyes. Cedrenus’ mouth was bloodied, and Ross’ nose looked broken. 

“You have the girl. May I trust upon your support?” Felix asked. 

“Flavian, you traitorous bastard! Arrest him!” I screamed. “He killed Luca!”

Flavian smiled coldly at me. From the corner of my eye, I saw Clark shifting from foot to foot. His team members, Stayton and Levi, were with him. Each of them had blasters aimed at us. 

“To whom should I pass along information that I deem of interest to you?” Flavian asked Felix. He bent down and brushed my braided hair back with his fingers. A slow grin stretched his face into a rictus of a smile. 

Felix tapped away at a vid-screen. “All you need to know is here. Remember, you wouldn’t have gotten your hands on her without my assistance.”

“Oh, I’ve had my hands on her before. Isn’t that right, Princess?” 

Realizing I wasn’t bound, I scrambled away. “Felix, don’t do this,” I begged. 

Flavian took the data chip from Felix and secured it in a pocket. Felix said, “She has a chip in her possession that contains rather sensitive information. I wasn’t certain of your cooperation.”

“It could only be at her home. There won’t be anything left when I’m done with it,” Flavian said. 

Panic sliced through me. “No! No! No! You can’t! My babies are there! I’ll give it to you. Please, don’t hurt my babies!” I rushed at Flavian. He shoved me hard knocking me down to skid into Clark’s legs. 

Felix said, “I don’t see how harming innocent children accomplishes anything. There is always another way.”

Clark said, “Father, he’s right. You can’t mean to....”

“Shut up!” Flavian roared. He turned to Felix. 

I turned to look up at Clark. With tears in my eyes, I begged. “Please, please, don’t let him hurt my children. Please, warn my family. I know you hate me, but save my babies.” 

Flavian laughed. “You won’t have any family left to warn. See this?” He aimed his vid-screen at the hull and projected an image upon it. After a moment, I realized what I was looking at. An explosive device had been hidden on Tora. “I attached sensors to it. If they touch it, it will detonate.” 

“Why are you doing this?” I asked in a choked voice. 

“Females do not belong in the Warrior Caste. Had you been raised properly, you would know that. With you for a mother, young Niklos might make additional changes to our way of life. We had thought to get rid of your influence by giving you to Felix. He could have made use of you in the Talpa Sector and become a powerful ally to our faction. However, after sampling what you have between your thighs, I’ve made other plans, and they involve you getting pregnant with a new heir. You’ll be in desperate need of comfort after losing your entire family.” 

A change came over Felix. “How did you get those fresh scars on your face?” he asked coldly.

“Felix, please, don’t let him do this. Please!” 

Felix didn’t take his eyes off Flavian, but he asked, “Teagan, what has he done to make you so afraid of him?” When I didn’t answer, Felix yelled, “What has he done?” 

Startled at never having heard Felix raise his voice, I screamed, “He raped me!” Then, I hid my face and cried. Inquisitor Flavian planned to take everything from me. I heard blasters charging up behind me and trembled from where I sat huddled at Clark’s feet. I looked up at him in fear. 

Hate had transformed his face, and his blaster was aimed at his father. “Those cuts weren’t caused by the explosion, they were from punishment. You raped the Princess, were arrested, and her husbands had begun their punishment of you. We watched as you killed Inquisitor Rovek and took our classmates prisoner. You said we were helping to preserve our way of life, but you forced a female to take you? Now, you plan to kill our future emperor?” 

“Remember whose side you are on, boy,” Flavian said hatefully. 

“Oh, I have.” Clark blasted his father. 

Flavian returned fire. Stayton grabbed me and hauled me behind Cedrenus while firing at Inquisitor Maxim as he stepped from the lift. Stayton brought a knife down through the plasti bindings on Cedrenus’ wrists and handed him the blade hilt first. “Protect the Princess,” he yelled as he took aim at Maxim. 

“Stand down, Clark!” Flavian ordered. 

“You’re a traitor!” 

“Son, you’re making a mistake.” 

“My mistake was believing in you! I disavow you! I’m not your son!” 

Cedrenus covered me with his body as blaster fire filled the cargo hold. I watched from beneath him as Felix opened the hatch and slid free of the ship, dropping out of sight. “He’s getting away!” I yelled while squirming out from under Cedrenus to follow. 

My team scrambled after me as I jumped from the still lowering ramp. The hard ground fast approached, but a pair of strong arms grabbed me mid-air. I met Farowyn’s eyes. He looked out of breath. “We followed you here through the trees.”

“Arrest the men in that ship! They are traitors! They plan to kill my family! We have to catch that man!” I pointed after Felix who was racing away in a transport. 

Clark fired rapidly into the cargo hold before jumping down with the others. Farowyn nodded at his men. They leapt onto the ramp and into the ship. 

“Teagan!” Binder yelled. He was stealing a land port roller. We piled on it and followed Felix. 

“He’s boarding a ship! He’s going to escape!” I yelled. 

Clark pointed. “There!” It was a small stealth ship. 

Binder tore across the land port while Clark remotely lowered his ship’s ramp. Farowyn held me tightly on his lap to keep me from falling off the roller. Binder sped up the ramp that Clark immediately sealed behind us. We hurried after Levi to crowd into the lift. 

On the bridge, I yelled, “Hurry!” Clark was fumbling to power on the ship. 

“Let me,” Farowyn ordered. 

Clark conceded the captain’s chair to Farowyn. “Does he know what he’s doing?” 

“Yes, he’s an admiral for fuck’s sake. He grew up on a bridge,” I said. 

“Clear,” Farowyn said as he took us up. Felix’s ship showed up on our sensor readings, and it was quickly putting distance between us. 

“Hail my ship! Captain Ricimer can catch him!” 

Clark activated a console. “My father deactivated our communications. He said our mission was secret. He just didn’t want us knowing the truth.” 

“Fire a shot at the Empress! Do it!” I screamed.

Clark aimed and fired a shot at my ship as we darted off after Felix. It worked. Captain Ricimer lifted the Empress into orbit and pursued us. Unfortunately, we had no way of telling him who we were. Farowyn began evasive actions. 

“Teagan, take the vid-screen from my pocket and use it. Quickly,” Farowyn commanded. I felt his chest. “The lower one, my Queen.” He blushed as I reached into his pocket and finally grabbed the right thing. 

Frantically, I called my ship. A deadly serious Lieutenant Commander Glous answered my call. “Don’t shoot us! We had to get your attention. We are pursuing Felix Jiri! He’s getting away! My family is in danger! Inquisitor Flavian plans to destroy my home with my children inside! Please!” 

I heard Captain Ricimer barking orders. I held the vid-screen toward Clark so he could tell them Felix’s coordinates. Suddenly, another ship loomed in our path and began firing at the Empress. It was a Galaxic Militia ship which was quickly joined by the second one that had been docked. 

Captain Ricimer ordered, “Admiral Farowyn, do not, I repeat, do not lose Jiri. I will track you after this is cleared up.” 

“My babies!” I cried out before we were cut off forcefully by the Galaxic Militia’s communications officers. I stared in horror at Farowyn. “We have to go back. I have to get to my children. Nothing matters more than them.” 

Farowyn had a hard expression on his face. “There is not a commanding officer alive of any race who would disobey an order such as the one Captain Ricimer gave to me. I know him from our travels, but not as well as I know my men. They will not allow those males to harm the little ones. Peter, Niklos, and Neema will be safe. I swear this on my life to you.” 

I paced back and forth across the bridge with eyes too blurry to see. Hours later, Felix’s ship was a small blip on our sensors. The Militia had so effectively scrambled our communications that I couldn’t get Farowyn’s vid-screen to work. Binder couldn’t fix it either. We had debriefed each other on all we knew. A sick feeling had pervaded my heart when Clark had told us that someone very close to me was a traitor. He just didn’t know the traitor’s identity. 

“Teagan, Teagan,” Cedrenus said. “Let me see to your injuries. You’ve been pacing for hours.” 

Helpless to return to my family, I had fixated on Felix. “He can’t get away, not after all he has done.” 

Farowyn said, “He will not escape me. I will gift you with his entrails. We will take his ship, and we will prevent harm from coming to those aboard Tora. Do as the young one suggests. Clear your mind and call out to your Omnes Videntes,” Farowyn said calmly. 

“Oh, stars. How could I be so stupid?” 

“You are not stupid. You are in shock,” Cedrenus said. He held his hand out to me. I placed my hand in his and let him lead me into the small habitation area behind the bridge. 

Sitting where Cedrenus indicated, I concentrated with all of my will to push my fears and anxiety away. Telepathically, I cried out to Zared, who clamped onto my mind with ferocity. He sped through my mind, sifting through my thoughts. He said, “The children are safe. We will come for you.” 

“Tora?” I asked. My question went unanswered, and my surroundings came back to me. My children were safe. 

Stayton had set Ross’ nose and was packing it with gauze. Binder was doing his best to assist Levi, who was in the medical unit. A blast had scorched his side. 

“I’m fine,” I assured him.

“I don’t think so,” Cedrenus argued. He got me to sit on the couch. “Please, remove your sweater.” Confused, I looked at what I was wearing and shrugged out of it. The yarn was snagged and torn. “You’re bleeding. Remove your shirt.” 

I froze. “No, I’m fine.” There was fear in my voice, and everyone heard it. 

Clark’s eyes filled, and his face scrunched up before he went down to his knees before me and lowered his head. “I am shamed, Princess Probus. My life is yours. I was blind and a fool. I renounce House Flavian and pledge my life to you.” 

“Clark?” I asked, completely baffled by his extreme reaction. 

“Princess Probus, do you accept or decline?” Cedrenus asked in a quiet tone that felt heavy with importance. 

With eyes full of sorrow, the other members of Clark’s team, Stayton, and Tyler joined him on the carpet at my feet and repeated their own pledges to me. Levi echoed them from the emergency medical unit. My team was silent and grim. Stayton was crying as he stared at the tan carpet. His behavior puzzled me, and I felt a sense of déjà vu that I knew his name from somewhere. 

“I accept,” I said with uncertainty, not understanding what was happening. 

Clark, Stayton, and Tyler looked up at me with an unsettling fervor. Then, Clark stood and went to the back of the habitation deck, returning with a blanket. He held it up in front of me. With a blush in my cheeks, I began removing my shirt, or trying to. I hissed in a breath. 

“Teagan, will you let me help you?” Cedrenus asked. 

“Fine.” I took the blanket from Clark and held it to my aching chest. “What I wouldn’t do for a breast pump,” I grumbled. Binder’s face turned red. “There is a hungry baby waiting for his mother at home. Unless....” What if Zared had been hiding the truth from me yet again? My eyes filled. 

Clark said, “The traitors are using fear to control you. Believe nothing they say. Anything they tell you could be a lie to manipulate you down a desired path to achieve a planned result.” 

From the bridge, Farowyn calmly stated, “My Queen, my men will not allow them to escape. Your children are safe, surrounded by spiders, and a defensive shield protects your home.”

I wiped my eyes on the blanket. Cedrenus had begun cutting my shirt away. The chains from the drones had cut into my skin, and the fabric was stuck in my dried blood. Clark’s eyes became a bit deader. “Teagan, why don’t you take a shower? Then, I’ll bandage you up,” Cedrenus suggested. 

“Alright.” I stood, clutching the blanket and locked myself in the small bathroom. After my shower, I searched the bathroom and started cussing. 

“Princess, what’s wrong?” Ross asked. 

Through a crack in the door, I said, “There aren’t any...um... lady protection items in here.” 

Ross looked confused. Levi whispered in his ear. Ross turned red. I was handed a large stack of bandages and a set of clean clothes. What had survived of my attire went into the cleaning unit. Cedrenus tended to my torn, bruised flesh. Then, I heated up food for Farowyn and myself and went to the bridge. Later, I asked Cedrenus what the significance was of what had happened between me, Clark, Levi, Stayton, and Tyler. 

“Had you declined, they would have sought honor in their own deaths.” 

My eyes grew wide and my palms damp. I whispered, “As in killed themselves?” 

He nodded. “They conspired to commit treason, but even more duplicitous and dishonorable is association with the rape of a female.” 

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Parvac males are known and feared throughout the galaxies for stealing and raping women.” 

“Stealing, yes, but never taking a female by force. Taking a woman and wooing her into submission, and accepting and respecting her choice of husbands may be disagreeable to some cultures, but the females are never abused. Never. They are prized and cherished. We become their faithful and willing servants. Hurting one intentionally is inconceivable.” He moved to the back of the ship and turned down one of the bunks. “Please, come rest. I’m certain Captain Ricimer will be here soon.”

Admittedly, I was tired. The adrenaline had long ago worn off and left me feeling exhausted. “So, you’re sure it’s safe to sleep, what with the other team and all? Will you watch Farowyn’s back for me?” 

Cedrenus smiled and covered me with an extra blanket. “They have pledged their lives to you. They will never betray you, nor will I. If I didn’t think you would laugh in amusement, I would offer myself to you as a husband.”

Terrified, I sat up. “Oh, stars! Where is Izaac?” 

Cedrenus’ eyes locked onto mine. “He was not captured with us. I do not know.” Gently, he pushed me back down to the bunk and dimmed the light. “You are safe. Do not be afraid.” 
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Chapter Fourteen


[image: image]


When I woke up, I heard quiet voices. With my wakeful state, the reality of all that had happened settled over me. I wiped my mouth and rolled from the bunk. My breasts were full and achingly painful. Farowyn sat on the couch with a lidded cup and tools in his hands. A couple of the boys watched him. He made a cone out of a plasti-gel bandage and bonded it to the top of the lid. Then, he placed constricting electrodes on the gel bandage and fed a tube from the cone into the cup. 

“What are you doing?” I asked. 

Farowyn said, “You haven’t nursed Peter. I remember well how your breasts drip when they are full.” My face burned while he made his huffs of laughter at me. “Here, female.” He passed the cup to me. 

“Oh!” It crudely resembled one of the breast pumps I had used on Talpa. I returned to the semi-privacy of the bunk and almost wept with relief that it worked. 

When I returned, Ross was staring hard at my chest. “You’re right. They are smaller, now,” he said to Farowyn who trilled and whistled. 

“Ross, if your nose wasn’t already broken, I’d punch you in it.” 

Ross paled. 

“Don’t worry. Ensign Probus doesn’t hit hard,” Clark said. 

“She took you down,” Binder reminded him. 

“Any news?” I asked hopefully. 

“We track Felix to Carmanor. I repaired my vid-screen. Captain Ricimer was able to send us an encrypted message. It was an order to remain silent.” He passed the device to me so that I could read the message. 

It read, “We hunt by other means and will find you. Remain hidden that others may not.” 

“My Omnes Videntes know where we are, but our enemies hunt us as we hunt Felix. Flavian and Maxim must have gotten away or could be working with others. What about my children? What about Drex, Eli, Kaoti, and Cormac?” I sat and rubbed at my eyes. Quietly, I said, “I won’t forgive myself if I let Felix get away. Luca’s eyes will haunt me until the day I die. I want Felix to pay.”

Farowyn helped us with our weapons and gave each of us piloting instruction on a scheduled rotation. He also gave us a hard and fast course on evasive tactics. We knew where the Empress was, but an anomaly on our sensor readings was our only warning that we were being followed by Flavian and Maxim. 

Cedrenus said, “They will want to silence us before we can report their treason to the Empire.” 

Clark’s eyes were full of pain with the knowledge that his own father wanted him dead.

We tracked Felix to Carmanor where he put down in a remote and uninhabited location. It was far from the land port, and his ship was disguised as well as our own cramped stealth ship which had not been designed to comfortably accommodate nine people. We trailed after Felix and landed in a dense jungle of unfamiliar trees and plants. 

“What are all of these lifeform readings?” Ross asked. 

I made a face and cringed. “Monkeys.” 

Farowyn pulled up a scan of a few of the animals who hadn’t been frightened away by our landing. He said, “These creatures are harmless.” 

“No, they have sharp teeth and claws and can ambush us.” 

Farowyn huffed at me. Then, he showed me his claws and teeth. I snorted at him. 

“You fear these little creatures but not the spiders of Arachne,” Stayton said. 

“I love my spiders. They are like playful children. They are sentient and can communicate.”

Binder said, “Monkeys are intelligent and can be tamed.” 

“Not by me,” I said. I checked my gear to make sure I was prepared for our trek through the jungle. A grating metal sound startled me. It was completely out of place. “What was that?”

Farowyn returned to the bridge to power our sensors. “I’ll see what it is. Perhaps, it is a large monkey.” 

The noise was louder above us. Clark pushed me back and raised his blaster just as a hole began to form in the hull above the couch. Yellow robotic eyes in a white plasti-head glowed down on us before the AI dropped inside and started firing at us. 

“Aim for its eyes!” I yelled as I remembered Sparrow’s stories. Ross and Levi destroyed the robot. “Take its arms. We can use the extra weapons.” 

Then, another AI dropped down. Blaster fire scorched the tan carpet of the habitation area making it smoke and filling the cabin with an acrid stench. Farowyn grabbed me and carried me into the lift. AIs were filling the already cramped ship, and we didn’t have time to send energy through the hull. Crowding inside of the lift, we made it to the cargo hold. 

Cedrenus yelled, “Secure the lift!” 

“How fast will this thing go?” Farowyn asked of the stolen roller. 

“Not fast enough through thick jungle,” Tyler answered. 

From within the lift, dents became visible on the doors as AIs pounded against them to get out. Farowyn said, “There are too many of them. Stay in teams of two or three. Split up. Destroy the robots and scavenge their parts, but not the heads.” To me, he said, “Hold onto my neck.” 

I held onto Farowyn as he lowered the ramp and jumped from the stealth ship. Just then, another ship flew over us while laying down fire. White plasti robot pieces rained down on the jungle. “That’s my father’s ship!” Clark yelled. 

“Scatter,” Farowyn ordered. He took off with me clinging to his neck. 

Soon, we had vanished into the jungle. The sounds of AIs, blaster fire, and ships was distant. Now, jungle sounds filled my ears, and only the birds and monkeys were discernible to me. Farowyn climbed high into the trees and used his claws to slash through vines. He quickly weaved them together making a rope. Fastening it around the trunk, he then tied it around my waist. 

“Keep your weapon in your hand and stay here. I’ll go find the others.”

He was gone before I could blink. Soon, Farowyn returned with Ross and Stayton, leaving them to guard me at the base of the tree. Clark, Cedrenus, Binder, Levi, and Tyler soon joined us. They had dismantled a few of the AIs and were divvying up the chest casings. 

“Shove this in your shirt,” Cedrenus ordered. 

Scowling at him, I instead put it in the back of Farowyn’s jumper. “I don’t think I’m a target. Flavian and Felix both want to use me as leverage. I’m no longer concerned with capturing Felix. He could get away. I’m ordering you as Princess Probus to kill him on sight. Understood?”

“Yes, Princess,” they answered. 

“Farowyn, as the representative of the Eloneave, you are not to put your life in danger.” 

He made a derisive sound. “Female, I will do what I think best to protect you. Whether or not you like it matters very little. My nephew will not have another mother taken from him.” The anger that I had begun to feel vanished as my mind filled with thoughts of Peter. “You are beautiful and intelligent, but you have much to learn. These enemies you face are beyond your skill, not mine. You have voiced your objective. Now, you will close your pretty little mouth, and I will carry out your orders. Male younglings, you will obey me.”

“Yes, sir,” Cedrenus said. I scowled at him. “Teagan, you said it yourself. He’s an admiral, and he’s older.” 

“Cedrenus is right. My father is a high-ranking officer and feared. We need Farowyn’s help to survive. We’re out here alone with traitors and no help in sight.”

“Alright, but I’m helping.” 

Farowyn huffed. “You will stay here with Levi. Both of you are bleeding which makes jungle travel dangerous. Set this up. We will scout and report back.” He handed Levi a defensive shield. 

“I’m not bleeding.” 

Farowyn trilled in obvious humor and pointed between my legs with a claw. 

My face burned. “Farowyn, you’re an asshole.” 

With soft huffs of laughter, he and the boys left. Levi sat beside me in the tree and activated the defensive shielding. However, it did nothing to save us from the bugs. Hours passed. I almost fell out of the tree when Farowyn finally returned and motioned for Levi to deactivate the shield. In a quiet voice, he said, “We’re moving.” 

I put my arms around his neck, and he carried me down. Levi followed us, careful of his injured side. As quietly as possible, we made it through the thick jungle. It was full of writhing and crawly things. Clark disappeared into a rocky crevice hidden by overgrowth. The rest of us followed. The rocky sides were wet and alive with clinging plants that grew from its surface. It was beginning to remind me of Daphoene and my flight from Pax Cyprian before it finally opened up onto a pond and stretch of dirt beneath some thick trees with wide leaves. Ross placed and activated the shield. 

“We will camp here. Make shelters,” Farowyn ordered. 

I helped collect vines and leafy branches. Thunder rumbled spurring us to work faster. We built lean-tos as we had been taught to do in our survival course. Farowyn showed us how to make fast improvements. I heard something growling menacingly from within the jungle. 

“Cat,” Binder said. “Farowyn is right. The two of you seem injured to predators. It’s better if you stay put.” 

“We plan and strike,” Farowyn said. 

They spoke of their plan to get at Felix. He had a bunker and had gone to ground, but Flavian and Maxim had discovered it and were making their own plans to get in. Farowyn suggested waiting until the Inquisitors had gotten in and then stealing their prize. 

To the boys, Farowyn said, “They will come hunting for us. Rest while you can. Teagan, come. You will not sleep on the ground.” He held his hand down to help me up. Then, with me in his arms, he quickly made his way up a tree. 

“Are we still shielded up here?”

“Yes.” He sat on a firm mat of tree limbs that he had fastened together with vines like a raft. “Come here.” Farowyn opened his arms, and I crawled over to him. He surrounded me with his patagium. I chuckled. “What amuses you?” 

“We’re out here alone in the jungle with Felix, Inquisitors, and wild felines trying to kill us, but I feel safe for the first time in I don’t know how long.” 

Farowyn rubbed his face against my hair. “It is right for you to feel safe with me. Have you thought of the words I spoke to you on Thalassa?”

“I have. Did you speak to my Papa?” 

“Yes. The choice is yours.” His arms shifted, and careful of his claws he caught my chin with his fingers. “I would love you once, if I might meet my end come first light.”

I couldn’t find myself being afraid of Farowyn. Having brushed my palm against his maleness on Talpa, I wasn’t intimidated by his size. He took my current stillness for agreement and invaded my mouth with his tongue. His clawed hand found its way up my shirt, which before I knew it was gone. Farowyn’s mouth replaced his hand, and he sucked at my breast swallowing down my milk. I felt cool jungle air on my hips along with embarrassment over my current hormonal situation and lady protection. Then, I worried that Farowyn might be inclined to touch my lady parts with those clawed fingers of his. He shifted his body, but my attention had gone back to the way he used his tongue to circle and suck while drawing my breast into his mouth. He wrapped his tongue around my nipple, squeezed and slid, captivating me with sensations. 

Farowyn was above me and had me enclosed within the safety of his arms and the warm flesh of his patagium. In the dark, I could just make out the rich brown of his eyes. It felt as though he pushed a finger within me, but I could feel his hands in my braids. The finger went deeper and grew in width and length until it was snug. I began to pant, but Farowyn remained perfectly still, staring into my eyes. The desire to move filled me, but Farowyn trilled softly to me. What I had thought was a finger obviously wasn’t. Farowyn had intimately bound us in such an alien manner that I hadn’t been able to fear him. 

I waited for the thrust of his hips and tried to move my own, but he held still. I became needy and wet around him. Farowyn lowered his face and pressed his tongue to the frantic pulse in my throat. He didn’t move, holding me tightly. However, his manly appendage did. It began to vibrate, slowly at first. 

“Farowyn!” I whispered. 

The vibrations became faster. I wrapped my legs around his hips and bucked against him, gasping for air as pleasure rippled through me. Farowyn grunted twice and pushed, tickling me deep inside as he came. I trembled in his arms with aftershocks until I succumbed to sleep. When I woke much later, it was to Farowyn tracing the outlines of my face with the knuckles of his hand. 

“We prepare to leave. When you hear my whistle, activate the shield.” 

“I’m coming with you.” 

“No, you are not.” We sat up, and he began to dress. “Wait,” he said as he stilled my hands on my clothing. He climbed down from the tree only to return a moment later. Motioning for me to hand him my clothes, he took them, put his arms around me, and carried me down. 

Frantically, I whispered, “They’ll see me.”

“Trust me as you did during the night.” A blush heated my cheeks. Only Levi was nearby with his back turned as he faced the rocky crevice. “The water is safe for bathing. Look there.” He pointed to a hole behind a bush. “Relieve yourself there and bury that,” he said of the lady protection with which I was making do. Then, he touched the tip of his tongue to mine and left. 

I used the hole, rinsed myself off in the pool, and quickly dressed, glad that I had shoved extra bandages into the pocket of my borrowed jacket. Once I was dressed, I said, “I’m done.” 

Levi turned with concern clear on his face. I blushed, but he grinned at me. “Taking Farowyn was a wise choice. That is not what troubles me. I know it is noble to be left here to guard you....”

“But, like me, you think we should be helping them get Felix.” Levi nodded. I heard a whistle and activated the defensive shielding. “How is your side?” 

“It stings a little. How is your situation?” He blushed.

“Almost at an end. Thanks.”

Abruptly, the rain started once more, forcing us to huddle under one of our shelters. “When Felix contacted me through the salon menu while Terre and I were getting our hair done, he also left me a data chip containing a list of Inquisitors who have been marked for assassination. They must be warned.”

“Where is the list?”

“Arachne. We have to warn them. I need to get the information to Papa. I don’t know who I can trust.”

With conviction, Levi stated, “I am loyal to Emperor Probus and the Imperial family. I belong to you.”

“I believe you, but what if what Flavian said is true? What if one of my advisors or even Drex has betrayed me?” 

Levi turned eyes that contained chilling depths for one so young to me. “Flavian made you doubt Licinius and Beck. Have either of them ever given you reason for concern?”

I thought back to Luca and Amphictyon. Could either Drex or Eli have been working with Felix? “I don’t know anymore. If Drex or Eli were disloyal, wouldn’t Zared know?” 

“Teagan, come out, come out, wherever you are,” a male voiced called out just as the defensive shielding stuttered and fell. 

Levi and I surged to our feet and ran. A charged blaster cannon’s hum halted our progress. Levi and I looked up into the cold, dead eyes of Inquisitor Maxim. “Running in the opposite direction is so predictable,” he said. 

I heard the strike and watched as Levi fell forward. My arms were seized from behind, and I shuddered as Inquisitor Flavian brought his lips down to my ear. “Felix won’t come out to play, so I’m going to use you as bait. Cooperate, or Cadet Levi and the others die.”

“How did you find us?”

“Very easily.” 

Levi began to stir. Maxim quickly bound his wrists behind him and pulled him to his feet. 

“Let’s go,” Flavian said. He held me to his chest with one arm and operated a propulsion pack with his other hand, lifting us up from the ground but keeping us below the jungle canopy. 

Leading us to Felix were bits of white AI parts that functioned almost like the trail of breadcrumbs in one of the stories I had read to my children. Flavian called out, “Don’t shoot.” He lifted one of my braids and smelled it. “Oh, she’s so sweet and tender.”

“Don’t hurt her!” Clark yelled in a voice filled with feral rage. 

“Shut up, boy! This doesn’t concern you.” Flavian turned his attention to a small, mangled scan pad located to the side of a metal door set into a cement bunker. I couldn’t see where Felix had hidden his ship. “Come on, Jiri. Don’t you still want her?” 

“I thought you had decided to keep her and get her with child,” Felix responded.

“It was unwise to let my cock do my thinking. Maxim convinced me to see reason. I’m willing to agree to our former deal.” 

“Then, send her to the door, alone.” 

“What about our third-party interference?” Flavian asked.

In answer, drones dropped down in various locations around us shooting at unseen targets with red lasers. Blaster fire erupted as my team members fought back. “Problem solved,” Felix responded. 

Flavian pushed me forward. When I was standing in front of the door, it slowly began to lower into the ground. Suddenly, Flavian sprang forward, shoved me to the ground, and dove inside. Maxim was running straight for me. I cringed, but he too dove into the bunker. I crawled to Levi who mirrored my confusion. The ground shook. 

“Run!” Binder screamed. 

Levi and I scrambled to our knees, got our feet under us, and ran to Binder as he motioned to us to hurry. Our feet left the ground. For a moment, I thought Farowyn had grabbed us, but no one touched us. Dirt, rocks, and torn green leaves sped past my face. Then, I heard loud booms of sound as I was hurled forward. The top of my right shoulder struck a tree trunk stopping my flight. Levi kept going. Pain made my eyes water, and a high-pitched whining filled my ears. It was all I could hear. I couldn’t even hear the sound of my own breathing. 

I felt someone take a hold of my waistband and haul me up. He wrapped me across his shoulders like a scarf and ran, making my head move up and down. I dry heaved, thankful that I had had nothing to eat. Then, he put me down. Binder’s frightened face was above me. His lips were moving, but all I heard was the high-pitched whine. Dirty boots and clawed feet converged on our location. Levi was laid down beside me. There was blood on his ear. Cedrenus freed Levi’s hands. I saw Cedrenus’ lips moving and blinked trying to clear my head. He freed my hands. 

Blonde hair swam past my vision along with blaster fire. I tried to recall why it seemed so familiar. Then, solid black eyes were gazing down at me. “Zared?” I said but couldn’t hear his name on my own lips. Telepathically, I asked, “Are you rescuing us?”

“Yes, female,” Zared answered in my mind. He scanned my thoughts for the knowledge he sought. 

Still, I sent my thoughts to him. “Felix Jiri is here in that bunker. The Inquisitors Flavian and Maxim are traitors. The boys and Farowyn are mine.” 

“Understood,” Zared said before dashing off. 

I could see, smell, and feel. Although, at the moment I would have preferred not to feel. “I think my shoulder is really broken,” I said, unsure if any sound had come out. I struggled to stay conscious against the dizziness and succeeded. “Please, don’t let them get away. Please, don’t let them get away.” 

A severed robot arm struck the ground a few feet away from us. Farowyn darted away into the fray with his blades drawn. Robots and men poured from a smoking hole in the ground. I assumed it was the result of the explosion. Farowyn’s blades were a blur as he fought among my soldiers against countless AIs whose glowing yellow eyes showed no remorse for the injuries they inflicted. 

Then, I saw him, Felix. He had taken a jacket from a fallen soldier and was inching his way toward the jungle and presumably his hidden ship. I slid a blade from Levi’s belt, holding it in my left hand. Crawling forward, I was gone before they could stop me. 

Felix blasted a soldier who was in his way. I got to my feet and ran. Felix paused when he saw Nico and had changed direction to move toward him. Hate burned in his eyes. He raised his blaster, aiming it at Nico’s back. My guts turned to ice, and I threw myself forward like a broken shard of it, hitting Felix in the side and taking him down. Surprise covered his features for a frantic heartbeat when he saw my face from where I crouched above him with one knee pressed into the ground and the other digging into his thigh. I drove the blade I held into his guts, feeling the fabric as it gave way to flesh and sinking it into its hilt. Horror replaced his surprise. Pulling the blade free, I screamed with all of my pain, anguish for Luca, devastation for my Momma and Papa, and desperation not to lose Nico to this bastard who had already taken so much. I drove the blade into him again and again. Felix’s hot blood bubbled up, rushed over my hand, and soaked into my clothing as though I were a sponge for his misery.

Nico’s arms were around me, hot and strong. He pulled me back against his chest and caged me in his arms. Felix wasn’t dead. Although filled with pain, he looked up at me with something akin to respect. I could feel the rumble of Nico speaking. Felix pulled something from a pocket and weakly tossed it. Zared grabbed it and entered some commands. The AIs all just stopped. Felix knew his robots couldn’t save him. Without medical attention, he would die from the wounds I had given him. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Flavian and Maxim. The scream that bellowed forth from my frozen guts was soundless to my ears. So were my words that followed. “On your knees!” Freeing myself of Nico, I ripped my bloody knife from Felix. Blood poured from the holes I had made in him. The Inquisitors dropped their weapons and went down on both knees on the rubble-strewn jungle floor. “I should cut your throats myself so that you don’t again escape.” 

I saw Flavian’s mouth moving. Nico pried my fingers free of the blade. A medic was keeping Felix from bleeding to death. With my bloodied left hand, I cradled my right arm. Farowyn looked at me with pride and bowed low to me. I acknowledged him with a dip of my own head, and he fell in at my right side. I wasn’t taking my eyes off of Felix. Nico had brought stealth and fighter ships to our location. All of my focus remained on Felix. I wanted him dead, but I also wanted to bring him home to Parvac bound and lay him at my Momma’s feet. 

After some medical attention aboard the Empress, my hearing returned. At Carmanor’s land port, the Galaxic Militia ships had joined my own, along with a few others. Learning of the unfolding drama at the land port on Arachne, all ships in the vicinity had changed their courses to assist in our pursuit. Zared had had no trouble tracking me and had flown with a squadron to find me and my team. My children were onboard and safe. Izaac had escaped injury as well. 

I remained in the infirmary. I couldn’t take my eyes from Felix. I had never hated anyone before, not like this, not even Nathan Green. Felix was unconscious from blood loss. In my memory, I saw his face before he had killed Luca and how he had looked as he had aimed the blaster at Nico’s back. He hadn’t taken from me this time. I had protected my husband and my son’s father. I lifted my chin. I wanted Felix eradicated from existence. My thoughts turned to Felix’s surviving clone, Andy. 

To my guards, I said, “If the prisoners so much as think of escaping, cut their throats.” 

Xavier and Kaoti bowed to me and left the infirmary. 

“Thank you for protecting my wife,” Nico said as he bowed to Farowyn. 

“It is my honor to serve my Queen.” 

“Farowyn is mine. You should know I have accepted him.”

Zared said, “I know. I knew all that had happened the moment I touched you, what you suffered, the fear you felt of losing us. You never will lose us.” 

“They planted an explosive device on Tora,” I warned. 

Zared concentrated, finding Jazon’s mind. 

“It is motion activated. If they touch it....” I felt Zared examining my memory of the bomb. My palms started to sweat in fear. 

Eli and Drex moved away from us and spoke in hushed tones with Captain Ricimer. I felt as though I waited helplessly between life and death. 

Zared said, “There is no explosive device on Tora. It was an Inquisitor’s trick.” 

“What? Are you sure?” I locked my eyes on Zared’s solid black ones. 

“Yes, they have conducted a full sweep. Sensors would have immediately discovered any such device.” 

I began to calm realizing the logic of his words. “Dr. Savelli, I want him in a containment cell. I don’t care if I bring him to Momma alive or dead.” 

“Understood.” He stabilized Felix. I followed and watched as my prisoner was secured. “Now, may I treat your injuries, Princess?” 

I nodded and walked with Dr. Savelli back to the infirmary. Commander Genso and Lieutenant Commander Glous stood at attention ready to fulfill my orders and had not left my presence. “Once everyone is aboard, take us to Parvac at maximum speed. Destroy any unidentified vessel or craft that approaches us.”

“Yes, Princess.” 

“Kaoti, I want four of my Omnes Videntes guarding Felix at all times.”

He gave a nod of his head in response. 

“Did you find the chip?”

“Yes,” Kaoti answered. 

“I will shower here in the infirmary. I don’t want the children to see me like this. Please, have someone bring me a change of clothes.” 

My men bowed to me and carried out my orders. Felix’s dried blood itched on my hand but gave me satisfaction. Luca would be avenged. 
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Chapter Fifteen
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“Other than bruising, scrapes, and torn skin, your shoulder is okay. What did you do to it again?” Dr. Savelli asked. 

“A blast hurled me into a tree.”

“Auditory canal and tympanic membranes are responding to treatment. You will be sore for a few days. You got lucky. Had you hit that tree a few inches more to the left, you might have broken your neck.” 

“I sense disapproval, Dr. Savelli.”

“You should. I feel a great deal of it. Here. Have a pain patch.” 

Eventually, I entered the lift with Nico and Zared flanking me. We took it to the Imperial deck in silence. 

“Mommy!” Niklos yelled. I bent down and held my arms open to catch my son as he ran into them. Closing my eyes, I inhaled his scent and rested my face on his hair. 

“Where have you been?” Neema asked angrily. 

I thought carefully about my response. “I had an assignment to do.”

“Oh, Neema learn colors.” She nodded sagely. 

I spent my time with my children, grateful to have them, and lavishing them with my attention. It allowed my mind to decompress. After dinner, I played with the children and Thunderdrop until they were tired, gave the children their baths, nursed Peter until he fell asleep at my breast, and tucked them into their beds. Then, I watched them sleep until Fitz came to get me. 

“Do you want to talk about it?” Fitz asked. 

“Not yet. If you want to help, return all of these calls for me. It seems Gram, Grandmother, and everyone else wishes to speak to me all at once, and that’s not what I need right now.” 

Fitz kissed me on the forehead. “I’ll take care of it.” 

Drex and Eli had gone to listen to Felix’s drug induced semi-coherent ramblings. I still wasn’t sure if I could trust either of them, but Xavier swore to me that my prisoners would not escape. A deep weariness had set into me. I knew I needed sleep, but I didn’t want it. What I did want waited patiently for me, had been waiting patiently for weeks. 

I walked to Nico where he sat on the couch and watched me. Reaching down, I took his hand. Standing, he willingly came with me to the bedroom. “Zared,” I said softly as we stepped inside of our room. Nico raised a questioning eyebrow at me. Opening his jacket, I moved my hands over his chest, running my palms over the fabric and up to his shoulders before pushing it down his arms to fall to the floor. I stared into Nico’s brown eyes and pulled the protective silk shirt he had worn from his pants and over his head. He had taken precautions for his safety. Nico had no intentions of falling victim to an attack and leaving us. My eyes threatened to spill over with the knowledge. 

I sensed Zared behind me. He gathered my hair to move it over my shoulder, so he could reach the closure of my dress. My knuckles skimmed over Nico’s skin as I pushed his trousers down his thighs. My dress pooled at my feet, and I stepped closer to Nico until his warmth seeped into me. My lips found his neck. I had been too close to losing him. 

“He was about to take you from me, as he took Luca and tried to take Zared.” A hard ache rose up to lodge in my throat. “I couldn’t bear losing you. I need you, so does your son.” 

Nico trailed his fingers down my throat. “I know exactly what you need, woman.” 

I laughed at him through my tears and wrapped my hand around his hot, thick, manly appendage. Nico and Zared both laughed at me. 

Nico said, “Oh, you’re getting that.” He picked me up and laid me on the bed, covering my body with his own and burying himself inside of me. He said, “Come with me...”

I giggled. “We just started.”

Nico chuckled softly as he drew his hips back and pushed them forward. “To Apellan or any planet you wish. I think you need to get away for a while. All of us could benefit from it. What do you say?” 

I moved my legs up and felt Nico’s hips and sides against my inner thighs. Zared joined us in bed, capturing my left breast in his hot, wet mouth. In my thoughts, Zared asked, “Do you like that?” 

Moaning, I said, “Oh, yes. Yes.” 

Nico said, “It’s settled then.” 

My Laconian husband began spiraling so much pleasure through me that their little trick to procure my verbal agreement didn’t matter to me. 

The next day eager to return to a schedule, I went to meet my team in the gym. Seeing to Peter’s needs had already made me tardy. Rushing into the lift, I stopped short in surprise when a clawed hand prevented the door from closing. Farowyn’s brown eyes met mine as he entered the lift command. Then, he stared straight ahead. I stared at his pointed ear until the door opened. He silently followed me from the lift. Then, he went over to where his men waited. 

“Her majesty finally graces us with her presence,” Inquisitor Rovek said rather snottily. 

Through a mouth opened as though ready to scream, I dragged in a shocked breath. “I thought you were dead!” I stumbled toward him. “I thought they had killed you!” 

“So, did we,” Cedrenus said quietly. 

Rovek gave me a bored look. I kept staring at him, trying to understand what was going on and how he was here. “Continue to stare at me like that, and I will count it as insubordination.” 

“Yes, sir,” I said. I shot a glance at Clark. He looked like he had seen a ghost. So, it wasn’t just me. 

Eli approached us. “Teagan, Rovek isn’t one for acknowledgements of bravery or accolades. He responds best to cadets who follow protocol. Allowances have been made for your rank and familial situation. Inquisitor Rovek may seem harsh, but I assure you he is not.”

“But...” 

“Teagan, you must learn to be prompt. It would be better for you to practice doing so here than at the Academy.”

Was Eli deliberately misunderstanding me? Rovek was alive and standing in front of us. I thought he had been stabbed to death protecting the boys.

Eli continued on as though we were having the same conversation which confused me and the boys. I could tell from their eyes that we had the same questions. “He isn’t as strict as the expression on your face suggests. During my days at the Academy, my team and I had a loathsome instructor. He once left us naked on a mountain in winter for a week and ordered us to survive.” 

“Oh, Eli! That’s wretched! Was he punished?” 

Eli tilted his head and met my eyes. “No. We banded together and lived. However, during that first night, we vowed revenge. We knew what would happen should we be caught, but made it our mission to play an evil prank on him each week until we graduated.”

“Did you ever get caught?” 

“No, I never got caught and neither did Rovek.” Eli grinned at me. 

I scowled at him and glared at Rovek. So, they were buddies. Great. 

“Probus and Ross, spar,” Rovek ordered. 

With a sigh, I put on my gloves. The way Ross sparred with me reminded me of how Nico play wrestled with Niklos. Afterwards, the two of us sat to the side of the mat and drank water while I caught my breath. Ross didn’t need to. He grinned at me sheepishly. Clark and Binder had replaced us on the mat and were tearing each other up. My attention strayed from them to the other side of the gym where metal sounded against metal. Farowyn and one of his men had stripped down to their shorts and were sparring with long knives. Their faces had been transformed from their intense concentration. I watched the muscles slide beneath Farowyn’s skin as he twisted and brought his blade down. One of his men caught me ogling Farowyn and grinned. I blushed and turned away in time to see Clark hit the mat with his back. Cedrenus and Levi were next. I sneered at them. They were hitting each other as hard as they could.

“Why do you wear such an expression?” Ross asked. 

“I’ll never learn to protect myself if my sparring partners are always babying me.”

Clark said, “I once allowed myself to be manipulated into actually sparring with you. It is something I deeply regret. Speaking of manipulation, did you notice that?” he asked Ross. 

I looked back and forth between the two of them. 

Ross said, “I did.” 

“What?”

Clark said, “Inquisitor Beck and Inquisitor Rovek used a misdirection technique to change the subject from Rovek’s supposed death. They are hiding something.” 

“I want to know what it is,” I said quietly. 

“We’d better find out carefully,” Ross said under his breath. 

Talking out loud to myself, I said, “As Inquisitors we are taught to gather intelligence, learn the secrets of our enemies, and punish those who break our laws. We must serve loyally without allowing our personal feelings to affect our judgement.” Something or everything was feeling off to me, but as soon as I started to grasp an idea as to what, Rovek interrupted. 

“Two miles,” he ordered. 

I groaned. I hated running. It took me longer than everyone else and made my boobs hurt. I had finally finished and noticed the boys had surrounded a sparring mat to watch. Being nosy, I squeezed in between Levi and Stayton so I could see. Eli and Rovek circled each other. They were bare from the waist up and held dull blades in each hand. In a burst of speed, they came together. The clashes of metal filled the air as they dueled with the four blades striking too quickly for me to keep up. I tried concentrating only on Eli’s right hand. It frightened me. Even more terrifying was that they stared into each other’s eyes as they stabbed, parried, and deflected as if the blades were extensions of their arms in some deadly game of pat-a-cake. I gasped as Eli crossed his blades in front of his face to catch Rovek’s blade. He lashed out with his left foot as Rovek angled his second blade at Eli’s unprotected side. 

By the time they had concluded their match, I held my hands clasped together under my chin hiding my lips with my index fingers to keep myself from crying out. 

Calmly, Rovek announced, “Once you learn hand-to-hand, you will begin sparring with wooden batons. Dismissed.” 

I hunkered down into myself a bit more. The Inquisitors hadn’t even broken a sweat. I wondered if the demonstration had been for us or for Farowyn and his men. 

When I returned to my quarters, Nico met me in the shower and kept me there until my fingers were shriveled. We had started laughing and were still doing so as we came because of the sound my rear made as it slapped against the shower wall. Nico handed me a towel for my hair. I told him about the demonstration Eli and Rovek had put on for us. 

“Teagan, there is something you should know.” Nico’s tone had turned serious.

I waited wondering if it had to do with Felix or with Flavin and Maxim. “What is it?”

His hands moved lovingly over my wet hair. “For the duration of your training at the Academy, you along with other students in levels nine through twelve will be tested by various Inquisitors as they return from assignments for fun.” 

“For fun?” I asked as I looked at Nico as though he were nuts. 

Nico laughed. “Participating as villains in cadet training activities is enjoyable for seasoned spies. It’s a relaxing game, requires very little effort, and allows for them to interact to an extent with the children while giving back to the program.” 

“Children? I’m not a child!”

“Teagan, when you are a few decades older, Academy students will seem like children to you,” Nico said in a placating tone. 

“Do I seem like a child to you?” I scowled up at him. 

“No, and don’t forget that I know why you want to graduate, for our own daughter.” Nico kissed my scowl away. 

Later that day, I was sitting on a couch with Niklos looking at a picture book. His bare foot was in my hand, and I gave it a gentle squeeze. It was a fat little foot and almost as long as my hand. I kissed his toes. Niklos laughed and pulled his foot away from me. Fitz had been pensive and now held Peter, who had a calming effect on him. He brought his index finger down to Peter’s nose, making him go cross eyed. Peter trilled and grabbed Fitz’s finger with both of his clawed hands. Thunderdrop sat on the floor with Neema and allowed her to pet him. I took a deep cleansing breath. My family was safe for now. However, I continued to fear the accomplices of Flavian and Maxim within the Inquisitors Branch and any others who might be sympathetic to their cause. 

Fitz said, “Teagan, I see the look of fearful torment on your face. Felix is captured, and you are safe as long as you keep a guard detail with you at all times and aren’t so foolish as to wander off alone.” He had brought Peter up to his shoulder and was rubbing small circles on his back. 

“Until this is settled, I won’t even go to the Academy without my guards.” 

I looked up at the wall-mounted vid-screen. Since their capture, I had kept a live feed open upon it at all times and watched Felix, Flavian, and Maxim in their confinement cells. Flavian hadn’t received any further punishments from my husbands for what he had done to me, and it was souring my feelings toward Drex, Nico, Zared, and Fitz. Had they forgiven him for what he had done to me? Was Papa intent on being the one to punish him? Due to my feelings of hurt and anger, I didn’t broach the topic. It seemed my husbands were purposefully avoiding me. Perhaps, they sensed my mood and didn’t want to fight. However, I also suspected that Drex, Nico, and Eli worked together to discover those who were working with the traitors. 

Flavian persistently asked to speak to Clark. Clark had refused. At least he was loyal to me. All of the cadets were loyal to me, and none of us understood why Flavian and Maxim weren’t being tortured for answers, unless they had already confessed everything they knew which hadn’t been shared with me. Felix was recovering from the knife wounds I had inflicted. He would be well enough to stand trial, and this time I intended to be there for it. 

When we docked on Parvac, Papa, his entire Military Advisory Committee, and my own came aboard the Empress. They didn’t come to my deck but instead went to the confinement cells. I rushed to join them eager to learn what my prisoners’ punishments would be. I arrived in time to see Papa enter Felix’s cell. He was sitting upright on his bunk and watched Papa approach. I moved closer afraid that Felix might hurt my Papa in some way. Everyone was silent, waiting to hear each of Papa’s words, to hear him confront Felix for all of the pain to which he had subjected us. 

Papa’s hands reached out and closed around Felix’s throat. Felix brought his own hands up trying to break Papa’s hold. Papa tilted his head back as Felix attempted to gouge at his eyes. Papa squeezed harder. Felix started to turn a deep red and made ugly sounds as he tried to get air in through his nose and mouth. He brought an arm up between Papa’s hands, trying to break his hold. Papa didn’t budge. He just kept squeezing Felix’s throat. Felix kicked and tried to twist away. His gasps for air, and feet and legs as he thrashed against the bunk, made the only ugly sounds. He started to claw at Papa’s hands and left lines of bloodied flesh on Papa’s skin. Papa made no sound. He kept squeezing. 

I saw desperation and then fear enter Felix’s eyes from where I stood, but all he could see was Papa. The empty, sightless look I had seen in Luca’s eyes as he died in my arms appeared on Felix’s face. Only then did Papa remove his hands from Felix’s throat. He took Felix by the chin and back of his head and in a quick move twisted. I heard a snap. He had broken his neck. Papa clasped his hands behind his back and gazed down at Felix. Then, he turned and left the cell. Noticing my attendance at Felix’s execution, he paused. It was as though he were afraid to look at me, afraid of what he might see in my eyes, but Papa wasn’t a coward. He lifted his eyes and stared into mine. 

Raising my chin, I stared right back. Then, I gave him the lowest curtsy I could manage, bowing my head to him as I did so. All of the officers went down to their right knees beside and around me. We remained that way in silence. 

“Rise,” Papa ordered. When we stood, I noticed Eli, Drex, Nico, Fitz, Rovek, and Captain Ricimer. Papa said, “Open these cells.”

Captain Ricimer obeyed. I wondered what Papa would do to Flavian, another male I hated with a passion. Papa motioned for Flavian to exit the cell. I anticipated watching Papa’s fist hitting him square in the face. Flavian came out, stood at attention, and saluted. Maxim did the same. 

Papa said to Eli, “You have done well.”  

Eli bowed to him. “It was a team effort, Emperor Probus.” 

Papa shook hands with Eli, Flavian, Maxim, and Rovek. I could hear my heart pounding in my ears. Papa turned his attention to me. “Daughter, I use my warriors to accomplish my goals. Attaining certain goals often requires pain, sacrifice, and subterfuge. You volunteered to be one of my warriors, but rather than fighting, I needed you to play a part, one that you played quite well. Capturing Felix took months of careful planning. We have Eli and his team to thank for it.” 

“The list...” 

“Prefabricated,” Papa said.

“The Inquisitors opposed to...”

“No one dares oppose me, daughter.”

“Flavian and what he did...”

“He drugged you, Teagan. Other than kissing you and removing your attire, he did nothing to you. It was a ruse. If you hadn’t truly feared him and believed him, Felix wouldn’t have either, and he would still be roaming free to strike at us again.” 

“Clark and the boys...”

Papa said, “Every cadet faces the harshest loyalty tests devisable. They passed theirs.” 

I stood with my mouth open and thoughts that made my head dizzy. 

“We will speak of this again. Nico, get her home,” Papa said. 

Nico gave me his arm and escorted me to the lift. I searched the stoic faces of Eli, Rovek, Flavian, and Maxim as we walked by them. They didn’t make eye contact with me. Once the lift doors closed, my confusion turned to anger. I shoved Nico away. “How could you?” I yelled. 

“I didn’t know until we had them confined on the ship.” 

“You didn’t know?”

“No, Eli told me to keep me from killing Flavian. Yukihyo, Drex, and Fitz didn’t know either.”

“But, Eli knew and so did my Omnes Videntes? They knew the entire time but said nothing?”

“They were under orders from Emperor Probus. They owe him loyalty and obedience above you and everyone else. You know that. With Felix alive, none of us would ever have been safe. If you don’t want to be a piece on your father’s stones board, leave the Academy,” Nico said. “Otherwise, play your part with the rest of us.” 

Nico and I stepped from the lift and out onto the Imperial deck where I paced. It was best that no one spoke to me in those moments. Pierce and Lorca had the children in the nursery, and Thunderdrop watched me from his web above Sue. Eventually, I sat with a cup of coffee and noticed that everyone watched me as if in limbo. Sparrow seemed agitated to visit her lab. It was all she had been talking about. 

“Xavier, take Sparrow home.” 

“Are you sure you’re alright?” he asked. 

“I’m fine. Go. Take Violet, Poppy, and Kaoti with you. I need to sit here for a while.” I wondered if it might be better to spend the night on my ship. I wasn’t in the mood to speak to Papa, not right now and maybe not tomorrow. “Go! All of you, out!” 

Finally, they listened. I watched the vid-screen in silence. Felix’s remains had been removed from my ship. The Inquisitors had disembarked along with Papa and his guards. Terre remained with me along with the children, Pierce, Lorca, Nico, Zared, and Farowyn. 

“Chirp?” I looked at Thunderdrop. He showed me an image of bunny rabbits. 

I nodded to him in silent agreement just as the lift doors opened and Vice Admiral Dario Galerius entered. “Now isn’t a good time, Dario. I’ve just decided to leave. You should go.”

“Is my company unwelcome?”

“No....” 

“Then, it’s settled. Where are we going?” 

“Ephors.”

“Captain Ricimer accompanied Tavere,” Nico said. 

With a challenge in my eyes, I looked at Dario. “Take us to Ephors.” 

Dario saluted me and went to the bridge. 

Nico said, “Fitz accompanied him as well.” 

“Whatever. They can find us on Ephors or not. I really don’t care.” To the room, I asked, “Are you coming with us or getting off of my ship?” 

Terre sat and folded her hands demurely on her lap. Nico strode off to the kitchen and made himself a sandwich. 

“Teagan,” Zared started. 

“I don’t want to fucking talk to you. You knew. All of my Omnes Videntes knew. You knew that Flavian hadn’t sexually assaulted me, but you allowed me to believe it and suffer. Fuck you, fuck all of you, and fuck Eli.” 

Zared tried to touch me, and I slapped his hands away. He said, “We were under orders from Emperor Probus. Would you have us disobey him and commit treason? You made us swear oaths to him.” 

I felt my ship lift off. Within seconds, my vid-screen was signaling. I answered it and saw Papa. He stared at me before speaking. “Have I frightened my daughter away?” 

I thought my eyes would dislodge. “Frightened me? Frightened me? I’m so pissed off at you! You lied to me! It was all a manipulation! You know what, Papa? Fuck you, too!” I ended the communication. 

Terre, Nico, Zared, and Chef all looked like they were about to have heart attacks and die. My vid-screen came on without me accepting the call. It was Papa. I hurled a pillow at his face. 

“Young lady, you will not speak to me in that manner.” 

“Okay. How about this?” I smiled sweetly. “Fuck you up your...” 

Papa ended the call before I could finish. Nico choked on his sandwich, and Chef whacked him on the back to help dislodge it. Seconds later, two warships were flanking us. 

“Who the hell is that?” I asked. The calls started immediately in answer to my question. 

Answering, I saw Drex. “Dearest one, why have you left? Where are you going?” 

“I’m going to Ephors.”

“Teagan, your father loves you. I’m certain he didn’t wish for you to witness Felix’s execution.” 

“I don’t give a shit about Felix. I’m glad the bastard is dead. I would have killed him myself if Nico hadn’t pulled me off of him. After everything he did to us, he got what he deserved.”

“Then, why?” 

“Why? Is that a fucking joke? You don’t know why?” 

Drex looked at me with a blank expression. I ended our call. The other warship was captained by Eli. Rather than speaking to him when he called, I flipped him off and contacted my bridge. 

“Dario, refuse all communication from Inquisitor Eli Beck. Better yet, each time he calls, tell him to fuck off, and then end the call.”

“Yes, Princess.”

I stormed into my room, ripped my dress while changing into exercise clothes, and went to the gym. Thunderdrop came with me. 

“Chitter chitter chitter!” 

“You’re right. They’re all fucking assholes. Did they think that I was too stupid and weak to be trusted with plans to capture Felix?”

“Chirp.” 

I scowled at Thunderdrop. We had the gym to ourselves. Everyone was afraid of me, or so I thought. Terre joined me. She had changed and now activated the treadmill beside me. 

“I can’t believe you told Emperor Probus to go fuck himself. You should apologize.”

“Nope. Not gonna happen. He can go fuck himself repeatedly. Eli can go fuck himself. Zared can go fuck himself. Everyone who knew that Flavian didn’t really assault me can go fuck themselves.” 

“It was shitty of them,” Terre agreed. The very prim and cultured way she had spoken those words had me laughing. 

“Yes. It was shitty, and I’m pissed.” 

“Felix is no longer a threat to you or your family.” 

“No, but Flavian let me think he meant to kill my children and my family on Tora. Who the fuck does that, especially if he was supposed to be on our side the whole time?” The sounds our feet made were the only ones that we made for some time. 

“Teagan, from what I know of the former Ambassador Felix Jiri, he wasn’t one who was easily fooled, nor was his discovery and capture a simple enterprise. How many have hunted for him, and for how long have they done so?” 

“Chirp chirp.” Thunderdrop showed me a mental image of a rat that squeezed into a small deep hole. 

I shrugged at Terre. 

She said, “Perhaps, your anger will lessen.” 

“Doubtful,” I said in a petulant tone. 

“Teagan, there you are,” Dario said as he walked over to us. 

“Yes, and here you are. Why aren’t you flying my ship?” I wiped my sweat off on the inside of my shirt. 

“She is in capable hands. The Emperor is demanding to speak to you.” 

“So?” I kept up my pace. 

“If I do not bring you to speak to him at once, I will be flogged upon arrival at whichever land port we dock. I do not fear punishment and will submit to it if it is your wish,” Dario calmly stated. 

Terre stumbled to a stop and gaped at me. 

I slammed my hand down against my treadmill’s control panel to stop it. “Damn it!” I turned to Dario who waited patiently for an interpretable response. “You’re a Vice Admiral. Surely, he wouldn’t have you beaten to punish me.” The look on Terre’s face told me otherwise. “Fine.” 

I followed Dario to the bridge with Thunderdrop on my shoulder. Papa was watching the bridge activity from his office on Parvac. He filled the main viewscreen. Dario stood at attention. The bridge crew seemed terrified. I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at Papa. 

“Daughter, you have every right to be upset with me and everyone else for as long as you deem necessary. However, your mother is undeserving of your temper. She has taken to her bed in distress.” 

Forgetting my fury with Papa and the Inquisitors for a moment, I asked, “What has upset her? Isn’t she relieved that Felix is no longer a threat?” 

“It had nothing to do with Felix and everything to do with you.” 

“What did I do?” 

“You left.” 

“So?” 

“Call your mother, immediately. And, Teagan, I love you. In your anger, try not to forget that I love you.” I could see the hurt in Papa’s eyes before he ended the call. It made me feel like shit, even though my feelings were completely justified. I called Momma, who answered immediately. 

“Teagan, my baby. Please, come home. Don’t leave.” 

I was shocked by her appearance. Momma looked absolutely disgusting. Her eyes were red and puffy. Her nose was red and running, and her skin was splotchy. Momma was the reason I looked ugly when I cried. 

“Momma, why are you crying?”

“I heard you left immediately after arriving. I haven’t seen you or the babies in weeks, and you left without a word. Why, Teagan? Felix is no longer a threat. Come home where you belong.” 

“Momma, don’t cry. Please. I’m going to Ephors to cool off.”

“Why?” Momma sniffled. 

“Ask Papa. Feel free to join me on Ephors if you want, but I’m too angry to be around Papa, the Palace, or his Inquisitors right now.” 

“So, you’re not moving to Arachne?” Momma asked as she noisily blew her nose. 

“No, Momma. I’m going to Ephors to clear my head. I couldn’t ever leave you anymore than I could leave my children. You mean too much to me. Alright?” 

She nodded and wiped at her eyes. Her delicate shoulders shook, and for a moment I felt that our roles had reversed. Other than her years spent in captivity, Momma had been protected and pampered. She might be bossy, but beneath it all she was fragile. 

“You really wouldn’t mind if I were to come to Ephors? I don’t want to be separated from you at the moment. How do I go about the arrangements?” 

The question made her seem rather helpless to me. “I’ll tell you what, Momma. Go wash your face, pack a few things, and we’ll come back to pick you up. Alright?” 

She wiped at more of her tears. “You’ll come back for me?” Momma started crying again. 

“Yes, I’ll send a transport for you once we dock.” I tried to make my voice as soothing as possible. 

“Alright, my sweet. I’ll be ready. How long will it be?” Her voice shook slightly as she tried to calm herself. 

“A few hours,” I assured her before ending the call. Then, I used every expletive I had ever learned on Earth, Amphictyon, and Malta. 

“Impressive,” Dario said. 

“Oh, stuff it. Go get my Momma.” 

Thunderdrop and I returned to my deck. Through the viewport in my bedroom, I could see the two warships changing course to follow us. The stars seemed to whiz by much faster on our way to Parvac than they had on our departure away from it. My vid-screen signaled. 

“What?” I asked angrily as I answered it. 

Yukihyo gave me an annoyed look. “Do you mind telling me what you are doing, Lady Wife?” 

Since we had spoken every day and night since I had returned to the Empress, I knew Jazon must have had a recent conversation with him. “Let me guess. Jazon told you about today.” 

“No, Kaoti called. He’s angry with you. He said you tricked him into leaving you behind on the ship and then left. What is your plan?” 

“My plan is to clear my head and calm down on Ephors, but now I have to go home and get Momma. I learned something. It’s all her fault that I look ugly when I cry.” 

“Why is she troubled? I would have thought she would be relieved.”

“She’s crying because I left. We are going to get her. So, how long before you arrive on Ephors?” 

“It will be a few weeks. We will dock on Arachne in a few days. I love you.” 

“I love you, too.” 
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We arrived on Parvac so quickly that I only had time to shower and dress before being alerted that transports were loading into our bay. Momma had been waiting at the land port. Nico and I took the lift down to meet her. She wasn’t alone. Momma had brought along an entire contingent of individuals who were annoyed with me. I crossed my arms over my chest and glared right back at Kaoti. He manipulated me into stopping by holding Poppy at his shoulder. Momma stepped from the transport and rushed to hug me. Then, she started crying again which forced me to pat and attempt to soothe her. 

Fitz gave me a hurt look for having run off and left him which made my cheeks burn. Watching everything unfold was Papa, who gave me an innocent look. Captain Ricimer gave Dario a glare that suggested they would soon have words. Dario grinned at him. 

“Take us up, Captain,” Papa ordered to break the tension between them before it came to blows. 

“Momma, I thought you were going to wait for us to pick you up.” 

She seemed frail and shaky in my arms. “Your father thought this would be easiest. Oh, Teagan. I’m so relieved you came back.” I could feel her sincerity through our empathic bond. Violet, Kaoti, and Poppy entered the lift with Momma and me. “With him finally gone and no longer hidden, I don’t have to continually fear when he might strike at us next. When your father told me, it was as though a heavy burden had been lifted from me. It was like I floated free untethered, but I felt panicked almost. I’m not sure how to describe it.” 

I held her close to my side with my arm around her back. “You don’t have to. I understand. Let’s get you settled. You and Papa have your own Imperial suite onboard.” 

“I’d feel more settled by playing with my grandchildren.” 

“Alright.” 

After spreading a blanket out over the carpet, Momma, Terre, Violet, and I sat and played with the children and Thunderdrop. The men quietly observed us under the guise of attending to business on their vid-screens. 

That night, I attempted to sleep between Nico and Zared. I couldn’t do it. I was too angry with them. Zared had known the entire time, and when Nico had found out, he hadn’t rushed to tell me either. Quietly slipping from bed, I went to the sitting area, curled up on the couch with my feet under me, and watched Sue in her tank. She couldn’t sleep either. A hand touched my shoulder. Startled, I looked up at Dario. He wore a pair of blue, knee-length pajama bottoms. The lights from Sue’s tank cast shadowy designs over the muscles of his bare chest. 

“What are you doing up?” I whispered. 

“I was getting a snack when I heard you. Join me?”

I followed him into the kitchen and chuckled when I saw what he had been up to. Sandwich implements were spread out all over the counter. I made one for myself and got a glass of fizzy water to wash it down. Dario sat and ate his sandwich while I picked at mine. 

“Are you planning to eat that?” he asked. I pushed my plate across the table to him. “What’s this? It’s good,” he asked around a mouthful. 

“Turkey, bacon, mayonnaise, and cheese,” I answered. 

“So, do you want to talk about it?”

“They knew. Papa, Eli, Zared, Nico, and all of my Omnes Videntes knew. They knew Flavian hadn’t assaulted me, that it was all a mind fuck so I would be convincing to Felix. How could they treat me that way?” 

Dario brushed the crumbs from his hands onto his plate. “You need to sleep. You will be better able to evaluate the situation once you are rested.” 

“I’m too upset to sleep. I’ll sit up and watch Sue. She relaxes my mind.” 

“If you are intent on staying awake, come stretch out with me. We can talk about it without fear of waking anyone.” Dario offered me his hand. I took it and followed him to his quarters. His bed was a rumpled mess. 

“You couldn’t sleep either?” He started straightening his blankets. “Don’t worry about it,” I said. I sat cross-legged on the foot of his bed, and he sat with his back propped against his pillows. The dark, soft-looking hair of his chest practically begged to be touched. I raised my eyes to his face which was just as compelling. 

“No, angering one’s Emperor along with at least half a dozen Inquisitors, hasn’t been conducive to my sleep.” 

“I’m sorry, Dario. I didn’t mean to put you in the middle of all of this.” 

“I would gladly insert myself into any situation in which you require an ally. Now, tell me what prevents your sleep.” A gentle, compassionate smile was on his lips. 

“You know what prevents it.” I plucked at his blankets. “They used me and made a fool out of me. I think Eli’s betrayal hurts worst of all. I trusted him. He ordered my hybrid Laconian warriors to lie to me. They are bonded to me. Was everything a trick, even becoming an ensign?” 

“I don’t know, Teagan. When I am provided with the report, we will read it together,” he said with absolute sincerity. I rubbed at my arms. He patted the bed beside him. “Come here. I won’t hurt you, lie to you, or betray you.” Dario stretched out his long, muscular arm. I crawled across the bed to him and cuddled up against his side. “You should come and runaway with me to Daphoene. I could take your mind off of all of your worries. It is a beautiful planet of which you have seen very little.” Dario felt warm and safe beside me. He smelled like soap. I relaxed against him. 

“Oh, what would we do?” 

“I could take you to see the volcanoes. Perhaps, we might find one ready to erupt. It’s a beautiful sight. There are innumerable sights to see, and I would go to any lengths to amuse you.” 

“Would you have really taken a flogging for me had I refused to speak to Papa?” 

“Yes.” 

“Why?” 

“You needed someone who would defy even him at that moment. I knew it instinctively.” 

“It would have hurt and been humiliating,” I said as I imagined the horror. 

Dario lifted my braids and let them slide through his fingers. His words rumbled beneath my ear. “To experience hurt and humiliation would have brought me closer to you and to understanding how all of this has made you feel.” 

I lifted up to look into his eyes. “Why would you want to understand those feelings?” 

“So, I could help you feel better.” 

I captured his full bottom lip with my own and let myself luxuriate in the softness. Pulling back, I could feel his heart’s furious beat beneath my palm. “I was told that while we were on Naxa, you planned to seduce me into agreeing to marry you. Was that true?” 

Dario nodded. “I ache for you, Teagan. I thought that maybe if you ached for me as well that you might accept me as a husband to you.” 

“You have been patiently waiting for me, always there to step in when I needed you. It was you who kept me from spiraling into despair when Uncle Kagan and I had our huge fight. You seemed to know what I needed better than anyone else. What is it that you need, Dario?” 

He reached up to still my hand on his chest. His eyes had gone dark and were filled with a hungry look. “You know what I need, and that is for our lives to be bound. Through me, you would control Daphoene, her armies, and fleets.” 

“What would I do with them?”

“Not all reports were prefabrications. There are members of the Warrior Caste who are vehemently opposed to female admittance into their ranks. With me at your side, along with those aligned with House Galerius, your base of power strengthens providing additional security for your niece and her new friend. Neema should have the stars, as you do. I would be a champion to you and each daughter you bear. Take me, Teagan. Accept me, and I will prove myself to you.” 

“Is that all you feel you have to offer me, Dario, warships, men, and political influence?” 

“I can offer you considerable wealth. Anything you want or desire will be yours.”

“Dario, you don’t understand.”

“Then, make me understand,” he said with a note of desperation in his deep voice. 

“I’ve come to think of you as a friend. I like you.” 

Disappointed, he said, “And, that isn’t enough for you. How am I to compete with males who are able to connect with your mind and soul?” He got up, taking his warmth with him, and began pacing his room. “Your friendship is enough for me.” Dario turned to face me. “I treasure your friendship and trust, but I want so much more. I need more. Wanting you while you are so close but so far from being attainable is a torture far worse than anything I can imagine even Inquisitors inventing. To know you will never accept me is more painful than any possible torture yet devised.” 

“I didn’t say that I wouldn’t accept you, Dario. I will take you as a husband, but my feelings for you may always be like those for a close friend. Would that satisfy you or cause you more pain?” 

Dario’s gaze transfixed on me as though I were a transport’s lights, and he was the stag trapped by them. “You would accept me, but not love me as you do the others. Would I never feel your touch? Would I forever long to hold you?” 

“If you were mine, you might never touch my heart as it seems you long to do.” 

“Perhaps, that might change in time. Your heart has the power of a sun and the pull of a moon.” Dario picked up a vid-screen and activated it. Then, he sat beside me and read his marriage contract to me. His holdings and wealth put those of Fitz and Nico to shame. 

“How did House Galerius become so wealthy?” 

“Diamond mines. I will cover you in the glittering gems if you accept me.” 

“Being married friends is enough for you?” 

“Having you in my life is enough for me,” he swore. 

I placed my palm to the screen. Dario stared at it a moment in disbelief before adding his scan to mine. I took the vid-screen and put the finalized marriage contract on the nightstand. Then, I reached down between us and rested my hand on his rigid shaft. 

Dario’s gaze upon my face heated. “I thought you only wanted friendship.” 

“I never had friends to play with as a child. Now that I am grown, I think having a playmate I’m married to would be fun. Want to play a game, Dario?” 

In a deep, husky voice, he asked, “What game do you have in mind?” 

I lifted my gown over my head and let it fall to the carpet. His hands shook as he removed his pajama bottoms. “Whoever comes first has to be on the bottom next time.” 

“That sounds like an excellent game.” 

My hand didn’t wrap all of the way around Dario. He was too thick. Greedily, he explored my flesh with his mouth from where I straddled him. I held him in place and lifted up, aligning him with my center. I groaned at the feeling of the soft head of his stone cock stretching my lips. “Oh, Dario. You’re so big.” I closed my eyes and enjoyed the sensation of surrounding him with my softness. 

“I’ve never had a girl for a playmate. This is quite nice and far more satisfactory than playing with dolls.” 

I laughed while lowering myself down his shaft. He was so thick and hard that by the time I had fully impaled myself on his length, a powerful orgasm tore through me causing me to collapse panting against his chest. 

“Teagan?” 

“Hmm?” 

“You lost.” 

He rolled, pinning me beneath him. Dario moved with hard, long strokes, in and out, over and over until I lost all sense of everything save for our intimately joined bodies that had grown hot and slick from our vigorous activities. My eyes squeezed shut, and my back arched from the bed as a second orgasm bubbled and exploded through me, leaving me to tingle and fall. Dario was a battering ram against my willing gate. 

“You’re so big and hard,” I said breathlessly as his thrusts punctuated my words. My words at that moment were a mistake. He slammed forward and pumped me full of himself, breathing as though he had just won a race. My limbs tingled with pleasure. “Dario, you’re the only man who has ever made me look forward to losing.” 

He laughed and kissed me. “Together, we will always win.” Pulling his long length from within me, he stretched out beside me. Covering us both with his blankets, he rested his palm against my bare stomach. As our breathing returned to normal, we drifted off. A deep sleep that had been eluding me for weeks finally opened its arms to me and claimed me. 

Near morning, Dario woke me by humping against my thigh in his sleep. My soft laughter woke him. “I dreaded waking from my dream but have found a more satisfying reality.” 

I straddled him and brought his wrists up above his head where I playfully trapped them. “You were eager to play before you were even awake.” I let my eyes roam over the black stubble covering his cheeks before settling my gaze on his dark-brown eyes. I hadn’t dreamed it. Dario was mine. 

He grinned and spun us so that he was on top. “If I recall, you lost three times before I did.” 

I gasped as he slowly worked himself into me. Larger than even Fitz, Dario had already made me sore during our wedding night, so after he had given me pleasure, I gathered my will and rolled pleasure through him, stimulating his endorphins. Dario came so hard and with such force that he almost knocked the air out of me. I laughed. 

“You cheated,” he said, but he didn’t seem upset by it. 

“It was self-preservation. I need to be able to walk.” 

“I’m more than happy to carry you wherever you wish to go.” 

I smiled. “Then, carry me to the shower.” 

“As you wish, Lady Galerius.” Dario winked at me and dragged me to the end of the bed by my ankles. 

We laughed throughout our shower. 

When I went to my room to dress, it was empty. Telepathically, Zared said, “Nico and I woke up alone in bed together. It was disturbing. We are currently in the gym.” 

Angrily, I said, “Thank you so much for letting me know what’s going on.” 

He went silent in my thoughts. 

It was so early that just about everyone on the Imperial deck still slept. I went to the kitchen for coffee, walking past Papa, who sat at the dining table with his breakfast before him. 

“You’re still angry.” 

“Why wouldn’t I be? The list of males with whom I am angry is long.” I took a seat near him and sipped my coffee. 

Dario approached, and I smiled at him. “Tell me I am not on that list.” 

“No, darling. You are on my other list.” 

“What other list?” Dario asked. 

“The short one of people who I can trust.” 

“Teagan,” Papa started. 

“What? Exactly how long did you know the truth about Flavian?” 

Neema toddled in and saved him. “Mommy, I’m thirsty.” 

I bent down to pick her up. “You’re thirsty? Good morning, my love. Do you want some juice?” 

She nodded her little head of dove-grey hair at me. “Where’s Daddy?” 

“Daddy is with Uncle Hiroshi, Phillip, Jazon, and Tracy. They will be home with us soon.” 

Neema yawned. I made her a sippy cup and returned with her to the table. “I want Rio,” she said while holding her hands out to him. 

Niklos toddled in next and went straight for Papa. I made his plate and gave him his sippy cup. Then, I went to the nursery for Peter. He was sitting up in his bed looking at me. 

“Would you like a clean diaper and some breakfast?” 

He held his hands up to me, melting my heart as he always did. We were in our rocking chair nursing when Farowyn entered. “You took Dario as a husband.” 

“I did, as I have taken you.” I wondered if Farowyn was about to criticize me for not discussing my decision with him. I prepared myself for a battle. 

“Your other marriages are recorded, but ours is not. I wish for our union to be officially recognized.” That was it. Farowyn was done. 

“Alright. We will see to it as soon as the children are fed.” 

Farowyn bowed to me. “I will speak to Emperor Probus.” My father’s name on his lips angered me, and he knew it. “Do you believe your father would ever deliberately cause you harm?” 

“No, but....” 

“Since he has been in your life, has he hurt you?” 

“No....”

“Teagan, an unstable genius brutally tore his family from him once. It had to stop. You made an unwitting sacrifice to protect what is dear to you because your father had no other recourse than to lure the predator from hiding by using his own sweet child. Do you think it was easy for him to stay silent, to see your pain, and watch you leave?” Farowyn didn’t wait for a response. He bowed low to me and left. 

I rocked Peter until he started pushing against me to sit up. “Nik, Ma.” 

I kissed Peter’s forehead. “You want your brother? Okay. Let’s go find Nik.” 

Niklos and Neema were playing on the floor near the dining table. Peter cried and held his hands down to his brother. Niklos said, “Sit here, brother,” and patted the carpeting beside him. 

Lorca handed Peter some blocks. 

Papa, Farowyn, and Dario were still seated at the dining table. I walked to Papa, and tears began to fall. He pushed his chair back and held me while I cried against his neck. “I’m sorry, my darling. Please, forgive me. I know I am well-deserving of your anger.” 

“I love you, Papa. This was all so hard.” 

“I know, my darling. I know, but he will never hurt us again. Will you forgive me?” 

I kissed his cheek and got up from his lap. I didn’t answer. I wasn’t sure if I could forgive any of them. Joining the children, I taught Peter to play with his blocks. Glancing up, I watched as Papa brought Momma breakfast in bed. Nico and Zared returned from the gym. They had known about Flavian since the explosion on Parvac when the Inquisitors had escaped. Had everyone known but me? 

Farowyn dropped down beside me with a grin on his alien lips and the most financially basic marriage contract with which I had ever been presented. It was the addendum to the contract with all of its political jargon that was convoluted. It had the seals of Papa and King Rorgowyn, the approval of Director Larkin Sapor, and that of Papa’s Military Advisory Committee, along with several Eloneave officials whose names I couldn’t read, much less pronounce. I placed my palm in the appropriate section to be scanned. Farowyn didn’t kiss me. Instead, he cocooned me in his arms along with Peter, who I held on my lap. We remained that way until Neema and Niklos became curious about Farowyn’s arms. 

“Fawin, let Neema play in arm tent, too! Neema likes camping!” 

I bit my lip hard to keep my explosive laughter inside. However, Farowyn let his laughter free. Soon, he was amusing the children with his patagium and learning to give pony rides. I sat at Momma’s feet. She had decided that my hair was a mess and insisted on fixing it. 

After she had removed half of my braids, she said, “I am very proud of you. Captain Aegisthus told me how brave you were throughout Felix’s capture.” 

“You heard about it from him? Papa didn’t tell you?” 

Momma whispered, “Tavere doesn’t share with me anything that he believes might upset me. My guards hide nothing from me and never have.” She squeezed my shoulder. Quietly, she said, “I would be furious if I were you. Now, I understand why you left Parvac. Had I known what had caused your anger, I wouldn’t have begged you to return so soon.” 

“I’m sure Papa knew that, and it was the reason he didn’t tell you.” 

Papa said, “You know I can hear you. I’m sitting right here.” He was seated in a chair a few feet away. We ignored him. 

“I am furious, insulted, betrayed, and hurt. However, I am angriest with one male in particular.” 

I didn’t think I would ever be able to look at Inquisitor Eli Beck again. Unfortunately, his warship kept pace with mine. Ephors was a welcome sight. However, it annoyed me that the Empress was the last of the three ships to dock. I had wanted to speed to my home and lock the doors against unwanted visitors. So far, I had refused every call from Eli and had no intentions of speaking to him. I didn’t even want to look at him. 

“Momma, I think it would be fun if we ladies and the children rode together to my home.” 

“What a lovely idea, my sweet,” she said as she patted my cheek. 

Thunderdrop lifted his legs up and down in excitement, eager to play in the trees. Together with Terre and Violet, we took the children to the transport bay. I sat in the driver’s seat and drove down the ramp and out into the land port. The males were quick to follow. 

“Let’s have lots of girl time while we are here. We can spend time at the spas, go shopping, visit art exhibits, and things like that.” 

Momma said, “What a lovely idea. Your father can go hunting.” 

I said, “Your Imperial Guards can protect us.” 

Violet said, “It’s not fair of you to be upset with Kaoti. He was sworn to secrecy, and he was only told so he wouldn’t jeopardize the mission by killing the operatives. And before you ask, no. Of course, I didn’t know. I only found out last night after he was granted permission to share vague details with me.” 

“I’m sorry you’re in the middle of this, Violet, but I’m going to be angry for as long as I’m angry. I’ve got a right to feel how I feel and to work through it at my own pace.” 

“Fine. I can respect that. Just know this. My husband may look like the cold, merciless assassin he is, but he has a heart, and you are in it, scratching and making it bleed. When he hurts, I hurt, so try and have some pity where he is concerned. Felix is the one who deserves your anger.” 

“Fine. Whatever,” I said with sulkiness. 

I parked in front of my house, the one Papa had given me. He spoiled me every chance he got with mansions, warships, transports, and barges. I knew he loved me and had been desperate to protect me, but Flavian.... 

Ira, my personal assistant, and Max, my chef, waited for us at the doors. I ran to them and gave them hugs. 

“Hello! I’ve missed both of you! Have you met Momma?” I turned to help get Neema, Niklos, and Peter out. 

“Chirp! Chirp!” 

“Yes, go play. Have fun.” 

Neema ran straight for Max. “Max got cookies for Neema?” 

“Oh, yes, Princess Neema. I have been making all of your favorites for the past two days.”

“You’re good, Max,” she said as she kissed his cheek. 

Max had Neema in his arms, but he and Ira went down to one knee when Momma stepped from the transport. While getting Peter out, I jumped and hit my head on the roof when Kaoti appeared out of thin air to help Violet with Poppy. I glared at him and rubbed my head. 

“Daddy,” Poppy said as she grabbed his lower lip in her tiny fingers. 

Kaoti said, “There is nothing a father won’t do to protect his daughter.” 

“I don’t need another lecture. Why don’t you go impregnate your wife or something?” 

Violet said, “He already did. I should be puking all over your carpets again in no time.” 

“Oh.” I stilled and looked at them. “Congratulations. I’m happy for you. You should relax and take it easy.” 

My thoughts went straight to Luca and our baby. Quickly, I turned away from them to unfasten Peter from his seat, but Terre saw my face as she was getting Niklos out. Taking deep breaths, I worked on appearing angry rather than heartbroken and went inside.

“Oh, Teagan, this is lovely,” Momma complimented. 

“Thank you. Abbie helped me decorate.” 

“Abbie Cassian. We should call her to join us,” Momma said. 

Soon, Papa and everyone else had arrived. Farowyn and his men joined Thunderdrop in the exploration of the woods. 

“Dario?” 

“Yes, Teagan?” 

“Make yourself at home.” I smiled at my handsome new husband while thinking of his girth. 

“If you have no objections, I fear I must make a trip into the city. I’ve been managing for the last few days on borrowed clothing.” He gave me a dashing smile. 

“Understood. See you later.” 

After everyone was settled and Pierce and Lorca had the children, I changed and went for a walk. Not far from the house, a patch of ground caught my notice. Stumbling over to it, I sat, held my knees to my chest, hid my face against them, and cried. In the spot was where the tent had been placed in which Luca and I had spent our first night together. Pain choked me. A strong soothing force washed over me as Zared sat beside me and put his arm around me. 

“Why did he have to die? He was so loving, so loyal, and brave. It’s just not fair.” 

“It wasn’t fair, but Luca must rest easier in the afterlife knowing that you and the children are now free of your most dangerous threat.” Zared held his hand open beside me and laced my fingers with his. 

“I’ll think I’m okay. Then, something happens to remind me of him, and I hurt all over again.” 

“You don’t feel the pain alone. I share it with you along with your anger, confusion, and fear. Everything you feel, I feel.” 

I nodded. We sat in silence and watched the bunnies as they hopped among the flowers and across the path until my tears had dried. Then, on silent feet, we were joined by Walter, Tomaz, Vawn, Xander, Wyatt, Vic, Zack, Zergio, Rozz, Izaac, Zam, Traviz, and Jezzie. They pleaded with their solid black eyes for my forgiveness. 

Zared said, “Teagan, we tried to capture Felix. We tried and we failed. His fear of us made him overly cautious and spared him from our discovery. Using the Inquisitors was the only way, but Flavian was out of line.” 

“Aw. Look here,” Walter said. He had his hands cupped in front of him and kneeled before me. 

“Oh....” He placed a baby bunny in my hands. I touched its soft fur with my fingertips and petted its ears. Its little heartbeat tickled my palm. I giggled when it snuffled at my fingers with its little nose. Then, I put it down and watched as it hopped away to nibble at the vegetation. “I don’t want my pride or feelings to ever get in the way of you protecting my children or our family.” 

Zared rubbed my shoulders. “We know. You’re cold. Let’s go inside.”

Zergio said, “We are a thought away, sister.” 

I nodded and kissed his cheek. “I know. You all know that I love you, right?” 

“We know,” Rozz said. 

Together, Zared and I continued the walk that I had begun alone. 

“I’m thinking of buying a ship for Farowyn. He should be able to travel as he pleases. Will you help?” 

“Of course. Dario would be of great assistance as well. I believe Farowyn will be pleased.” 

“Did Yukihyo know?” It hurt to ask, and I feared his answer. 

“No. Fitz, Drex, Farowyn, your ladies, your staff, none of them knew. The Inquisitors knew, we knew, and Nico and Kaoti were told enough so that they would not kill them and were ordered to back off.” 

“Nico can determine a lot from such an order,” I said. 

“He can.” 

After dinner, I encouraged Dario, Fitz, Zared, and Farowyn to check their vid-screens for any vessels that might be worth purchasing at the land port. We kept the reason a secret from Farowyn, but paid close attention to his opinions. In private, I called Yukihyo. 

“Investing in Farowyn is intelligent. With a ship of his own and some credits, I can teach him to buy and trade for what his people need. Then, he can invest in another ship and train someone to assist him.” 

“Can you outfit the ship he chooses with photonic film?” 

Yukihyo inclined his head to me. “It will be my gift to him.” 

“Thank you. How much longer until you’re home? Neema keeps asking for her daddy. But, selfishly, I need you. I need you so much.” 

Yukihyo grinned. “Even surrounded by virile males, you still need me?”

“You’re my soul. You know that. This entire situation has been so shitty.” 

Yukihyo frowned. “A beautiful princess should not use that word.” 

“I apologize. Certain individuals are....” 

“Teagan, language,” Yukihyo scolded before I could let loose the barrage of expletives that I had all planned out. “I will do my best to make everything better once I return. I will speak to you in the morning. I love you.” 

“I love you, Yukihyo Lee.” 

That night, I slept soundly once more, but between Nico and Zared, sharing not only blankets, but also forgiveness. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Seventeen


[image: image]


The next day, I sent Farowyn, Zared, Fitz, and Dario to the land port with instructions to buy the best ship they could find. They were glad to leave. Papa was in a mood because Momma was upset with him over me. She didn’t fuss or yell to make her displeasure known, so I wasn’t sure what she had done or was doing to make her point. 

From where Terre, Violet, and I sat, I heard her say, “Your company isn’t required. My guards will be with us.” 

“Neema, please don’t be cold to me,” Papa said in something I’d consider a whine from anyone but the Emperor. 

“Cold? Forgive me, darling. I never intended to be cold. I meant to be absolutely frigid. Now, I am taking our daughter and her friends out for the day. Try to be a good grandfather in our absence, and I may thaw some. Understood?” 

“Yes, Neema,” Papa said. 

The three of us exchanged glances before joining Momma in the foyer and walking with her out to the transport. “Go,” she ordered Captain Aegisthus. 

“What was that about?” I asked. 

“What do you mean?” Momma gave me an innocent look.

“Why did Papa call you cold?” I wondered if it had something to do with when she was in stasis and if something was wrong. 

“I’m punishing him for your tears.” 

“How?” I asked, even more confused. 

Terre, Momma, and Violet turned incredulous eyes my way. “You know how,” Violet said. 

“No, she doesn’t. Look at her expression,” Terre said. 

Sitting more firmly back and turning to pin me with her regard, Momma said, “I haven’t seen to your father’s needs in two days.” 

“Ew. Isn’t that punishment for you, too? You only have one husband.” 

Violet asked, “Haven’t you ever withheld physical affection to express your anger? All I have to do is threaten Kaoti, and he capitulates.” 

“No, not on purpose,” I said. 

In exasperation, Momma said, “Oh, Teagan. If a husband angers you, ignite his pheromones and then refuse to give him pleasure.” 

“Momma, that’s mean.” 

“Well, how do you expect to keep your husbands obedient otherwise?” 

The three of them looked serious. I died laughing. Then, I wiped my eyes. “Not one of my husbands can be controlled. They are too smart for that. Anyway, I don’t want their obedience. I like them undomesticated and feral.” 

Terre laughed and shook her head. 

Momma said, “Yes, I’ve heard of your penchant for hairy males.” 

“Are you suggesting that you don’t like a hairy chest?” 

“I don’t care for it. I have Tavere’s body hair removed.” She appeared to find the very idea of male body hair extremely distasteful. 

“Poor Papa. It sounds like you’ve already punished him enough.” I cringed. Hair removal was something that I personally dreaded. 

Momma took my hand. “What they made you believe and feel, I felt it with you.” 

Her words made Zared’s to me from the evening before even clearer. All of us had suffered because of Eli’s stupid plan and his team of ruthless Inquisitors. Maybe, they had deserved to be left naked on that mountain. 

“So, Violet, how are you feeling?” I asked to change the subject. 

With a heavy sigh, she said, “Tired. Tired unlike any other tired.” 

“Well, today you will be pampered from head to toe,” Momma assured her. 

Momma’s idea of a spa day was extreme, but then when I remembered her title, it made sense. However, watching male attendants feed Momma and Violet their lunches while they lounged was a bit much. I rolled my eyes. When it was time for our massages, I put on a robe and snuck away to the rooftop terrace. The idea of it was too much for me, but I didn’t want the ladies to know. Luca was too much on my mind and would be so even more during a massage. I couldn’t take it. Heaters kept me from freezing while I hid. 

“Oh, Luca.” 

I looked out over the clean and organized city. The buildings were evenly spaced. Civilians and soldiers went about their business in polite and orderly fashions. It wasn’t at all like the dirty wet alley in a practically lawless excuse for a city where I had lost him. I wiped my eyes on my robe. 

“I swore to myself that day that Jiri would never take anyone else from you again.” 

I turned to see Eli stepping from the shadows a few feet from me. 

“Not Jiri, his clones, his Earth Loyalists, or anything or anyone remotely associated with him will hurt you again.” His black hair gleamed, but his dark eyes were dull. 

“But, you let your friend, Flavian, hurt me.” Accusation was thick in my voice. 

Eli took a step closer. “He didn’t hurt you. He made you think that he had. A drugged kiss, a few suggestive movements, and your mind was his.” 

“You let me believe it. Why?” I clutched at my robe-covered elbows. 

“You had to fear Cory so that Jiri would believe he was your enemy. Had Farowyn not involved himself, we would have had Felix in a week on Malta.” 

“How do you know?” I asked angrily. 

“Because I tortured it out of Lewis Soval before I killed him. The man was one of Jiri’s contacts.” I took a step back. Eli stopped his forward progression. “Do you fear me?” he asked in a barely audible voice. 

“I thought he had raped me. He looked like Yukihyo. He was in my wing. Did you let him in? Did you do that?” 

“He didn’t need my help. He’s one of the Empire’s best spies. Had he intended you harm or felt any ill will toward you, Zared would have sensed it. Flavian was working to protect you by order of the Emperor. You still haven’t answered my question.” 

I continued to ignore it. “What was the contact information that Felix gave to Flavian in the cargo bay of the ship on Arachne?” 

Eli remained still. “It was the name of an informant of Jiri’s on Scipio.” 

“Scipio? Who?” 

“A restaurateur named Soren who has insinuated himself into the life of an associate of yours.” Eli watched me while I thought. 

“Felicia mentioned a man named Soren to me. She’s my friend and former business partner.” 

Eli nodded. “I have sent an operative with orders to keep him under observation and to take action if required.” 

“What do you mean by if required?” 

“You know what I mean by it.” 

“Right. When Soren learns of Felix’s death, he will become dangerous and unpredictable.” 

Eli inclined his head to me. “Clark and his team renounced their houses and swore to you. Will you return them to their houses?” 

“Why should I?” I asked snottily. 

“Clark is the last of House Flavian, his father’s only child.” 

Incredulously, I asked, “You want me to do Flavian a favor? Basically, you’ve confirmed that he mind-fucked me. He made me think he was going to kill my family, but you want me to return his to him? Why the fuck should I?” 

Eli took a step closer to me. “It is the right thing to do for both Clark and Cory. Both of them risked their lives in service to House Probus.” 

“Maybe, I would be kinder to protect Clark from the monster he calls a father,” I said angrily. 

“Cory isn’t a monster. He and I have been friends for most of our lives.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “There are ugly, dirty things that often require attention. These streets are so pristine and her occupants so civilized, but depravity and treasonous intent can’t be disguised here as well as it blends in with the environments of Malta, Amphictyon, or Earth. We are the ones sent to battle dark and hidden evils, to uncover plots, and to protect the innocent while serving harsh justice to the guilty.”

His self-righteous tone ignited my temper. “Protect the innocent? Unless you need to use someone to obtain an objective, right? Weren’t you and your team brilliant enough to come up with another plan?” 

“When we calculated your possible responses and Felix’s reactions, the plan we decided upon had the highest possible rate of success.” 

I felt my pulse in my ears, throbbing. “I’ve worked so hard to overcome what Nathan Green did to me, and you almost sent me huddling back into myself.” My cheeks began to flush with anger. 

“I told you not to let them break you.” 

His calm, dispassionate response as though such a suggestion could have saved me from the despair and shame I had felt, made me snap. I slapped Eli hard across the face. He stood still without any reaction or change even in his eyes. I screamed at him and slapped him again and again. Then, I hit him with my fists, but he stood unmoving as though oblivious to my rage. 

“What? I’m not good enough to fight? You don’t feel anything? Do you? I can’t hurt you? Is that the point?” I screamed at him as I panted with the exertion of my attack. Blood dripped from Eli’s lip, and my handprints reddened his face. 

Quietly, he said, “Yes, you hurt me. You are the only one who hurts me.” Eli grabbed me by the arms and pulled me close. My robe had come open, leaving me exposed before him. “I’m not as unfeeling as you currently believe.” 

“Then, you’re one hell of an actor! Shit! For years, you had me believing you were my friend and that you cared about me, but that was only your job! It was only what you manipulated me into thinking!” 

A spark of anger appeared in his eyes. “That’s a lie, and you know it.” 

“I don’t know anything where you’re concerned!” 

“Then you have deceived me as well. I thought you were more intelligent than that.” 

My hand shot out to slap him again, but he caught my wrist. Eli’s lips crashed down to mine, and he stepped closer, trapping my naked front to his uniformed body. He kissed me as though it were the final act of his existence. When I took a breath, his tongue invaded my mouth greedily caressing my own. Then, Eli stilled and withdrew his mouth from mine but didn’t relinquish his hold. From his lips, I could taste the metallic flavor of his blood that I had drawn. 

“I have loved you since the first time I heard your voice, a girl alone with a family of strangers who didn’t know her true identity, a girl who survived and fought because heredity and breeding couldn’t be beaten out of her no matter how hard Nathan Green tried. I made him suffer for it before I gave him to your father. Everyone who has ever harmed you has suffered. I will protect and avenge you until the day I die. From the moment I first saw your sweet face, I have lived for you alone. Your fists may make me bleed, but for you to believe I do not care for you causes me more pain than anything I have ever before experienced. Hurting you to protect you and being forced to perpetuate the ruse so that your pain was not in vain, scarred my soul. Watching as you accepted Drex, when I am the one who loves you, was the only thing that has ever hurt me worse. When you accepted Dario, your message was clear. You wanted to punish me. Dario was loyal to you while you believed me false. You have shut me out, ignoring my attempts to speak to you. You think I am unfeeling, but where you are concerned, I feel so much that it hurts. Never doubt that I am yours. I am your protector. I am your ally. I am your friend. If I could rip out my soul and lay it at your feet, I would do so.” 

I could see something now in Eli’s eyes. It was desperation. My heart felt raw. 

Panicked, he asked, “Have I lost what love you once felt for me? Have I lost the only thing that I ever had that I ever truly wanted? Not long ago, you told me that you loved me. I knew you meant it in a familial way, but that was the happiest day of my life. If I have killed your love for me, it will be the most wretched and vile execution I have ever performed.” Reaching up, Eli wiped the tears from my face with his fingertips. 

“You haven’t killed my love for you, Eli.” Tears fell from his eyes, and I wiped them away with my fingertips. 

“I’ve never wanted anything more than to please you, to keep you safe and happy.” 

I wrapped my arms around his chest. Eli lowered his lips to mine, and when I responded kissed me with a slow, hot passion. An instinct to claim Eli drove my hand down to caress him through the fabric of his trousers. When he didn’t object, I unfastened them and dipped my hand inside to grasp his hard length. The strong and stoic Inquisitor Beck broke and crumbled like plaster to the terrace revealing a man of passionate fire in his place. Eli lifted me by my thighs and placed me on a table. Plates and a vase full of winter flowers crashed and clattered to the ground as he cleared the table with a swipe of his muscular forearm. 

I lifted my legs and wrapped them around his hips. Free of his pants, I could feel the combination of hot skin and powerful male between my thighs. Without any preamble, Eli pushed forward, burying himself within me as though attempting to forge us into a new being through the heat of our passion. He had me so thoroughly pinned that I could feel his balls tickling my ass as my back hit the table. 

Pausing, Eli stared into my eyes. “I love you. I love you with all that I am. I swear that I will never again deceive you. I will never forgive myself for being an instrument to your pain.” 

I wiped at the tears on his face and the blood on his lip. “Then, I will forgive you.” I could feel the pulse of his heartbeat through his penis as though his heart were within me, mine. “If I didn’t love you, I wouldn’t have been so hurt and angry. I can’t forgive myself for being so brutal to you. I’ve made you bleed. I’m so sorry.” 

“Don’t be.” Eli began driving himself into me, hard and fast. The table legs screeched against the ground beneath us. 

“Why?” I gasped as he moved us along with the table. 

“I liked it,” he admitted. “The feeling of your hands striking my flesh was the most erotic thing I’ve ever experienced.” Eli grinned at me, and had a mischievous glint in his eyes. Then, they narrowed to slits as he came. 

“Teagan? Teagan?” I heard Terre calling. 

Quickly, Eli pulled himself from me and hid himself in his pants with one hand while holding the other down to me. 

“Oh! Oh! You, brute!” Terre’s beautiful and serene expression transformed into one of fury as she flew at Eli and swatted at him repeatedly with both hands while placing herself protectively between us. 

Eli held his hands clasped behind him during the onslaught of her attack. I could only imagine how it looked with blood on his lip and his face reddened by my slaps. 

“Terre! It’s not what it looks like! Seriously? Make a fist with your thumb on the outside and put your weight into it,” I suggested with a snicker as I hurried to protect Eli from my furious friend. “Terre,” I said as I fastened my robe and stepped in front of Eli. My head snapped backwards into Eli’s chest, and I saw black ringed with red. “Ow!” I covered my left eye with both hands. 

“Teagan! Oh, Teagan! I’m so sorry!” 

“Shit, Terre. That actually hurt. Way to go. I’ll unleash you on Clark.” 

“Oh, Teagan! I’ve hurt you! My dear precious friend! I only wanted to defend you against this monstrous brute!”

“I’m the one who lost my temper and brutalized him. We were just making up.” 

“Making up? There are broken place settings, vases, overturned chairs, and gouges in the flooring from the table legs. He’s even bleeding!” 

Through my right eye, I surveyed the damages. “I’ll clean it up.” 

“Oh, my! It looks like someone had a wild party,” a rather effeminate male spa attendant said as he stepped over the broken plates. Terre was clutching her wrist to her robed chest. I knew she had hurt herself when she had hit me in the eye. “So, might I suggest an eye mask for you, a hand massage for you, and for this big sexy beast a lip treatment and a calming mask?” 

I stared at the man through one eye. Terre was trying to control her labored breathing. I shrugged. “Yeah. Sure. Sounds good. Come on, guys.” 

Eli picked me up in one arm, Terre in the other, and carried us over the shards of pottery and glass. It crunched under his boots. The attendant made a sound that was between a purr and a growl at Eli. 

“He’s taken,” I said. 

The attendant pouted and then winked at me. 

A few minutes later, Terre and I were laughing at Eli. He was sporting a pink clay mask on his face, and a purple gel on his lips, while trying to keep himself covered with his spa robe. 

“How’s your hand?” I asked.

Wistfully, she said, “It hurts. I wish Phillip were here.”

“Yes, so do I along with Yukihyo.” 

“Teagan, did you really just claim a third husband in this month alone?” Terre asked incredulously. 

“Um, not officially. Eli just ravaged me and didn’t even make me an offer.” 

“Teagan, I offered you my soul, and you took it. You will have everything else once you activate either your vid-screen or mine. I will also give you any gift you will accept from me.” 

“Great. Momma and Papa can babysit. You’re taking me to Scipio to rescue Felicia. It’s my fault they targeted her. Contact Jazon. Tora can meet us there.” 

Eli asked, “When do you wish to leave?” 

“Take me home. I need to kiss my babies, tell Papa where we are going, and pack a few things.”

Eli said, “Dani, will you please help us prepare to leave?” 

Dani, the attendant who had continued making sweet faces at Eli said, “Of course, anything for you.” 

I kissed Momma and Violet goodbye, and encouraged them to stay and enjoy the spa. Momma asked, “Where are you going?” 

“Something came up. I love you. Is it okay if I leave the kids with Gama and Gapa for a few days?” 

Momma perked up. “Oh! I’d love nothing more!” 

“Great! Thanks, Momma.” 

Eli drove Terre and me home. Nico met us at the door. “What happened to you?” he asked Eli before scanning to see if we had been followed. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a bruise on you. Who the fuck did that?” Then, he saw my eye. It was a light shade of purple in a spot but not very bad. 

“Nico, I beat up Eli and then took his virginity. Terre punched me while defending his honor.” 

Nico gave me a look. “What really happened?” 

“I’ll tell you later. Are you coming with us or staying here? Momma and Papa are babysitting.” 

“I’m what? What am I doing?” Papa asked. 

“You’ll have Pierce and Lorca to help you,” I said. Then, I quickly explained. 

The children were playing in the backyard with bunnies that Walter and Izaac had caught for them. Into my thoughts, Izaac said, “We are coming with you. I will learn all that I can from Soren’s mind once we capture him.” 

I nodded. “We are taking Eli’s warship and leaving the Empress for Momma and Papa.” I sent my thoughts to Thunderdrop, sharing with him images of the Lake of Mist and the Singing Rocks. He floated down to me on a line of spider silk. I kissed my babies. They were laughing, playing with bunnies, and well-guarded. 

Papa said, “Full report in two hours.” Eli saluted. “Teagan, how long are you planning to be gone?” 

I looked at him and started calculating distances in my head. Even with a warship outfitted with photonic film, it might take three weeks to go to Scipio, rescue Felicia, and return home. Could I handle being gone from my babies for that long? 

“Teagan?” Papa asked. 

“Maybe, three weeks.” Doubt laced my response. Lorca heard me as he came out with two sippy cups and a bottle of juice. “I should take them with me.” 

Lorca said, “Teagan, the children have been cooped up on starships for weeks. They need the fresh air, sun, and running space. Let us do our jobs. Pierce and I can take care of them here where they can use their legs, practice their swimming, and learn to appreciate nature. It would be good for you to have some time to yourself.” 

“Your mother lives for spoiling her grandchildren. Also, I’m sure that if I were to extend an invitation to Marcos and Abbie, they would join us. What could be better than being spoiled by two sets of grandparents?” 

“You’re sure? I don’t want to be a bad mother.” 

“Stars, Teagan. Please, don’t ever let your mother hear you say such a thing. She cries at night for how she left you.” 

Shocked, I said, “It wasn’t her fault.” 

Papa said, “I know, and you know.” He kissed my forehead. 

Inside, Ira handed me a satchel containing my vid-screen and took my suitcases out to the transport. That was when my husbands came home. Zared gave me a nod. “We had our things sent over to Eli’s ship from the Empress and are prepared to leave.” 

Nodding to him, I asked, “Did you pick out a ship?” 

“We found a beauty. She’s only had one owner, a former fleet captain, who downsized to a smaller vessel. He didn’t need that much ship for simple jaunts in the Empire,” Dario said. 

I turned to Farowyn. “Is she ready for a trip?” 

Farowyn seemed puzzled that I had directed my question to him. “It’s a fine ship and in excellent condition. I’m envious of the engineering involved in its construction. She looks like she will be a worthy addition to your holdings.” 

“Oh, she isn’t mine. She is my gift to you, husband. My Eloneave Admiral should have the freedom of the stars. I know it is where you belong.” Farowyn’s brown eyes locked onto mine. “Yukihyo is seeing that you have an account to cover fueling costs and enough to begin merchant activities. It will be up to you to learn from him and increase your credits.” 

“With my own ship, I can return to Talpa with supplies for my people whenever I wish.” 

“Yes, and return to Peter and me wherever we are and whenever you wish.” 

Farowyn grabbed me by the waist and pulled me close. “With this gift, you return me to myself.” 

I kissed his cheek. “Follow me in her if you wish. We are leaving for Scipio. A man who was working for Felix insinuated himself into the life of a dear friend of mine. I need to make this right.” 

Farowyn nodded. His men followed him up to get their things. They seemed more excited than he did. Nico, Fitz, Drex, Dario, and Zared were grinning at me. “What?” 

Nico said, “You have a gift for stealing male hearts right out of their chests.” 

“I do?” 

Dario said, “Losing a ship is traumatic, I’ve heard. To lose one after having spent a lifetime aboard her would be harrowing. You gave him back a part of himself.” 

I blushed.

Fitz said, “A female who spoils a male with extravagant gifts is rather sexy.” 

I rolled my eyes at him. 

Zared said, “You would know. Nice portrait you got of her.” I blushed a deeper shade, knowing he referred to the nude painting I had posed for on Thalassa at Fitz’s request. Well, I’d been wearing a hat. Zared asked me, “Would you mind calling Sparrow?” 

“I’ll call her. What’s wrong?”

Zared said, “She thinks you are angry with her.”

“Why?” That she would think such a thing had me completely baffled. 

“You left her and Xavier on Parvac.” 

“Well, shit.” I called Sparrow. 

She answered from her lab. “Hello, Teagan.” 

“Hey. How’s work going?” I tried to appear sweet and precious. 

“Good.” She looked distrustful of my attempt. 

“Everything alright?” I waited. 

Eventually, she asked, “What did I do wrong?” 

I feared I might be sporting a deer in headlights expression. “Nothing that I know of. Why?”

“You went off-world without us.” 

“I did.” Feelings of what had spurred my departure washed over me. 

“Why?” She looked hurt, and it was all my fault. 

“I know how hard it is to get used to being around people when you’re accustomed to being alone. You needed time in your lab to decompress. I love you, sister. It gets easier. I needed time to think and didn’t want to do it on Parvac, but I knew you needed to be in your lab. That’s all.” 

Sparrow cocked her curly brown head in thought. “Yeah. That makes sense.” She gave me a nod of her head and ended the call. 

I snorted. Zared kissed my temple and said, “Xavier thanks you.” 

“Zared, am I wrong to leave the children? Will they feel I have abandoned them the way I made Sparrow feel?” 

“No, Teagan.” 

“Dearest one, would you be more at ease if Dr. Savelli were to reside here at your estate while we are gone?” Drex asked. 

“Yes, that would make me feel better.” I watched as he made the arrangements and noticed my spider baby. Thunderdrop sat on the back of a chair and stared at me with sad eyes. “Baby, what’s wrong?” 

“Chirp clack chitter clack.” He had only gotten to play outside for a day and a half. 

“Oh, I see.” I got up to stroke his back. “Do you want to stay here and play with Neema, Niklos, and Peter while I’m gone?” 

Thunderdrop blinked at me sadly. “Chirp chitter.” He wanted us both to stay on Ephors. 

“So, do I.” I showed him a mental image of a broken web that needed mending. “May I have a hug before I go?” He crawled to my chest and wrapped his legs around my throat. “I’ll leave you in charge of the babies and Momma. Okay?” 

“Chirp clack.” 

“I’ll miss you, too.” 

He hopped from me and scampered outside. 

“Teagan, your mother wants to know about all of the extra charges at the spa,” Papa said absently. 

My face turned red. Terre walked over to us with her bags which Drex and Fitz quickly took from her. 

“Please, have everything charged to me,” Eli said. 

Zared laughed and said, “Teagan and Eli fought before they made up.” 

“Teagan, your mother disputed the bill and had Captain Aegisthus review the security footage.” 

I kissed his cheek. “Don’t look at it, Papa. Just pay the bill and move on. Everyone ready? Terre, you’re coming?” I was suddenly in a hurry to leave. 

“Of course, I am.” 

Farowyn kissed me before getting into his transport with his men. There was a swagger to his step that hadn’t been there before. 

Zared said, “He’ll be back in his element in a few moments, just as Sparrow is in her lab.”

We loaded ourselves into our transports and drove to the land port. 
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“Oh, Eli. You didn’t have to do all of this.” 

His officers and crew stood at attention. They had rolled out a red carpet and sprinkled it with white rose petals. I blushed at him and looked at my hands. 

“May I escort you to the Imperial suites, Princess Probus?” Eli asked formally. 

“Yes, thank you.” I accepted Eli’s arm. 

He led me past the Inquisitors who served under him as his crew. Most of the students at the Academy, like Galina and Rheanna, wouldn’t become spies in the field. They would have assignments such as this. They would be expected to know how to pilot any craft, fight like soldiers, and hunt down criminals if ordered to do so. 

The Imperial suites reserved for House Probus were the same on Eli’s ship as they were on all of the warships in the fleet. Our rooms on Uncle Kagan and Kane’s ships had many personal touches because we traveled with our family so much. Eli hadn’t left the Imperial suites undecorated. He had added a collection of framed family photos. There were pictures of the children, close-ups of Thunderdrop, pictures of Momma and Papa, and several group pictures of us all together. It was deeply touching. 

Eli observed my reaction before saying, “I’ll have my Captain take us up.” He bowed to me and left. 

With each framed family photograph, Eli had been telling me that he loved me and the life I had made for myself. Nico put his arms around me. Turning in his arms, I rested my cheek to his chest. “I’ll be so glad when we can put everything about Felix behind us.” 

My blonde giant said, “We all will.” 

The warship lifted from the surface, the viewports opened, and the stars appeared as white lines on a field of black. A few hours later, Eli approached me. “May I have a few words with you in private?” 

“Sure.” 

I walked with him to his quarters off of the bridge. When the door opened, the delicate scent of roses wafted to me, and I entered to see vases brimming with delicate blooms of white and pink. The door closed, and Eli went down to his knee before me. 

Staring up at me with serious brown eyes, he said, “Princess Teagan of House Probus of Parvac, will you do me the great honor of accepting me as your husband?” 

Eli’s proposal didn’t feel like any of the other proposals I had received. There was a poignant weight to his words as though he was asking for my acceptance of him as an individual or as proof that I believed the truth of his love. His brown eyes masked his soul. 

“Eli, I accept you as my husband, friend, confidant, protector, and lover, but also as my Inquisitor.” 

“Will you place your hand to the contract that will bind me to you before the eyes of the Empire, even though it seems pointless when you have already marked my soul and claimed it?” 

I pressed my hand to the screen, sealing our fates. Eli rose and stood before me. My acceptance had charged him with an inner strength and power. I could see my reflection in his eyes, and it was like I was a giant covering brown worlds. 

Eli said, “I would make love to you on my bed if you will allow it. I want to worship your flesh and pour what I feel for you into your very heart. Each day and night, I have longed for you, but have taken satisfaction in being a small part of your life, a part that could go unnoticed and forgotten at any moment.” 

Eli’s lips crashed down to mine like storm tossed waves against a battered shore. He cupped my face in his palms. Together, we stumbled to his bed. 

Sometime later, we laid on our backs side by side. My head rested on Eli’s bicep. In a deep rumble, he said, “You are the afterlife, and I hold you in my arms.” 

“How can I be the afterlife when we exist in this life together?” 

“I passed from my former life and into the next when my body joined with yours. The Eli Beck of yesterday is no more.” 

“I liked him, most of the time. He will be missed.” Picking up his hand, I held it and examined the dark hairs on his knuckles. 

“You have no need of ever missing me. I will strive to be the perfect husband.” 

“I have no need of perfection.” Turning to snuggle closer, I slid my leg over his. 

“Perfection for you is a unique blend. You need me but not to smother you.” Eli kissed the top of my head. “I have a gift for you.” 

“You don’t need to spend credits on me.” I tilted my head and gazed at the side of his face. 

“I have the names of the Earth Loyalists and have submitted them to Emperor Probus.” 

I sat up with wide eyes. Eli’s strayed to my breasts, and his sheet that had pooled at my waist. “What will Papa do?” 

“Turn them over to his contemporaries in those governments, I suppose.” Eli ran a finger from my collarbone down to my nipple. 

“How costly was that gift?” 

“It was a price paid in the blood of our enemies.” His lips closed. His attention had become riveted on my chest. 

“You are taking me to the final one. Is that it? You wanted to give me closure.” 

“You deserve it. Soren is harmless. He is a chef. Felix bought his cooperation which Soren used to fund his dream. All he had to do was keep Felicia under surveillance and report any dealings she had with you. Soren decided the best way to do that was by taking her as his own.” 

Eli’s eyes followed the subtlest movement of my chest as though my nipples had him transfixed. I wondered if there weren’t more effective means of retrieving information from a suspect than the torture taught at the Academy. “Felix was plotting before I left Earth on Tora.” 

“No, he was plotting before you were born.” His words chilled my flesh and pebbled my nipples, much to his amusement. “I have been watching you since your genetic samples were analyzed on Arachne. I am the one who discovered that you lived, who hunted and captured Nathan Green. I will keep no secrets that are of myself from you, but some secrets involve the lives of others and must be kept.” 

“I understand.” 

“Yes, you do or will as you continue to learn through your studies.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You still intend to graduate. Do you not?” 

“I still can? It all wasn’t just part of your team’s plan to capture Felix?” 

“Your Academy training is your own. We simply worked with the situation.” Eli cupped my breast in his palm. Then, his hair tickled my chin while he slid his tongue across my nipples and played with them in his mouth. 

Much later, once I was too exhausted to move, Eli held me in his arms and whispered against the top of my head, “I will right every wrong and facilitate all of your dreams, sweet princess.” 

With thoughts of the Academy running through my mind, I fell asleep. 

When my eyes drifted open once more, Eli’s quarters reminded me that I didn’t have diapers to change or babies to feed and cuddle this morning. It was so strange and sad waking up without any responsibilities, but it was also relaxing. Eli was all warmth and hard muscle beside me. 

“What are you thinking?” he asked as he ran his hand down my arm. Only a white sheet covered us. 

“I won’t have any sweet little arms around my neck today of the baby or spider variety.” 

Eli shifted and slid his arm over my stomach. Then, he placed gentle kisses up the side of my neck and collarbone. “For so long, I have yearned to touch you, to share with you my love through our joined bodies.” 

With a throaty chuckle, I opened my thighs to give him access. He filled the space I provided with his lean, heavily muscled body and slid his stomach and hips upward until he had positioned himself. We had made love a few times over the course of the night, enough that Eli could now take me in a slow, unhurried manner, and slow he was. He moved within me and began a slow roll of his hips that created a sensation unlike any I had experienced before. When I came, it was with his name on my lips and my nails in his back. Eli kissed me with bruising force. 

“Stay here. I’ll get your coffee.” He put on a pair of pants and left his quarters shirtless and with bare feet. 

I cringed at what I had done to his back. Eli’s blood was under my nails. He had made me lose control to the extent that I was unsure of how exactly I had behaved while beneath him. Disentangling myself from the sheets, I went into his bathroom to freshen up but was back in bed when he returned with a breakfast tray. I eyed it with skepticism. 

“You’re going to have to help me with that tower of pancakes.” 

Eli grinned at me. 

After breakfast, I pulled him into the shower with me. Eli spent more time touching me than washing. “I love you, Teagan.” His brown eyes never left me. Shutting off the water, I wrapped my hair in a towel and dried myself with another. Lifting up on my toes, I kissed him and handed him a towel. “Fear that you would force me from your life consumed me for weeks.” 

“You can release those fears. You’re mine, now, and I’ll never let you go.” 

“Speaking of going, you don’t have to leave. No duties call for your attention. Stay with me.” He wrapped the towel around his hips and followed me into his bedroom where he poured me a fresh cup of coffee. 

I took a few sips while watching him over the rim. “So, you just want to keep me here, naked and secluded in your quarters, all of the way to Scipio?” 

“Yes.” 

“What about Nico, Fitz, Drex, Dario, and Zared?” 

“I have given them ample intelligence reports on the Earth Loyalists to keep them busy.” 

I shook my head at him and sat in bed with my coffee. Eli stared at me with a hungry possessiveness. He handed me one of his shirts and pulled on a pair of pajama bottoms. We sat in bed together with our vid-screens. I called home and visited with my babies and parents. Momma and Papa were in their bed and covered with babies. Momma looked radiantly happy. 

“Mommy!” Neema shouted. 

“Good morning! Are you having fun with Gama and Gapa?” 

She nodded her head. Her hair was a wild mess. “We going to a tea party. I send you pictures.” She had a stuffed bear by the arm and started bouncing on the bed. Papa grunted when her knee landed in his gut. “Oops. Sorry, Gapa.” 

“Okay. I can’t wait to see how pretty you will look.” 

“Oh, Mommy. You have to wait. I not dressed yet.” She cocked her head at me which made me laugh. 

Niklos said, “I love you, Mommy.” 

“I love you, too.” 

He was already sliding from the bed on his stomach to chase after Neema. Papa had Peter cradled in his arms and was feeding him a bottle. 

Momma said, “Stay as long as you like and enjoy your romantic getaway. We have everything here under control. We love you, my sweet,” she said before ending the call. 

“Romantic getaway,” I said to Eli. “We’re on a mission.” 

“Emperor Probus did not think she needed to know the particulars of our mission.” 

“No, of course not. There’s no reason to upset her. She looked so happy.” 

Afterwards, I skimmed through the newsfeeds. My new husbands and I were all over them. “Dario must be busy speaking to Houses that wish to affiliate with House Galerius.” 

Eli said, “Yes, indeed. That should keep him occupied for months.” 

“Is being my husband really that big of a deal?” 

“In our world, becoming your husband is akin to the Galaxic Government voting on new leaders.” 

I gaped at him. “You can’t be serious.” 

“Oh, but I am. News of our union has been known for a few hours, and look.” He showed me a long list of messages from Houses that wished to form alliances with House Beck. 

“There must be hundreds of them.” 

“Dario is from a prominent house. With their control of Daphoene, House Galerius rivals House Jiri in power. I wouldn’t be surprised if Dario was called home soon to solidify political ties. Does that bother you?” 

“No, Dario and I are married friends with benefits. Aside from that, he was a smart choice, the kids adore him, and he’s supportive and dependable. Of my husbands, I have only chosen three to satisfy my heart. The others were for political reasons, but I have learned to love a few.” 

The room had gone still. Eli asked, “Who did you marry for love?” 

I looked into Eli’s eyes. “Yukihyo, Zared, and you.” We sat in silence, staring into each other’s eyes. 

“You love me. That is the only reason you accepted me.” 

I nodded. “I’m not sure when it happened. With Yukihyo and Zared, it was a powerful and unmistakable bond. With you, it was slow and gradual. You never tried to bribe me with gifts or feed my vanity with flattery. You fed my soul through your actions and earned my trust with your devotion.”

Eli moved our vid-screens aside and kissed my shoulder while removing the towel from my hair. 

By lunch time, I had to push Eli away. “Aren’t you sore?” 

He laughed deep and loud with his face raised to the ceiling. “No, but I take it you are?” 

I gave him an incredulous look. “Well, yeah. What the heck do you think? I’m crawling away now while I’m still somewhat perambulatory.” Eli moved to kiss me. “Oh, no you don’t. Even my lips are sore, Eli Beck. You’ve had plenty of kisses here and here.” I pointed to his lips and his manly appendage. 

Eli said, “I’ve become insatiably addicted to both.”

I snorted at him in laughter. “I have, too.” 

He said, “It’s obvious where you prefer my lips.” 

Then, I frowned at my sore inner thighs. “Eli, I am going to have to insist that you either remain clean-shaven or grow out your beard. My lady parts have thoroughly enjoyed that mouth of yours, but my inner thighs feel a bit raw from your stubble.” 

Eli laughed. “As you wish, sweet princess. I’ll go get something comfortable for you to wear.” He dressed in his uniform and left. 

I returned to his shower. When he came back, I noticed a subtle change to Eli’s eyes. There was more to them now than death and duty. 

Belatedly, I realized that Terre and I were the only two females onboard a warship of Inquisitors. The knowledge was driven home to me when I found her on the observation deck. Eli had been correct. My husbands had become engrossed in their own pursuits when I hadn’t been around to play with.

“No, that’s quite alright. Thank you,” Terre said as she declined an officer’s offer to move her chair for a better view of the stars. Another one was topping off her cup of tea. They all looked poised to strike. 

“Hey, Terre. What are you doing?” 

Terre gave me a grateful look when a few of the swarming officers turned their attention toward me, sighting me as though I were juicy prey. “Are you alright? Are you limping?” 

My face turned scarlet. “Let’s just say that Eli wore me out and leave it at that.” I accepted a cup of coffee from an officer, who smiled at me seductively. I took a sip and choked. Then, I threw it at him and missed because of his superior reflexes. “You bastard!” 

I stood on my chair, jumped, and hurled myself at him. Instead of knocking him down to the floor and beating him bloody with my fists the way it had happened in my imagination for the split second before I had reacted, he caught me in a bridal hold and spun me around with a smile on his face. His hair was too short to yank, so I went for his ears. 

The bastard laughed. “You’re adorable when you’re angry.” 

“Fuck you with a blaster cannon! You, asshole! Don’t you dare laugh when I’m beating you up!” Furious, I screamed and smacked him in the head. The harder I smacked him, the louder he laughed. I was preparing to gouge out his eyes when a voice froze my hands. 

“Teagan, stop. Nothing was what we thought.” Cedrenus had his hands raised in an attempt to placate me. 

Clark had bent down to pick up the cup I had hurled at his father. An officer replaced it with a fresh cup, and another cleaned up the mess I had made. 

Terre said, “Put her down immediately. You have no right to touch her Imperial person.” Her tone was so regal and aloof with affront that Flavian hastened to comply. 

Flavian said, “I had to catch her, or she might have fallen and hurt herself.” He put me down on my feet. 

I pulled back and hit him as hard as I could in his gut. Pain shot through my wrist. “Ow, ow, ow,” I whined. 

“Oh, no. Did you do what I did when I punched you in the eye?” Terre rushed to me placing her soft hands on my injured wrist. 

“No, he’s harder than my eye.” 

Terre and I were forehead to forehead huddled over my wrist. 

“Teagan, let me see,” Cedrenus said. “You know you’re supposed to wear sparring gloves so you don’t hurt yourself. Let me see it,” he demanded. Cedrenus’ cool hands held my wrist. 

“How the hell was it supposed to hurt him if I was wearing gloves?” I grumbled. 

Flavian said, “You’re angry. I understand why and feel deserving of it. Jiri had hidden himself too well, and it took us time to foster identities and contacts that he would believe. We needed you to lure him out. Nothing else worked, and collaboratively we used our surveillance and infiltration technologies, skillsets, and informants to do so. We have hunted Jiri since Amphictyon and the discovery of his clones, all of us have. Had there been a way to leave you out of it, we would have done so, but he had become fixated on you. No one wanted you involved.” 

“Then, why the fuck didn’t you tell me? Why make me think you did what I thought you did? Do you have any idea what that did to me? You threatened my babies and everyone aboard Tora!” I felt hot tears on my face. Terre wiped at them and made soothing noises to me while rubbing circles on my back. 

“My threat against your children was a manipulation meant to send you fleeing to the safety of your home. When I said those terrible things, did you see the effect it had on Jiri? For a few moments, his steel resolve broke, and he forgot his plan. I would have had him then if Clark hadn’t chosen that moment to profess his loyalty.” 

“Well, Clark’s not an asshole like you are.” 

“Teagan, that’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me,” Clark said. 

I tried to flip him off, but it hurt. 

“Here. Please, sit down,” Terre said as she led me to my chair. 

The officers on the observation deck stood at attention with their backs to the hull. Eli’s Chief Medical Officer entered and came straight for me. After examining my injury, he diagnosed me with a sprain, and proceeded to immobilize my hand and wrist with a wrap. Then, he bowed to me and excused himself. 

Inquisitor Flavian went down to his knees at my feet which brought him to eye-level. I regretted that I hadn’t waited until this moment to punch him. “Princess Probus, I beg your pardon. Had there been any other way to gain our objective without causing you pain or torment, I swear on my life that a different course would have been chosen.” 

I reached out telepathically to Zared, questioning the truth and sincerity of Flavian’s protestations. Zared communicated, “He deeply regrets how he was forced to flush Felix from hiding, but is gratified that he and his team managed to do so where so many others failed.” 

“What should I do?” I silently asked. 

“The gracious thing to do would be to forgive him and thank him for his service. After all, he and his team did succeed where we failed.” I could feel Zared’s despondency and tried to soothe him. 

Silently, I said, “You have never failed me, my love. I cherish you.” I looked at Terre and said aloud, “I’m not sure what I should do. I was thinking of flogging him, but my wrist hurts.” 

Terre said, “General Cassian is quite muscular. He could do a better job of it than either of us.” 

“Didn’t my husbands already begin punishing you, Flavian?” I asked sweetly. 

“Yes, Princess Probus.” 

“What did that entail?” I asked as I took a sip of my coffee. 

“Punishment for an intimate crime against a female is being sliced to death by the blades of her champions,” he said quietly. 

“How many cuts did they make before you escaped during the explosion?” 

“Fifteen, Princess Probus.” 

“Which cuts hurt the worst?” I asked.

“Those delivered by Fitz Jiri, your highness.” 

I remembered that Fitz had come to me that day in the infirmary freshly showered. He had been ridding himself of Flavian’s blood. “I see.” I took another sip of my coffee. “What is your next assignment?”

Flavian’s eyes locked onto mine. “We are to sow dissent within the ranks of the Earth Loyalists.” 

“Why?”

“Earth’s leaders have extended an invitation to the Empire with the intention of fostering more peaceful relations and cooperation between our governments.” 

I thought about that bit of information. I had grown to despise Earth and my memories of it. His words could only mean one thing. A trip to Earth was in my future. I scowled. Papa hated diplomatic missions and thought that I was better suited to them. “Earthlings....” I shook my head. 

“Oh, Teagan! I have always dreamed of visiting Earth. It is my ancestral planet. There are so many things to see!” 

“Like what?” I asked with heavy cynicism. 

Terre’s doe-shaped eyes widened at me making her look adorable. “You lived there! Did you see Niagara Falls, the Grand Canyon, or the Sahara Desert?” 

I snorted at her. “I cleaned trash from dirty streets and lived in a housing community under an ancient overpass. I never got to go anywhere or see anything. Only wealthy people got to do things like that.” My eyes grew wide, and I sat up. “Shit! I’m swimming in credits! I’m not poor anymore!” 

Terre nodded at me in agreement. 

“Flavian, go find out how many credits I have. Go! Shoo!” 

Terre asked, “You don’t know how much you have?”

“Nope. No idea. Yukihyo handles all of that for me. He’s really good with finances.” 

Flavian stood, bowed low to me, and left the observation deck with a grin on his face. I noticed that his scars were fading. 

“If we did go to Earth, we could do anything we wanted, eat at fancy restaurants, and see all of the places wealthy tourists go.” Having credits changed everything. I had taken two thoughtful sips of coffee when Flavian returned. “What? Go do what I asked.” 

He bowed to me. “I have done so, Princess Probus. Additionally, I looked into the finances of a few Earthlings. Rupert Warren of Earth has eighty-three billion credits. After calculating your newest marriage contracts, you have two and a half billion credits.” 

I gaped at him. 

He continued. “However, the Emperor’s wealth exceeds that of Rupert Warren.” 

I looked at Terre. She reached over and pushed up on my jaw. “Even after buying Farowyn a starship?” 

“Yes, Princess Probus.” 

I was astounded but also sad. 

“Teagan, what’s wrong?” Terre asked. 

“Nothing,” I told her. I didn’t want to upset her. All of the credits I had were worthless. They hadn’t saved Luca or our baby. With all of the intimate attention my husbands gave me, I still hadn’t conceived. Phillip, Dr. Savelli, and Dr. Fotri had assured me when I had confided my fears of not being able to carry another child that I was perfectly healthy, so why wasn’t I pregnant? 

Zared entered the observation deck and strode forward. I hid my face to his chest as his arms came around me. “Think of Neema, Niklos, and Peter. Think of those of us who remain together,” he said softly. 

“I know. I do. I just wonder what might have been.” 

Zared stroked my hair. 

Drex showed up next. “Dearest one, has Inquisitor Flavian upset you?” 

“No, Drex. He was trembling in fear at my feet and begging for my forgiveness.” 

Drex asked, “Do you wish him tossed from an airlock?” 

I sighed. “No, he was following Papa’s orders.” I turned to face him. “Do not ever leave me out of plans again. You are never to lie to me.” 

Flavian bowed. “I swear to obey, Princess Probus.” 

Drex said, “Dearest one, you and your lady need amusement. Boredom causes your mind to dwell on the past.” 

Terre said, “Oh, I suggest we paint since needlepoint is out of consideration due to your wrist.” 

I frowned. “I can’t paint. Ms. Laura is an artist, though.” 

Terre laughed. “It doesn’t have to be any good. It’s just for fun.” 

Officers left to search for supplies. 

“They won’t have stuff for us to use,” I said grumpily. 

Drex said, “Of course, they will. There are storage rooms all over the ship with all sorts of amusements and games.” He sat near me and filled himself a cup. 

He was right. Soon, officers had an area set up for us. I rolled my eyes at them. They had been trained to kill with their bare hands but had been running around gathering playthings for Terre and me. Terre spent a few minutes giving me some basic instruction before she became engrossed in her canvas. I stared at my supplies in consternation. 

Cedrenus said, “We could work on your chemistry assignments if you would prefer.” 

I scowled at him and grabbed a brush. “What should I even try to paint?” 

Terre said, “Something that makes you happy.” 

I looked out of the viewport at the stars but didn’t think a black canvas with white polka dots would be fun to paint. What made me happiest? I thought of Yukihyo and painted a tilted, white, horizontal oval with pink and gold striations. An oval with a jade-green disk followed. Then, I painted a green and gold iris around a black pupil, and a brown one after it. Remembering Luca’s eyes, I painted his next. Zared’s eye was challenging. It was difficult to give the black emotion and depth, but the effort made painting Thunderdrop’s eyes easier. My hand felt cramped by the time I had finished. Paint decorated me almost to the extent of my canvas. On a blended background of pinks, orange, and gold, was a blurry depiction of the eye color of each member of the family I had created for myself, my children and husbands with Yukihyo at the center blending them altogether. 

“That’s interesting,” Terre commented. “What is it?” 

I tilted my head. “It’s what I love most, and what matters to me more than anything. Let me see yours.” I got up and walked to Terre’s canvas. “Wow.” Her painting actually looked like something. I recognized the beach on Thalassa on a calm day. A male figure stood alone in the water with his muscular back visible from the hips up. “Do I detect blonde hair?” 

Terre blushed. “I don’t know what you mean. It’s just the lighting is all.” 

“Uh huh. Well, it’s really pretty.” 

“Thank you.” 

From a few feet away, my painting looked like a pink and gold nebula with small gas clouds. Quietly, Flavian asked, “Will you return our sons to us?” He knew what my painting was supposed to represent because I had what mattered most to him. 

I looked at Clark. He, along with Levi, Tyler, and Stayton, had renounced their Houses and sworn to me when we had believed the Inquisitors’ subterfuge. “They can do whatever they want with no hard feelings. I formally release them. It was a misunderstanding, but I know on whose side they are.” 

“House Flavian is loyal to House Probus, has been so for several generations, and will continue to be so for many more, stars willing. Clark is the last of my line.” 

I said, “You never know. Clark might find himself a girl who is willing to put up with him on Earth if we visit.” 

My team perked up from where they sat working on assignments. Feeling guilty, I spent much of the week catching up. Flavian was still a total bastard in my opinion, but he was a good chemistry tutor. 
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When we docked on Scipio, Tora and her crew were waiting for us. I ran to Yukihyo’s arms and molded myself to his chest, luxuriating in his scent and warmth. His deep chuckles rumbled through my ear. “I have missed you just as much, Lady Wife.” 

“How long have you been here?” I gave him a squeeze. 

“Long enough to locate Soren and Felicia. He has her alone in a house in the mountains. We are prepared to take him but thought it best to coordinate with the local authorities. Shall we liberate Felicia?” 

“Yes.” 

Tracy said, “The poor woman is going to be devastated finding out the man she loved was only using her.” 

“That is the part of all of this that truly troubles me. Felicia has only ever been kind to me. She doesn’t deserve the pain this will cause her.” Thoughts of her kindness on my first trip to Scipio made me feel incredibly guilty. This was what I had given her in return. 

Phillip sauntered over to Terre. She had suddenly become nervous and shy. “Did you miss me, goddess?” 

“No, not at all. We have conversed enough while in transit to assuage me of such sentimentality.” The blush on her cheeks said something entirely different to all of us. 

Phillip’s grin intensified, and his blue eyes sparkled. 

I hugged Hiroshi and kissed his cheek. “Thank you for bringing them all back to me. I was terrified there for a while.” 

Hiroshi stroked my hair. “We will speak of that later, little sister. Now, we have a visit to make.” 

The Enforcers were at the house when we arrived. Eli spoke to them. “What seems to be the problem?” 

They had the stone and plasti-glass home surrounded. “The male inside of the dwelling holds a female hostage and threatens to harm her. We haven’t been able to get a clear shot.” 

I could hear Felicia’s terrified cries from within the structure, and rage fueled me. I clenched my hands into fists at my sides. Soren was a bastard. 

“May we?” Zared asked. Jazon stood at his side. They had assured Izaac that they could handle the chef. 

After a brief discussion, they were granted permission to proceed and together entered the house. Seconds later, Felicia ran from the house and into my arms. Her usually neat hair was in disarray around her. I held her while she trembled and cried. 

“I’m so sorry, Felicia. I’m so sorry.” 

Confused, she asked, “Sweet baby, how did you know? How are you here?” 

“We came as soon as intelligence reports confirmed that Soren was working for a traitor to the Empire. You’re safe, now. It’s all over.” I didn’t know if my words of comfort were more for Felicia or myself. 

“Phillip! Oh, Phillip!” she said as she left my arms and threw herself into his. “You have come to rescue me even after I was foolish enough to leave you for another.” Felicia’s long hair tumbled down her back. Her arms lifted to twine behind Phillip’s head, and she kissed him with a searing, passionate intensity that made me blush. 

Tracy elbowed me, so I looked at her. She pointed at Terre who was looking outraged. “Excuse me! Your behavior is rather forward and inappropriate.” 

Felicia sucked Phillip’s lower lip as she ended their kiss. Phillip had the terrified look of a stag staring down the barrel of a blaster rifle. Felicia smiled at Terre. “It’s alright. Phillip and I are old friends. I’m sure he doesn’t mind. Do you, darling?” 

Nervously, Phillip asked, “Felicia, are you hurt?” 

“Not physically, no,” she answered. 

An Enforcer said, “Lady Felicia, may I take your statement?” He led her away. 

Zared and Jazon led Soren out and handed him over to the Enforcers. Zared gave me a nod of his head. He and Jazon had learned all they needed from Soren’s mind while they had him alone. After a few hours on site, we were allowed to go about our business. 

Phillip said, “I’m starved. Let’s eat.” 

We all went to the Waterfall restaurant. Once we had been seated, I left my chair in favor of Yukihyo’s lap. 

“Teagan, people are staring,” Terre admonished. 

“They were staring anyway,” I said. The Parvac Princess and her entourage were making the news. Yukihyo and I shared a plate. 

Hiroshi chuckled and said, “Lady Terre, this is where Yukihyo proposed to Teagan.” 

She straightened her napkin on her lap. “I suppose that is rather romantic.” 

“Can we visit the Singing Rocks tonight? Please?” I begged. 

Yukihyo laughed. “We will do whatever my Lady Wife wishes.”

Smiling, I said, “Then, let’s go to the Baths next. I’d like to get my hair done.” 

Phillip pulled out his vid-screen and reserved the entire place for us. 

Once we arrived, Jazon and Tracy disappeared inside. Terre stayed at my side and gazed around in appreciation. “This is lovely.”

I said, “The spas on Parvac could learn a thing or two from this place. Tina! Patna!” I called out as I waved. We hugged and made small talk. I thought that the eyes of Cedrenus, Binder, Ross, and Izaac might fall out of their heads and burst on the tiles. Tina and Patna were gorgeous and busty. 

Eli grinned beside me, but it wasn’t at the antics of my team. Following his gaze, I watched as two large bouncy breasts, that were hidden only by the flimsy white fabric of the skimpy attire of an attendant, jiggled up and down as a redhead ran to Phillip and crushed her lips to his. Becca. A furious scream made me jump. Yukihyo chuckled quietly behind me. 

“Get your hands off my male!” Terre screeched as she inserted herself between them and shoved Becca. All was silent but for the trickling of fountains. “Don’t dare touch him again!” Terre yelled. She was livid when she took Phillip’s arm and looped it with her own. 

Becca looked stunned but curtsied like a proper attendant. “My apologies.” 

“Don’t let it happen again!” Terre snapped. A large bulge grew in Phillip’s pants. “Put that away,” Terre scolded. 

“Fine by me,” Phillip said with a sexy grin. 

Terre blushed figuring out where he meant to put it away. “You’re ridiculous.” 

When Terre’s back was turned, Phillip winked at Becca. She gave him a sly wink and a thumbs up. Yukihyo and Eli chuckled quietly. I whispered, “They did that on purpose to make her jealous?” 

Yukihyo winked at me. Then, he accompanied me throughout the spa and joined me for various treatments. My hair had become difficultly long, so I had it cut even with my shoulder blades. I felt like a new woman by the time we left the Baths for the Singing Rocks. Felicia assured me that she was alright and needed to rest, so I left it at that. 

Once we had parked and walked out to find a good spot, I laid on a large blanket with Yukihyo, Nico, Fitz, Zared, Drex, Dario, and Eli. Tracy and Jazon had gone off alone to cuddle in private, and so had Terre and Phillip. I did my best to spy on Phillip and Terre. Just as Phillip brought his hands up to cup Terre’s face and brought his lips down to hers, Yukihyo blocked my view. 

“Hey!” I complained. 

“Give them some privacy.” 

“Is he proposing?” I asked. I grabbed Yukihyo’s hand and kissed his knuckles. “This is where you presented me with our marriage contract.” My heart felt absolutely gushy. 

Zared said, “No, but he might be planning to do so tomorrow at the Lake of Mist.” 

Thoughts of the Lake of Mist brought visions of a wet, naked, Yukihyo surrounded by floating pink flower petals to mind, and from his grin he knew it. 

The next day, Farowyn’s arrival on Scipio caused an even greater stir than ours. He and his men were the first Eloneave to set foot on the planet. I groaned knowing what it would mean. I had hoped to avoid stuffy parties with political leaders during our rescue mission. Since saving Felicia had required no effort on my part other than offering emotional support and my condolences, I had selfishly been looking forward to enjoying the city of Polybus. 

Strong arms surrounded me, and I leaned back against Fitz. “I know that look,” he said. I sighed in response. “It is fortunate that you returned for me on Parvac. Diplomatic functions happen to be a specialty of mine. Allow me to serve on your behalf in the introductions between the Eloneave and Scipio’s dignitaries.” 

I swirled around in his arms. “You mean it?” I asked hopefully. 

“I do. Enjoy yourself. We return to Ephors soon.” 

I smiled and squeezed him. “Thanks, Fitz! You’re the best! I really wanted to go shopping with the girls tomorrow. It will cheer Felicia up.” I ran off to make plans. 

After a morning of shopping with Felicia, Tracy, and Terre under the watchful eyes of our husbands, we had lunch and then took her home. Soren was in serious trouble for not only holding her captive, but for galactic espionage. Terre had been polite to Felicia, but I knew she was furious with her for kissing Phillip. After making sure that Felicia was settled and alright, we left. However, the men in our lives decided to go with the theme of our rescue mission and kidnap us. 

“What exactly are you up to?” Tracy asked. 

Jazon smiled at her. “You’ll see. Here.” He handed her a bag. She looked inside and grinned back at him. 

Our men were all wearing swim shorts and an amusing array of T-shirts. Phillip drove us in a large land transport out to the Lake of Mist. My Omnes Videntes were already there guarding the area. Phillip parked and handed Terre a bag. 

She pulled out a yellow swim dress. “What is this?” she asked him.

“It’s a swim dress. You’ll need it.”

Terre looked at me for confirmation and asked, “They seriously wear this much clothing into the water?” 

I nodded. “On our first trip to Thalassa, I was scandalized.” Eli handed a bag to me. I looked inside and found a pink, ruffled swim dress. I laughed. 

Yukihyo said, “Eli bought you most of a lingerie boutique’s merchandise today. I wonder why he has such a thing for costumes.” 

Zared said, “He’s been fantasizing about her in various negligées since prior to our journey to Talpa.” 

I laughed at how I had tormented them. Wiggling my eyebrows at Zared, I said, “That reminds me of the best shower ever.” 

Nico said, “Ladies, go ahead and change. We’ll wait for you outside.” 

When the men got out, it gave us the room we needed to change. Jazon had Tracy in his arms before her feet could touch the grass and carried her away. Phillip offered Terre his arm which she actually took. I hopped on Nico’s back and rode him into the water. I kissed his neck. 

“I feel so free!” I yelled while kicking the water’s surface and splashing my husbands. A cloying weight had lifted from me taking away worry and fear that I hadn’t realized I had harbored within me. 

Dario stared at me as though seeing me for the first time. “You’re so very beautiful.” 

Yukihyo said, “I propose we do our best to keep our wife happy.” 

“That means no fighting amongst ourselves unless it’s in a ring,” Nico said. 

I nodded. “It hurts me when you fight. I want us always to be on the same side.” 

“Agreed,” Zared said. 

Yukihyo said, “Still, if it weren’t for your new rule, I would beat the shit out of Eli for what he and his team put you through.” 

Eli met his gaze. “You are welcome to try.” 

I started imagining a naked cock fight between Yukihyo and Eli which got me aroused. Zared threw his head back and roared with laughter. The mists had risen up around him, and the ends of his long, dove-grey hair were wet. I became envious of the water that touched him. He said, “Do it, please. I beg you.” 

I adjusted my arms around Nico’s neck and smiled at Zared. I wasn’t sure if he meant he wanted me to make them cockfight or to touch him as the water did. Yukihyo pulled me from Nico’s back and tossed me. Water closed over my head like a pleasantly warm bath. I came up spluttering and laughing while he explained to Eli why fighting with Yukihyo would be a mistake. Suddenly, a game of tag started, and I was it. Later, I stretched out lazily on a blanket and rested. After playing in the lake and enjoying a couple of clandestine encounters with my husbands, I was exhausted. Yukihyo sat behind me and combed his fingers through my wet hair. 

“Yukihyo, how will Hiroshi return to Arachne once I have taken his crew?” 

In his deep, sexy monotone, Yukihyo said, “He hired a couple of kids who are hungry to go exploring. He’s trying them out to see if he can train them. When he doesn’t need them, they can help out Uncle Lee.” 

“Tell them to stay out of our rooms.”  

Yukihyo chuckled. “We don’t fit in those rooms anymore. Where would we put all of the children?” 

Sadly, I said, “You’re right. Should we clear out our stuff?” 

“No, Hiroshi would be furious. He intends for us to join him on his buying runs when he visits the Empire. He’s planning two trips a year.” He moved my head to his lap. 

“That’s wonderful news. Just thinking that our lives with Hiroshi onboard Tora were over really hurt.” 

“Nothing has to be over, Lady Wife. Some things may need to remodeled, for instance bunk beds for Neema and Niklos. We will do as we wish. At first, your marriages to Nico and Quaid angered me. However, I would be foolish not to realize the power and stability we have gained with each of your husbands.” 

“Flavian said I have two and a half billion credits. Is that true? Is that your account or my separate spending account?” 

Yukihyo grinned down at me with a glint in his eyes. “It is true, and that is your personal account where your husbands provide for you. Our funds will continue to amass. I was contacted by a starship mogul from Earth who is eager to begin negotiations with me for our photonic film.” 

“More talk of Earth. A trip there may be in our future.” 

“This no longer troubles your emotions. Why?” 

“Yukihyo, we’re so rich, powerful, and have our own private army. We’re badass.” 

Yukihyo laughed long and deep. 

After a full day of playing and picnicking at the Lake of Mist, Terre, Tracy, and I were bundled into blankets, fastened into our seats, and driven back to Eli’s ship. The three of us rushed off to shower. Fitz was waiting for me when I came out. 

“Hey! How did it go?” 

With a smile, he freed me from my towel and pulled me into his embrace. “It went well,” he said as he lowered my back to the bed. Fitz quickly found his release which didn’t bother me at all. I’d had enough attention throughout the day. 

While brushing through my hair, I gazed out of the viewport at the stars. Eli’s captain had taken us up. I could see Farowyn’s ship in the distance. I asked, “What put you into such a good mood?”

“Other than your creamy, white thighs and what is between them?” 

I snorted at him. 

“Farowyn was offered free and open trade, priority docking, complimentary translators if desired, and a guard detail anytime he wishes to visit Scipio. The planetary leaders are eager to ingratiate themselves with the Empire.” 

“What do they want in return?” I watched Fitz. He was on my bed, stretched out, and completely naked. I tickled the bottom of his foot which he yanked away to hide under the blanket. 

“Powerful friends.” 

“Well, I’m powerfully hungry. Get dressed. Let’s go eat.” While he dressed, I took notice of the bags stacked along the side of my room. “What’s all of this? I only got a few things when we went shopping.” 

“Those are gifts from Eli.” 

I pulled out a purple camisole and undies set. “Cute.” I put them on and slipped a dress over my head. 

The sitting room and kitchen were empty. “Where is everyone?” Two of my Omnes Videntes were on guard. I looked over at them. “Walter, Rozz, did we leave everyone on Scipio?” 

“No, Teagan,” Rozz answered. “Tracy and Jazon are in their quarters.” 

“Where are my husbands? They should be here. Our problems are over.” 

Fitz answered for him. “Teagan, they are in the gym.” Fitz gave me a wry grin, but otherwise he chose not to extrapolate. 

“Damn it. I said no fighting.” Fitz followed me into the lift. “Were you tasked with distracting me?”

“Yes, and I’m ashamed I didn’t last longer.” 

The exercise deck was filled with loud cheering, groans, and betting. Dario caught sight of me and began making his way toward me through the throng of uniformed bodies. I avoided his interception. When tapping soldiers didn’t get them out of my way, I started pinching butt cheeks. That got me through fast. 

“Stupid fucking assholes,” I mumbled under my breath. 

Eli made it to my side. I was surprised that he wasn’t one of the combatants in the ring. When I got close enough to see, for a moment I felt intense fear. Yukihyo was in the ring with Flavian. The two men were beating the shit out of each other. The crowd made a collective groan. I didn’t get angry. I understood why Yukihyo was doing this, and it wasn’t because of his own anger or pride. It was to make a statement. Flavian had used Yukihyo and made me afraid by disguising himself as my husband. Yukihyo was sending a message, and it required all of his concentration and skill against such a deadly opponent. I turned and left. 

“You aren’t staying?” Eli asked.

“No, I understand why he’s doing this and how important it is to him. Please, have a doctor nearby. Seeing Yukihyo hurt....” 

My eyes got hot, and my nose started to tingle as big wet tears fell down my cheeks. Seeing Yukihyo and Flavian staggering around each other dripping with blood and sweat had me sobbing as I tried to run blindly from the gym to the lift. Fitz picked me up and carried me while I hid my face against his shoulder and gave into my sobs. The gym became less noisy. 

“Why did you allow her to come down here in the first place?” Dario angrily asked. 

“Allow her? My wife will go where she pleases. They needed to see the effect of their actions on her.” 

In frustration, Dario said, “She has never cried from watching a fight in the past. She bets on them and laughs.” 

“These are completely different circumstances. He’s fighting in her honor. She doesn’t want him hurt because of her,” Fitz said. 

“You understand?” I asked between sobs.

“Of course, I do, darling. At this point, sometimes I think I know you better than I know myself. You aren’t to worry. Nico, Zared, Drex, and Eli are with him. Everything will be fine. Let’s do something different and go to the cafeteria the crew uses. You can pick anything you like, and after one look at your tear-streaked face, most of the Inquisitors onboard will feel like shit. Do you like that idea?” 

I nodded while sniffling. “You’re smart. I’m glad I married you.” 

The three of us were seated at a table, quietly eating when loud voices reached us. “Did you see that last roundhouse?” 

I stared at the soldier who had said it. They hadn’t noticed us yet. Dario and Fitz’s large bodies partially concealed me from view. I hoped Yukihyo had delivered the kick and not received it. Fitz scooted his chair closer and put his arm around me. 

Getting up, Dario said, “I’ll go check.” He moved away from us to use his vid-screen. I watched him while he talked. 

I heard Yukihyo say, “Tell her I’m fine and that I won.” 

Dario said, “She will be glad to hear it. She could wash you clean with her tears.” 

Yukihyo said, “With the way her nose runs when she cries, it would probably be something else.” 

Dario chuckled and handed me a silk square. Scowling, I blew my nose and finished eating. 

Yukihyo didn’t make an appearance until after he had showered, changed, and received medical attention. He had waited for the nanites to get to work repairing his battered flesh before he had left the infirmary. He still looked bruised and sore. I could see where his knuckles and a place on his cheekbone had burst open and been sealed shut. He held himself as though he expected an argument. 

“Husband, please come and lie down,” I softly requested. 

Yukihyo went into our bedroom. Following after him, I turned down the bed, helped him undress, and tucked him in. “Even your feet are bruised. Are you hungry or thirsty?” 

“Yes.”

“What do you want?”

“Surprise me.” 

From his answer and the way he was moving, I realized it had been a tough fight. I went to the kitchen and returned a short time later with a tender steak, sautéed vegetables, a basket of bread, and some iced tea. I sat beside him in bed while he ate and took everything away once he was finished. Then, I changed and put my head on his shoulder. 

“Are we going to sleep?” he asked.

“You know the rule. You’re spending the rest of the day and part of tomorrow in bed, but I’ll keep you company.” 

Yukihyo played with my hair while I snuggled against him. “Flavian was the most challenging opponent I have ever faced.” 

“Did he hold back because of who you are?”

Yukihyo chuckled. “He tried to but gave up on playing nice after I stopped using any restraint. What he did to you and how he disguised himself as me isn’t something I will forgive regardless of his orders or his objectives. While we were fighting, memories of our battle against Parvac soldiers on Chione when my family was slaughtered resurfaced. Zared had to pull me back from blind rage.” 

“You have your mother and sisters.” 

“And a daughter, two sons, and a wife who I adore. All will be well, Lady Wife.” Yukihyo’s breathing became steady as he drifted off to sleep. 

Late the next morning, I woke between Yukihyo and Nico. Stretching and yawning hard, I sat up and accepted the steaming cup of coffee that Drex brought to me. 

“Where’s ours?” Nico grumbled. 

Drex stared at him. “Your breakfast is waiting for you in the dining area.” 

Grumbling some more, my blonde giant got out of bed and went to shower. I kissed Yukihyo’s cheek. “Here. Hold my cup.” I got out of bed and went to the kitchen where I made Yukihyo his cup of tea. Then, I traded cups with him and returned to bed. Yukihyo gave Drex an arrogant grin. I kept Yukihyo in bed until lunch. 

Each of my husbands quickly immersed themselves in their own administrative duties. Yukihyo concerned himself with Ponidi Propulsions, Nico had his military base to oversee, Dario had the worries of a fleet to keep him busy, and Fitz divided his time between his pineapple plantation and discussions with Farowyn. Eli and Drex were on the bridge. That left Zared. He was smiling to himself and sharing the occasional grin with Izaac. 

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Oh, nothing,” Zared answered. A thin area of white sclera surrounded his otherwise black eyes because of the affection he had been receiving. 

Narrowing my eyes at him in suspicion, I made my daily calls to Momma, Papa, and the children, Grandmother and Gram, and Quaid. Commander Quaid Bosh snagged my attention because he was in an unfamiliar setting when he took my call. 

“Where are you?” The sterilized environment behind him wasn’t that of a starship or a planet. Metal, plasti-materials, and consoles were all I could see. 

“We are at a lunar military outpost.” 

“Sounds boring.” I let my eyes roam over his short, blonde hair, naturally tan skin, strong jaw, and solid black eyes in blatant appreciation. He seemed tense. Alarms went off in my mind. “I’ll let you get back to work. Call me when you have some downtime. I love you.” 

Quaid gave me a nod and ended our communication. Our exchange had been odd. I decided to hunt down Drex and Eli to question them about it. Unlike the sense of foreboding that I had picked up from Quaid, Eli’s bridge seemed serene. 

“Hello, dearest one,” Drex said as he kissed me. 

Eli was seated in his captain’s chair. 

“Drex, I just spoke to Quaid. Something was off. What was it?” 

“He didn’t say?” 

“No, but if it was something Militia related, he wouldn’t be able to.” 

Overhearing us, Eli pulled up a recording of our conversation and began tracing the call. “The Hadrian is at an installation several parsecs from Earth.” 

“Why?” Drex asked. 

Eli ordered a team to find out. Then, the two of them became so immersed in learning what Quaid’s current mission entailed that they became engrossed in the puzzle and forgot about my presence. Leaving the bridge, I returned to the sitting room. Without Thunderdrop and the children, I was bored. I looked for Terre to see if she wanted to do arts and crafts or play a game of stones. She wasn’t in her room. 

“Why don’t you go work on your assignments with your team?” Zared suggested. 

With a shrug, I picked up my vid-screen and discovered them in a lounge on one of the lower decks. I almost turned around and left when I saw that Flavian and Rovek were with them. I ignored both of the men, but secretly took a perverse pleasure in all of Flavian’s visible bruises. 

After working on our assignments for a few hours, Stayton asked, “Is anyone else hungry?” 

“I could eat,” Ross said. 

I tagged along with them to the cafeteria. Cedrenus said, “You seem quiet. Is everything alright?” 

Shrugging, I said, “I don’t know. I guess I just feel lonely today. My babies are on Ephors, and so is Thunderdrop. My husbands are all working, and I can’t find the ladies.” Briefly, I wondered if Terre and Tracy could have gone to the observation deck without me to paint. 

Cedrenus said, “If your husbands aren’t doing enough to amuse you, perhaps you need another. Shall I take to my knee before you?” 

I raised an eyebrow at him. “Aren’t you a little young for that?”

“I’m only two years your junior and closer to your age than any of your husbands.” 

Izaac showed up to carry my tray and added a few selections for himself to it while forcefully inserting himself between Cedrenus and me. There was no denying his jealousy, Izaac made a point of being obvious about it. Over lunch, Izaac and Cedrenus eyed each other like ice bear cubs fighting over the same rabbit. Laughing, I wiggled the end of my nose at them. It didn’t break the tension. When Izaac and I returned to the Imperial sitting room, I heard Terre’s tinkling laughter coming from the kitchen and followed the sound. Her head was thrown back, and her arms were around Phillip’s neck as he kissed her throat. Freezing, I slowly backed away. My heel hit a dining chair making me stumble backwards. The chair clattered against the table and then took me down in a heap to the floor with it. 

“I’m sorry! I didn’t know! I thought....” I said in a panic at having intruded and ruined Phillip’s moment with Terre. 

Phillip rushed over to me. “Let me help you up, Cupcake.” He reached down, held me under my arms, hoisted me to my feet, and straightened the chair to its original position. Then, he kissed my forehead and returned to Terre. He fed her a grape which had me cocking my head to the side in confusion. “Terre accepted me. You’re looking at an honest man,” Phillip said with a grin. She showed me the diamond ring her human husband had given her. 

“Congratulations!” I said somewhat shocked. I left the giggling couple alone. To Zared, I said, “So, that’s what you were smiling about.” 

Yukihyo said, “Teagan, thank you for the gift, but what is it supposed to be?” Yukihyo held a framed painting in his hands and was staring at it in complete bewilderment. 

“I know. It’s awful. I can’t paint. It’s each of your eye colors. I’m worse at painting than sculpting.” 

Yukihyo struggled with his facial features. “I’ll treasure it always.” 

I groaned, turned the painting right side up, and went to take a nap. 
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Returning to Ephors filled me with excitement. “Go faster,” I told Eli as he drove us home. 

“We are going fast enough.” 

I tapped my foot impatiently. The drive seemed to be taking forever. Finally, he parked the transport in front of my house. I got out and ran inside just as Ira was opening the door. I darted through the foyer and past the guards. Thunderdrop dropped down from above and chirped happily at me. 

“I missed you, too!” 

“Mommy!” Niklos yelled as he ran to me and wrapped his arms around my knees. 

“My baby!” I picked him up and smothered his little face with kisses. Soon, he wanted down, even though that was the last thing I wanted to do. 

“Hi, Mommy!” Neema said. “Come play!” She smiled up at me from where she sat busily dressing a doll in a black uniform with a long, flowing skirt. 

“What’s that?” I asked her. Peter was sprawled out asleep in a playpen. 

Momma kissed my cheek and hugged me. “The Materfamilias Caste has no objections to female admittance to the Inquisitors. However, they did take objection to the uniforms that you, Galina, and Rheanna were issued. They have been submitting new designs. I’ll have you try some of them on later. How was your trip?” 

“Successful, but boring. I’m glad to be back.” I sat with Neema and Niklos. 

“You like this one, Nik?” Neema asked. She had one of her dolls dressed in a black jacket and slim, knee-length skirt. He made a face and shook his head. “How about her?” She showed him the one with the full, ankle-length skirt. 

He nodded. “Mommy likes long dress.” 

“Wow, Niklos! Good sentence!” I said. He grinned at me. Niklos definitely took after his genius father. 

“Where is Terre? Victoria Dacia keeps attempting to contact her,” Momma said. 

“Phillip carried her off to his apartment above the infirmary,” Nico said as he walked in and sat on the floor with us. 

“Hi, Daddy.” 

“You grew taller during our absence,” Nico said proudly when Niklos stood and hugged him around the neck. 

“Coco, do this,” Neema said of her doll’s shoes. 

Papa busied himself with welcoming Yukihyo, Fitz, Drex, Eli, Zared, and Dario. “What say you gentlemen to a bit of hunting?” 

“Excellent idea,” Yukihyo said. 

Zared grinned. 

My Laconian husbands had a strong camaraderie which I assumed had been brought about by our continued intimate encounters such as the one we had shared on Naxa. Simply looking at the two of them standing beside each other made my knees weak, knowing what they could do to me with their shared abilities. Yukihyo gazed back at me with his white eyes, and Zared turned his of solid black toward me. Heat began to pool between my thighs, and seductive grins lifted their lips. A deep blush spread across my cheeks, because both of them knew my thoughts. 

“Nico, is that you?” Abbie called. My mother-in-law floated into the room with Viceroy Orson Marcos close behind. 

Orson clasped arms with Nico, kissed my cheek, and then went off with Eli and the other men to the dining room table. 

“Tracy, have a seat, darling. You look worn out. Haven’t you been getting enough rest?” Momma asked. 

Tracy sighed. “I’m not sure that Jazon realizes beds are for sleeping.” 

We laughed at her exasperated tone. It woke Peter who saw me, sat up, and started crying. “Oh, my baby. Mommy is home. I missed you so much.” 

“Mama,” he said as he cried and held his little face close to mine to share air with me. It took me several minutes to calm him. 

Once I did, I said, “Well, Tracy, maybe if they go hunting tomorrow, we can get a few naps in.” 

She sat back and closed her eyes. “You mean it? No shopping or parties?” 

I raised a questioning eyebrow at Momma. 

She said, “I won’t make any plans. I promise. The children and I have made all of our social rounds, and we took Tavere, Abbie, and Marcos along with us. Ephors’ society should be quite satisfied.” 

After a week relaxing on Ephors while the men occupied themselves with hunting, we all returned to Parvac. A day later, Violet, Terre, Sparrow, and I had my sitting room in the Palace to ourselves with the children. From where I reclined on the couch, I watched as Thunderdrop tore down an old web. 

“I’m glad it’s not just me,” Tracy said as she looked around at us. It feels like it has just been go, go, go for weeks.” 

“I agree. Some boredom will be a nice change,” Terre said. 

Violet nodded. 

Momma and Papa had put themselves in charge of us. Nico had gone to Apellan, Fitz had gone to Thalassa, Dario was in orbit somewhere seeing to a problem on one of his captain’s ships, Eli was busy tying up the loose ends of Felix’s investigation, and Yukihyo had gone off with Farowyn and his men to teach them some trading basics in the Empire. Neema climbed up onto the couch, draped herself across me, and went to sleep. I dozed off with her. 

“Well, what else can a mother do? I am so grateful to you for the invitation. Otherwise, I fear that I never would learn what has transpired,” an unfamiliar female voice said. 

My lids fluttered open. Neema was heavy on my chest. I wiped at my cheek. 

Terre bolted upright from where she had been napping across the room. “Oh, stars,” she muttered. 

Phillip sauntered into the sitting room wearing a suit. From the looks of it, he had changed in record time but had still managed to look scrumptious. 

Terre stood as Momma entered with the Lady Victoria Dacia. “Mother,” Terre said with a curtsey. 

Sparrow and Tracy remained sound asleep. 

“I had to resort to coming all of this way to see you. What else was I to do when you either decline or ignore my communications?” 

“We’ve been busy.”

Lady Dacia gazed around the room. “Apparently,” she said with uncensored sarcasm. She targeted Phillip. 

With a charming smile, he approached and bowed to her. “Lady Dacia, it is an honor to make your acquaintance.” 

Lady Dacia allowed Phillip to kiss her hand. “Dr. Svenson, you must be extraordinary to have convinced my daughter to accept you as a husband. I feared she would never marry.” 

Phillip gazed at Terre with sappy adoration. “I count myself among the most fortunate of men and will cherish each moment I have with Terre.” 

“Romantic words,” Lady Dacia said. 

I said, “Oh, he means them. Momma, help.” She bent down, gently lifted Neema, and carried her to the nursery. 

“Why have you been avoiding me?” Victoria asked. “I’m thrilled you have taken a husband. Your Grandmother is ecstatic that he is human. She wants to meet Phillip to formally welcome him to the family and introduce him to Naxa’s society.” 

“Mother, truly, we have been busy.” Terre blushed. “Phillip and I spend all of our free moments together.” 

Victoria said, “Oh, I understand. Darling, if he is wearing you out with his attentions, place him on a schedule and allow him to see to your needs when it suits you.” 

Phillip’s expression changed to one of horrified disbelief. Laughter had me balled up on the couch with tears rolling down my face. Fortunately, my ladies had already woken up, and it wasn’t my fault. We excused ourselves to the patio to give Terre and her mother some privacy. Kaoti offered his arm to a dizzy Violet. 

“A schedule?” Sparrow asked. 

I snorted. “Did you see his face?” 

Rolf and Otto brought us refreshments. Zared, Xavier, and Jazon joined us from across the lawn. They kept sharing satisfied, smug little smiles amongst themselves. 

“Poor Phillip,” I said as I ate a petit four. 

Rather than Phillip, we soon began to feel sorry for ourselves. Momma and Victoria descended upon us dragging a defeated Terre behind them. I tried to ask her what was wrong without being noticed. She gave me a look that said, “Wait for it.” Zared, Phillip, and Xavier pulled the ladies’ chairs out for them. 

“Thank you. Gentlemen, you may go and leave us in privacy,” Momma said with a wave of her diamond covered fingers. I eyed the males’ hasty retreats enviously. Victoria sighed. Momma patted her hand sympathetically. “See, Victoria? I told you that Teagan and Terre would be good influences on each other.” They shared knowing smiles. 

“Indeed, you did. Terre, now that you see the allure of having a husband of your own, perhaps you will attempt to appreciate the offers of some of your other suitors.” 

Momma said, “Yes, aside from Teagan, each of you young ladies only has one husband.” 

Victoria said, “As Teagan’s ladies and Imperial attendants, it would be prudent of you to form alliances to Houses with strong ties to House Probus.” 

Sparrow stared at Lady Victoria while biting into a celery stick. The two of them continued to drone on throughout lunch. 

When Rolf and Otto cleared the table, Momma said, “How about some entertainment?” She had clay and tools brought out to the patio. They started lecturing us again. “Girls, it isn’t a requirement to see to a husband’s needs each time he has one,” Momma stated. 

“Stars, no!” Victoria exclaimed. “A husband should be grateful if you see to him once a year.” 

I rolled my eyes. 

Terre said, “Once a year? I wouldn’t mind cutting back to once a day. I’m exhausted.” 

Her mother choked on her tea. Shocked, she said, “One husband and he... um... more than once a day?” 

Terre said, “You are joking, certainly. Phillip is eager for my attentions a few times each morning and night. I would need to build up my stamina considerably before ever thinking of accepting another male.” 

Victoria blushed. 

Sensing Victoria and Momma’s discomfort at Terre’s candidness, I perked up, and so did Violet. 

Terre asked, “Mother, how often do you and father make love?” 

Victoria looked stunned. “Terre, that is rather personal.” 

Sparrow said, “So is telling us how many husbands we should have.” 

Victoria said, “All of your fathers and I have a traditional marriage.” 

“So, once a year?” Terre confirmed.

Sparrow laughed and pointed at Victoria and Momma. “Neither of you could handle my husband. He gives me in a week what your combined husbands probably give you in a year.” 

Tracy said, “Parvac husbands may be more manageable than Laconian husbands. Teagan, what do you think?” She snickered when she saw what I was sculpting with my clay and started copying me. 

“Not mine. After being on a warship with them for weeks, I’m glad they’ve gone off to get some work done. I’ve started to worry that I’ve bitten off more than I can... swallow.” 

My friends burst out laughing. 

Momma said, “I believe you meant to say chew.” 

“No, I meant to say swallow.” 

Sparrow explained in calm detail to Momma what I meant. Momma and Victoria both blushed. 

Scandalized, Victoria asked, “Why would you do such a thing? You put it in your mouth?” 

“Phillip adores such attention,” Terre said innocently. 

I held up my clay creation. Tracy, Sparrow, and Violet screeched with laughter. 

“Teagan! Shame on you! Put that down before someone sees!” 

“But, Momma, I made something that looks real. Anyway, it’s not going down. This clay is firm.” 

“Teagan!” 

I got up and walked around the table showing off the huge penis I had sculpted to my friends, who were dying with laughter. 

Violet said, “There’s supposed to be a hole in the end.” 

“Right. I’ll fix it.” Sitting down, I got to work. “Hey, Terre. I have an idea. Every time our mothers nag us about our marriages, let’s make them penises.” 

“Fabulous idea. We can make their sizes in relation to how intrusive we find the conversations.” 

To Terre, Tracy said, “You might need some more clay for yours.” 

“Fine, Teagan. You win. Just stop,” Momma begged. 

I gave her my sweetest smile. My friends and I used all of our clay, and by the time we had finished the table was covered in clay penises. We were laughing so hard that guards were staring at us from across the lawn and gardens. Then, Inquisitor Rovek and my team showed up. They looked at the table, turned red, and then moved to the edge of the patio to stand at attention. It was then that Momma started laughing and soon had tears running down her face. 

“Teagan, what are we going to do with all of these?” Sparrow asked.

I snorted and wiped my eyes. “Next, we paint them and put them in the kiln. I think every time someone pisses me off, I’ll put one in a gift bag and send it.” 

We all laughed harder, even getting a few chuckles from Kaoti. 

When Papa walked out onto the patio and observed us painting our phalluses in bright colors and patterns, he didn’t ask. My diabolical smile told him everything he needed to know. “How fitting,” he said as he picked one up. 

Taking his comment in an unintended way, I started laughing. 

Momma asked, “What do you mean, Tavere?” 

“I’ve been participating in negotiations with the Galaxic Government for a few weeks. Suddenly, they are eager to establish strong diplomatic ties, not that they have much to offer us. However, at the moment, I have come to take my Empress and the Lady Dacia to dinner. Shall we?” 

Momma said, “Oh, Teagan, I almost forgot. House Galerius has extended an invitation to you and your entourage. They want to meet Dario’s wife. I accepted on your behalf.” 

Papa said, “That will be a nice distraction. I will supply you and your ladies with generous spending allowances to make the trip more enjoyable.” 

“Papa, I have billions of credits.”

“Teagan, those are yours. Allow your father to indulge you,” Momma scolded. 

“How much time do we have to see to their wardrobes?” Victoria asked. 

“A few weeks. That will give Teagan’s husbands time to return to Parvac. I will have Larkin alert them and see to the arrangements,” Papa said. 

Papa winked at me as he led the ladies away. 

Terre sighed. “Have I thanked you recently for rescuing me from Naxa?” 

“Not yet today.” 

“Thank you, a hundred times.” 

Inquisitor Rovek cleared his throat. I wiped my hands on a damp cloth and turned to him. “Yes, sir?” 

Inquisitor Rovek frowned at me. “When your team came for you this morning, they were informed that you were unavailable.” 

“I’m sorry. I set my alarm, but someone must have disabled it. Why didn’t you guys wake me up?” I asked as I looked around Rovek at my team. 

“We couldn’t get around the Imperial Guards or your butlers. We tried,” Ross answered. 

“Missing hours of instruction must cease to occur. Plenty of allowances have been made for you. To compensate, you and your team will face a survival challenge.” 

I moaned and closed my eyes in despair. “When?” I asked.

“When the four of you least expect it. Cadets, with me.” They marched away across the lawn. 

“Otto, please bring me a gift box.” I went over to the kiln and pulled out a big, pink, sparkly piece of my artwork. 

By seeing to our wardrobes, Victoria and Momma had meant more specifically diamonds. Momma and her ladies began working on what each of us would wear anytime we were in public. Our outfits and coordinating jewelry were placed in color-coded garment bags and matching jewelry boxes. I wasn’t to make an appearance on Daphoene in anything less than a million credits worth of diamonds. Also, Momma hired stylists for us, insisting that our hair and grooming should be perfect at all times. Luckily, our new stylists, Choji and Ulf, had no qualms in assisting Pierce and Lorca with babysitting. Wisely, Terre, Tracy, Violet, Sparrow, and I gave Momma and her ladies, which included Victoria, and Aunt Seyla, free reign, choosing to stay out of their way. It was important to choose our battles with care. 

The Empress was stocked, fueled, and prepared. Gradually, my husbands, with the exception of Quaid who had become quite secretive about his mission, returned to Parvac. Yukihyo was sharing our warehouse with the Eloneave, and they intended to fill it for Farowyn’s return to Talpa. 

I ran to Yukihyo when he stepped across the threshold and into the Palace. His large muscular frame was partially in shadow as I linked my fingers with his and pressed my face to his warm chest. 

“My Lady Wife has missed me.” His words rumbled through my ear. 

“Very much so.” 

“You had Zared, Eli, and Drex to keep you company.” 

I didn’t tell Yukihyo out loud that he was my favorite, because he already knew. “Zared stayed at my side, but Eli and Drex were working.” 

Yukihyo bent his face to mine and kissed me. Then, he traced my lips with his fingertip. The click of claws to the tiles alerted me to Farowyn’s arrival. 

“Hi. Did you enjoy your trip?” 

Farowyn bowed to me. “Yes, my Queen, but that enjoyment is nothing in comparison to how I feel when gazing upon your beauty.” 

I blushed. “Farowyn....” 

Later, when we were outside playing with the children on the lawn, Farowyn offered me his arm. “Will my Queen join me for a walk?” With a smile, I accepted. We walked along a garden path and out to a secluded swing that was situated beneath a pink flowering arbor. We sat and looked out over the lake. “Travelling to Daphoene on separate ships, I will not be able to touch your soft skin for days.” 

Silently, I debated telling Farowyn not to worry. I had plenty of males available for all sorts of skin touching and to have fun flying his ship, but I thought about how it would sound. Instead, I offered him a small smile. 

He scooted closer. “Even when we are parted, my thoughts dwell on you.” 

Farowyn caressed my cheek with his knuckles before claiming my mouth with his. Farowyn’s tongue began a wild dance with mine. He placed a hand to my back and held me close to his chest. With his other hand, he lifted my skirt and cut through the side of my undies with one of his claws. My shocked intake of breath was lost upon his delving tongue. In a swift motion, I was straddling his lap. Then, the finger that wasn’t a finger began seeking admittance, tickling my entrance. As it lengthened and swelled, I grew wet. Farowyn continued to expand until he filled me with aching hardness. He had grown so large that I felt stretched around him. Then, the vibrations began. He was so long and thick that I was unable to so much as wiggle. My fingers sank into his shoulders as waves of pleasure shattered my control. 

“Oh, yes! Yes!” I panted and pressed my forehead to his neck. The vibrations continued, and this time the pleasure built from deep within me. “Farowyn! Oh, Farowyn!” 

His long, hard, thick shaft vibrated within me. I clung to him, gasping with a pleasure so intense that I wanted to escape it, but he filled me to the point that I could do nothing other than hold his shoulders and come, over and over again. I was helpless and limp against him when he found his release. 

“Are you alright?” he asked. 

I couldn’t answer, see straight, or stop trembling. Farowyn covered me with my skirt, fastened his pants, and carried me to my bed. An hour later, I was still feeling aftershocks. Yukihyo and Zared were nowhere to be found. Eli ran me a bath. 

“Where is everyone?”  I asked him as he helped me into the tub. 

“Your rendezvous with Farowyn sent the hybrids into a state of lust. I almost feel sorry for Tracy and Sparrow. The others who are bonded to you felt much the same. Hence, Phillip went off to toss up his wife’s skirts. Those who are bonded to you but who will not be having their needs met are engaging in strenuous cardiovascular activities.” 

“Oh.” 

“Teagan, what is it like being with Farowyn? The Eloneave do not appear to be very well endowed.” 

I blushed at Eli. He sat on the edge of the tub and watched me. “Incredible.” 

“I guarded your privacy while you were with him and sent the other guards away. Farowyn didn’t even move.” 

I scowled and splashed him. “Oh, yes, he did, but it was internally.” 

“Explain.” He waited. My Inquisitor wanted answers. 

Leaning back, I met Eli’s dark-brown eyes. Drops of my bathwater glistened in his black hair. With a sigh, I said, “Imagine something filling and expanding within something else until there is no more room to be filled, and then vibrating within it until it shakes apart.” 

Eli raised an eyebrow at me. “Are you saying he grows until he is the perfect fit?” 

“Oh, stars yes,” I nodded. 

Eli looked concerned. “Is he better than me?” 

I held my lips between my teeth and moved my hands through my bubble bath. 

Eli asked, “Yukihyo?” 

Tilting my head to the side, I thought. With Yukihyo, he made love to my soul as much as my body. 

“Quaid and Zared together?” 

I shook my head. “No, I don’t think it would be possible for anyone to outperform that combination. What? They are telepaths and can control my pleasure endorphins.” 

Dryly, Eli said, “I’ll have refreshments prepared.” He splashed me back and left my bathroom. 

With a smile on my lips, I ducked my head underwater and scrubbed my scalp.   
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Chapter Twenty-One 
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The trip to Daphoene would take a few days, and I was beginning to have my doubts about going. I knew it was important to meet Dario’s family, but my last memorable trip to Daphoene had involved being stalked by Pax Cyprian. If Drex hadn’t knocked the man loopy, none of it would have happened to begin with. 

“Maybe, we shouldn’t go. Everything is perfect, and I don’t want to take any risks.” I caught myself biting a nail. 

Yukihyo stepped over a doll, a transport, and the destroyed remnants of a tower of blocks like a giant. He smiled at me with his beautiful mouth, and soothed me through our empathic bond. “There is no risk. Furthermore, this is a social trip for you and Dario and a business trip for Ponidi Propulsions. I plan to meet with ship builders. For you, meeting with House Galerius is your duty and may even end up being enjoyable.” 

Sparrow’s voice reached us. “There won’t be anything to do onboard other than your favorite activity.” 

Xavier said, “I have gathered together several books, games, and arts and crafts. You can also work on your prototype in a shielded lab.” 

“I wanted to go mountain climbing.” 

Xavier said, “We have plenty of time for that. Anyway, the mountain goats are in heat. Now isn’t a good time to climb.” 

Sparrow snorted. “You stay in heat.” 

Yukihyo met my eyes and grinned. 

Unlike Sparrow, Tracy and Terre were excited to visit Daphoene. Between the two of them, they had most of our free time planned. Sparrow wouldn’t be bored once we arrived. I had been insistent about having one day of extravagant shopping. 

When we boarded the Empress, my ladies and I discovered that the males in our lives had made their own preparations for the trip. A room beside the nursery had been cleared of furniture and transformed into a playroom. Another room had been remodeled to resemble a small salon complete with massage tables. Kaoti led Violet to a chair, helped her get comfortable, and then placed Poppy in a walker beside her. I put Peter in the starship walker that his brother and sister had outgrown. I noticed that someone had found our wooden baby swing and had set it up in the sitting room. 

“Chirp! Chirp!” Thunderdrop spotted a color shape in the new playroom and ran for it. Neema and Niklos ran after him. 

“Here, Sparrow. Sit and relax,” Xavier said. After she sat in a chair, he covered her with a blanket, and put a basket full of books beside her. 

Terre and I sat on a couch. A grinning Phillip covered us with a blanket and offered us yarn and knitting needles. Not really caring what they were up to, I shrugged and picked a skein of pink, purple, and blue yarn along with a set of thick needles of Arachnean wood. Tracy sat and contentedly studied Daphoene’s marine life on her vid-screen. 

Dario, Eli, Drex, and Farowyn had each given me hugs and kisses before boarding their ships. Momma and her ladies had been insistent that our arrival to the planet be a grand display. Traveling with me were Yukihyo, Nico, Fitz, and Zared. That in and of itself had the tension easing from me. Four husbands were a much more manageable amount. Although, Quaid had alluded to the possibility of us seeing each other soon in one of our conversations. Having nine husbands was overwhelming me, and they knew it. However, even with only one husband a piece, my ladies had been feeling just as overwhelmed. Violet was tired due to her pregnancy. Once we were in orbit, our husbands left us to our own amusements. 

“They must have realized they were wearing us out,” Tracy mused. 

“Thank goodness,” Terre mumbled. 

“Is that the reason for the spoiling, or do you think Terre’s mother scolded them?” Sparrow asked. 

I shrugged. “I don’t care. I’m just going to enjoy it while it lasts. Each of you only has one. I’m dealing with nine. What the stars was I thinking?” 

Sparrow said, “I can bet I know with what you were thinking. However, Quaid is away with Daddy on the Hadrian, and we don’t see them often enough.” 

Agreeing with her, I finished casting on. 

With my husbands keeping themselves busy, the children and I had the next morning to ourselves. Our day involved them sneaking into my bed and cuddling with me until we fell back asleep. Waking up with Neema on one side, Niklos on the other, and Peter glued to my chest had me waking up in baby heaven. After breakfast, Violet and I took Thunderdrop and the children for a walk around each deck. Holding onto Poppy’s stroller stabilized poor Violet. 

“Feeling better?” I asked her. 

“Yes, I’m just tired. I thought this journey would be too much for me, but it is turning out to be just what I needed.” She gave me a small smile. 

“I think we all needed a break.” 

“Chitter.” 

“No, of course, you don’t. You are a very strong and fierce spider. You are as formidable as Yukihyo.” I nodded sagely at him. 

“Drop is good,” Niklos said. 

“Very good,” Neema said as she threw her doll up in the air for Thunderdrop to catch. 

“Chirp!” He attached lines of silk to the doll’s arms and made it walk before our strollers along the corridor. The children screamed with laughter at his antics, and several crewmen did shocked double-takes at seeing what appeared to be a tiny baby walking along unassisted. Violet and I laughed along with them. 

We passed Cedrenus, Ross, Binder, and Izaac who were on their way to the gym. Thunderdrop’s antics didn’t surprise them. I hoped that Inquisitor Rovek wouldn’t see me. I had been participating in our studies, but I wasn’t in the mood for sparring or jogging. Izaac winked at me and telepathically promised to redirect Rovek’s thoughts away from me. I blew him a kiss. 

After lunch, instead of exercising, Terre and I tried out the massage capabilities of Ulf and Choji. We learned that aside from being talented masseurs, they were both flirts. 

By the time Daphoene came into view, the five of us had read all of the novels that Xavier had bought for Sparrow, had knitted all of the yarn, and were in need of new amusements. Hours before we were supposed to dock, Choji and Ulf got to work on our hair. While waiting for them to be done, we watched the newsfeeds from Daphoene and chuckled to ourselves. The Empress was shown approaching the planet, flanked by Eli and Drex’s warships, with Dario in front of her, and Farowyn behind us. We had traveled slowly enough for the Eloneave to keep pace. We were putting on a display for the citizens of Daphoene. Dario had coordinated our arrival for optimal effect. 

“I’m arriving in my own ship, and the ones surrounding us belong to my husbands. How badass does this look?” I asked while admiring the sight on the vid-screen. 

“Mommy!” Neema scolded. 

I blushed. Yukihyo and Neema had a deal. Anytime a bad word slipped from my lips and she tattled, she got a new toy. She ran to him. Moments later, Yukihyo poked his head into the salon to smirk at me. He, Fitz, and Phillip were dressed in new suits. Nico and Zared wore their dress uniforms. 

Fitz said, “By accepting Dario, you strengthened House Probus along with all of the Houses with which it has affiliations, including mine.” 

I said, “That was kind of the point. Dario and I are friends. I trust him and find him attractive.” I shrugged. Dario and I would have the more traditional type of Parvac marriage of which Victoria had been lecturing us. 

“Shall we?” Fitz asked as he offered me his arm. 

Thunderdrop climbed to my shoulder, and we all made our way down to our transports. Eli slid into the seat across from me. Rather than a uniform, he wore a black suit that did everything to accentuate his strong shoulders and dangerous good looks. Too often, my Inquisitor worked to disguise himself to blend in, hiding his attractiveness so he wouldn’t draw notice. His lips lifted in a subtle smile causing me to raise my eyes from them and to the intelligent set of eyes above them that studied me. Leaning back in my seat, I studied Eli in return. He was mine. I didn’t have any reason to be ashamed of ogling him. 

“Eli, are you trying to seduce me with your choice of formal wear?” 

He raised an eyebrow at me. “I thought you should know how it feels.” 

I laughed at him. “What are you trying to say?” 

“I’m saying that you should be seduced, and often. Everything you wear, I want to remove slowly. You are like a gift I receive each day, and time slows to an excruciating pace as I eagerly await the moment when I can tear the wrappings and bows from you. During the course of this day, this night, tomorrow, the next day, and the next for however long it takes before I touch you again, know that all I think of is your bare skin beneath my palms.” 

Eli’s intensity heated my core, forcing my body to breathe faster in a futile attempt to cool itself. However, I knew of only one thing that would douse my flames, and it was the slick tongue that he had used to seduce me with his words. Eli knew me well. He knew what made my heart pound, and that sweet heartfelt words were my weakness. Through the bonds we shared, Yukihyo, Nico, and Zared shifted uncomfortably in their seats. My passion and need had ignited their own. 

“Thanks, Eli. Now, we can all be horny as hell for the duration of this party,” Nico grumbled. 

Eli smirked at him. “Deal with it. I spent the last two and a half years painfully aroused. True torture is unrequited love, and bliss is having your love returned.” 

Eli did love me, and I loved him. I asked, “So, when do you plan to display me before your family?” 

“You have taught me something about myself, Teagan. I am selfish and don’t want to share you with them. I’d rather take those wasted hours and keep you for myself.” 

I couldn’t take my eyes from his. Eli held me in a trance of longing and desire. He broke our eye contact to catch something Yukihyo tossed to him. Curious, I looked at it and saw a small bag of ice. Nico snickered. “What’s that for?” I asked. 

“To cool his lust,” Yukihyo said sardonically. 

“Chirp! Chirp!” Thunderdrop found us all to be amusing. My spider baby had been in an adorably playful mood. He placed his front legs against the transport window and looked out. 

“Oh! What’s that, Daddy?” Neema asked. Her jade eyes had gone wide. 

Sensing his sister’s excitement, Niklos strained to see. My jaw dropped. On the lawn of the primary seat of House Galerius, was a playground paradise. It put our children’s parties on Parvac to shame. 

“Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!” Neema fought her seat while Yukihyo tried to get her out. 

Nico freed Niklos, and I took Peter. Dario came to my door and opened it, helping me out. Placing my hand on his arm, I dragged my eyes away from a merry-go-round whose seats were colorful birds in flight with a sculpted tree at its center. 

“Princess Probus, may I introduce Praetor Galerius, my father, and the Lady Lillith, my mother?” 

I curtsied deeply to Dario’s parents. They shared the same black hair and brown eyes as their son, and neither of them appeared to have any blood other than Parvacian running through their veins. Praetor Galerius’ eyes were deep with a wisdom I found to be intimidating, but his mother seemed sweet and almost innocent despite her years. After exchanging pleasantries and making the rounds of introductions, I soon learned why. The women of House Galerius had spent their lives sheltered and protected. They had never suffered, been hurt, beaten, or forced to fight for their survival. 

While I didn’t think that any of the Galerius women could win a fight against a silk square, they had devoted themselves to the pursuit of knowledge. Even though I felt superior to them in the areas of self-defense, weaponry, and captaining a vessel, I felt grossly and intellectually inferior to them even though they made no attempts to elicit such feelings from me. The ladies of House Galerius were astounded that I could fly a fighter ship. None of them had ever bothered to learn to drive a transport. They didn’t need to learn. There was always someone available to assist them with anything they might need. In fact, security was so tight at the Galerius estate that Eli had given Kaoti the day off. He was enjoying the playground with Violet and Poppy. 

When I snuck away to the bathroom, Terre followed. “Are you alright?” 

Before I could answer her, Sparrow and Tracy squeezed into the room with us. Sparrow asked, “Is it just me, or do you all feel like cacti in a greenhouse full of orchids?” 

I widened my eyes. “So, it’s not just me?” 

Tracy said, “I feel more like a whale floundering in the desert. Mother always drilled manners and proper behavior into my brothers and me, but this is an entirely new level of refinement.” 

I laughed at the image and felt sorry for the whale. 

Terre said, “You should all be proud of your accomplishments. Being from other star systems, it may take some time before you become accustomed to our ways. I experienced some rather extreme cultural shock while on Scipio.” 

With a straight face, I asked, “Was it in your vagina?” 

“Teagan!” Terre’s cheeks turned red. 

“Well, that is where you surrendered to Phillip’s manly attentions, right?” 

She rolled her eyes at me. “I had set my mind to him previously. Those females....” Terre’s embarrassment turned to anger. 

I asked, “Don’t you remember me warning you about how females throw themselves at him?” 

Terre nodded. “Phillip and I have spoken of that sort of behavior at length. Females may throw themselves at him, but he will no longer be catching them.” Her strict tone sent us all into fits of laughter. 

Eventually, we saw to our toiletries and returned to the party. Dario grinned at me from where he stood conversing with his father and one of his uncles. He put his drink down on a table and walked over to me. Vice Admiral Dario Galerius was undeniably sexy when he strutted across a room. I smiled at the twinkle in his eyes. My friends left me to join the company of their husbands. Dario moved in close and leaned down to whisper in my ear. 

“Are you enjoying the party?” His breath tickled my neck making me smile as he moved his hand down my arm to take my fingers in his. 

“I am. It’s beautiful here,” I whispered into his ear, which I had to lift up on my toes to reach even with him bent down. 

“The fountains in the gardens may be of interest to you if it is beauty you enjoy. May I show them to you?” Dario’s lips touched my cheek as he spoke. 

Farowyn discreetly watched us as we exited the main room, but so did everyone else. 

When we were far enough away not to be overheard, I nervously asked, “Does your family like me?” 

Dario almost stumbled as he stopped and gazed down at me with concern. “Teagan, they adore you and couldn’t be more pleased for us.” Dario’s arms went around me with a tenderness that had me emotionally stumbling. It was as though I was a porcelain teacup so finely crafted as to be transparent when held to the light. 

“Dario, why are you looking at me like that?” My voice shook. Water splashed into mosaic tiled pools around us from fountains made to resemble joyous nude females. 

Tenderly, Dario stroked my cheek. “I must confess something, Teagan. I am your friend and always shall be. The political affiliation we have formed by joining our houses was reason enough for me to offer myself to you, but it wasn’t my reason.” He stared down into my eyes as he whispered truths from his heart into my ears. I feared that I might lose myself in the brown of his eyes. They had begun to remind me of Arachne’s rich soil, resting beneath a blanket of fallen leaves. “I was yours the first time I saw a tear fall from this eye as it left a sad trail down your cheek,” he said as he traced a finger gently down my face. “Each one I saw that day broke me. Only your happiness can mend what your tears have torn apart.” 

“You love me?” My voice was so quiet that I barely heard my own question.

Dario cupped my face with tender reverence. “I love you from the depths of my soul, from depths I didn’t know I had. I feared if you knew what you truly mean to me, that you would deny me. You might have done so to protect me, but I don’t expect your love in return. Your friendship and trust are enough for me, but never doubt my love for you. I understand your need to be self-reliant, to be able to depend on your skills, but you never need to prove your worth to me. I already know it, though I do not believe that you do. In time, you will learn that there is nothing for you to fear from me, no reason for you to struggle, argue, or fight. Anything you want or need, I will provide. Any goal you wish to achieve, I will facilitate. I am yours, your champion, my will is an extension of your own, and my main concern is to make your life more pleasing to you in every way. The Emperor has my loyalty, but my body and soul are and forever shall belong to you.” 

My emotions were like the waters of the nearest fountain, splashing about, moving, and never remaining still long enough for me to examine them. However, they resembled the look of joy depicted on the fountain’s female subject’s face. “You want to treat me the way those ladies in your house are treated. You want me to be happy and safe.” My hands trembled, and Dario took them into his large warm hands to still them, but the trembling moved from my hands and up my arms into the rest of me. 

“Teagan, come, my darling,” Dario whispered as he picked me up and carried me to a private gazebo with a cushioned floor. Sitting with me, he lowered me to his lap and held me while I struggled to process his meaning along with everything else I had learned about House Galerius and its treatment of females. 

“I don’t know if there is any innocence left within me for you to protect.” 

Dario stroked my hair. “I can see it with my own eyes that your heart is full of it, and I will do everything in my power to keep you from losing any more of it. I vow to protect your daughters and make their every dream come true, be those dreams of adventures in the stars or of a quiet life in the most idyllic setting I can create.” 

“I only have one daughter.” I turned my face to brave a look into his eyes. 

“The future may bless us with many more,” Dario said with a kind smile. 

I kissed him with a desperation that surprised and confused me. He was vowing to be for Neema what I had never dreamed of having for myself as a child, a protector. I had feared Nathan Green, dreaded the sound of his footsteps and the pain they would bring. Seeing the Galerius females forced me to see how truly wrong my childhood had been. Yukihyo would protect Neema. I knew that. We were his, and he would protect and provide for us for all of our days. There was just something about seeing how things could have been had my Papa had the chance to care for Momma and me that made everything seem so much more tragic. It made the memory of Papa’s hands around Felix’s neck as he squeezed and squeezed make so much more sense. Papa had wanted to keep Momma and me as protected and pampered as the Galerius ladies. 

“I wonder if my pain hurts Papa each time he sees it.”

Dario whispered, “It hurts him, Teagan. It hurts us all, but promise me you will not hide your feelings. I must know what hurts before I can fix it.” 

“Yukihyo, Zared, and Quaid always know what I feel and think.” 

“Yes, we all should be aware of you as a whole.” Dario moved an arm behind my back. “Are you comfortable?” 

“Yes, but I just realized something. Soon after we were married, Yukihyo and I had our first fight. It was silly now that I think about it, but it wasn’t at the time. I went off with Thunderdrop without a male escort. Yukihyo was so angry, but this is why. He wasn’t trying to control me. He needed to keep me safe. He was compelled to do so.” 

Dario smiled and kissed my forehead. “Let’s go find him and the children. Shall we?” 

I nodded. 

We walked past fountains, artfully manicured flowerbeds, and shaded seating areas on our way to the lawn where children seemed to be everywhere, laughing and playing. Niklos and a boy his age with black hair were racing each other down kiddie slides. Nico and a man, who I presumed to be the boy’s father, stood watch while having a friendly conversation. Catching Nico’s eye, I smiled at him. The grin he gave me in return said he wanted to throw me over his shoulder and carry me away to someplace private. I winked at him. Yukihyo stood with his arms crossed over his chest watching the merry-go-round. He looked as though he were about to laugh. Then, I saw why. Neema was laughing from where she sat securely in a blue and pink bird seat. Thunderdrop had attached a line of silk above her and floated a few feet away as they went around and around. 

“Faster, Drop! Faster!” she yelled at him. 

Each of the ride’s seats was filled with a laughing child. I ran to Yukihyo. He uncrossed his arms in time to catch me to his chest. I smiled up at his white eyes as traces of pink and gold appeared within them. 

After the party, most of us had gone to Dario’s private residence, but a few of my entourage had either gone to hotels or returned to the ships. Currently, the children were napping, and Terre, Sparrow, Tracy, and I were lounging around Dario’s swimming pool. Terre had bullied us out of wearing swim dresses but couldn’t convince us to sunbathe in the nude as she did. We had compromised enough to lay out topless after making the males in our lives swear to us that they wouldn’t come out to the pool. The four of us soon dozed off in luxurious peace and quiet. Until.... 

“Chitter! Chitter! Chitter clack!” Thunderdrop said. 

I woke up with my spider baby’s blue-grey abdomen in my face and the prickly feel of his eight legs on my bare skin. He stood on top of me, covering me. 

“Oh!” Tracy said as she covered her chest with a towel. 

Inquisitor Rovek stood at my feet, watching us in a creepy manner. “What the hell are you doing out here? The pool is off limits for males! We reserved it.” I glared at him around Thunderdrop. 

“Chitter! Chitter!” he agreed with me. 

“As I told you on Parvac, the curriculum must be satisfied for this grading period. You will have plenty of time to lounge about after completion of your team’s first survival trial. Get dressed or go as you are.” Rovek gave me a bored expression. 

I scowled at him. “You’d like that. Wouldn’t you?” 

Without expression, he asked, “Who wouldn’t?” 

Sparrow said, “You’re being an asshole.” 

“I agree,” Tracy said. 

“Rovek, did it occur to you to signal for entry at the front door?” Eli asked. 

“No.” 

“Go inside. Leave the ladies in peace,” Eli said. 

“There isn’t time for that. The grading period ends in six days. Ensign Probus has a responsibility to her team. Between the explosion on the stealth ship, and Teagan’s chemistry evaluations and attendance, without a successful survival credit, her team won’t pass.” 

“So, you just had to sneak up on us while we are practically naked at the pool?” I asked sarcastically. 

Rovek said, “The Lady Svenson is quite naked, and it is perfectly natural. The sector where you were held captive is to blame for imbuing you with a shame of your body. Each one of you is lovely.” Rovek’s eyes roamed over Tracy with obvious lust. 

“Oh, shit,” I said. “Rovek, you’d better run for your life.” My warning came too late. A pair of furious black eyes glared out of Jazon’s face. 

Terre sighed, wrapped a towel around herself, and went inside. Once Thunderdrop moved, I covered myself and waited to see if Jazon would beat up my teacher. Tracy blushed furiously while putting on her robe. However, it was less a blush of embarrassment and more of a blush of pleasure at being viewed as desirable. The males of Aurilius hadn’t done much for her self-esteem. It was nice to feel beautiful. Tracy tensed beside me. Jazon didn’t attack which confused both of us. Tracy, Sparrow, and I followed Terre inside. 

“Ensign Probus, I will await you out front. Ladies, it was a pleasure,” Inquisitor Rovek said. 

Tracy looked completely befuddled, and I didn’t want to leave her but had no choice if I wanted to pass. 

“Zared,” I called. 

He was in our room laying clothes out on the bed. “I know. Don’t worry about the children. I think you would be better off wearing layers. A swimsuit would be better than undergarments. Here are some shorts and a loose pair of pants. A T-shirt, long-sleeved shirt, and pair of exercise shoes should be comfortable. Oh, and here’s a hat.” I looked over the color coordinated attire he had selected with my comfort in mind that would prove useful no matter what horrible camping nightmare Rovek had planned. Then, I kissed Zared long and deep. 

“Where do you think you will be going?” Yukihyo asked from the doorway. 

“I will tell you once she leaves,” Zared said. 

“You know?” I asked.

“Yes, I read Rovek’s mind. You will only be allowed the clothes you wear.” 

I started dressing. Zared couldn’t tell me anything else, or it would be considered cheating. “Is Jazon going to beat up Rovek?” 

Zared shook his head. His long, dove-grey hair was in a ponytail at the nape of his neck. “He planned to do so. However, just as you realized, Tracy was flattered by Rovek’s attention. He may allow him to give her flowers and a few gifts before publicly beating some sense into him.” I laughed but started worrying about the children. “Don’t.” Zared ordered. “They have full schedules planned for them each day at the Galerius Estate. Your marriage to Dario has provided the children with several new cousins with whom to play.” 

“Peter?” I asked. 

“Will be spoiled and have no shortage of arms wishing to be filled by him,” Yukihyo assured me. 

I looked between them. “I’m so very fortunate to have such loving, supportive, and absolutely gorgeous husbands.” They nodded. I rolled my eyes at them and continued dressing. 

Yukihyo asked Zared, “Do you want to take a drive out to Neema’s diamond mine with me?” 

Zared grinned. “Sure. It will be a welcome diversion.” 

I went to the front sitting room and heard an argument that was occurring outside. Slowing my steps, I crept closer to listen. “If she comes back with so much as a scratch, there will be nothing left of you to find,” a male voice said with a cold, seething rage. 

“She wants to do this, and it is only for a few days. Her team will be with her. If I were not certain that her studies and training had prepared her for this, I would have failed her team and held them back. However, participation in training exercises is part of our regimen of which you are all too aware.” The voice belonged to Inquisitor Rovek. 

“A medic should go with them,” the angry male said. 

“A physician will be in place at a nearby location, prepared for any medical emergency, heart related or otherwise.” 

A loud boom made me jump. I risked a look. The voice I hadn’t recognized had belonged to Eli. His voice and his features had been transformed by a rage that he had redirected at the side of the transport near Rovek’s head. His fist left a large dent. I had never seen Eli lose it before. I found it to be incredibly sexy. As nonchalantly as possible, I walked from the house down to the two men. Eli’s calm mask was once more in place. Slipping my arms around him, I gave his neck a gentle nip. 

“Rovek, I’m going to need one more hour.” I grinned up at Eli, who looked confused by my reaction to witnessing his display of temper. 

“Fine. However, the delay will cost your team two days of water and rations.” 

Narrowing my eyes at him, I flipped him off and took my seat in the transport. Eli bent down to kiss my cheek. “Don’t take any unnecessary risks. Let your team handle them. Promise me.”

“I promise to let the boys show off.” I grinned and kissed his lips. “Eli, take care of our family while I’m wherever I am.” 

“Always.” He closed my door and stared at Rovek with a clear promise of death until we were out of sight. 

“So, what are your intentions toward Tracy?” I asked as I swiveled my chair to the side to face him. I rested my chin on my hand and waited. 

“What business is that of yours?”

“She’s my friend and adopted sister-in-law. Don’t make me repeat my question again, or I’ll scratch myself on purpose and cry to Eli about it.” 

Rovek chuckled. “You win. I plan to court Lady Tracy.” 

“Are you crazy? What about Jazon? Do you have a death wish?” I stared at him in shock. 

“No, but I’ve been told I have a masochistic streak.” 

I frowned at him. “What’s that got to do with anything?” 

“Ask your husbands.” Rovek drove to a dock where a small boat waited. Soon, we were sailing across the ocean to a small island. My hat lifted from my head, flew away, and floated on the water for a moment before sinking in our wake. I frowned at it. Then, I turned back around in my seat. Rovek stopped the boat several miles from the shore. “I will be monitoring you. Find your team, survive for five days, and you’ll pass. Get out.” 

I looked around at the water surrounding us. “Get out? There’s no dock. Aren’t you going to take me closer?” 

“No, swim.” 

Frowning at him, I removed my safety belt, stood, and climbed up onto the boat. I felt a moment of gratitude to Quaid for teaching me how to jump into deep water. Shoving myself as far away from the boat as I could, I held my breath and jumped. My feet hit the water first before it gurgled over my head and muted all sound. After breaking the surface, I started swimming for the shore. My clothing made it more difficult. It was farther away than I realized. By the time I crawled onto the shore, my arms were burning with exhaustion, and my mouth tasted of salt water. Rovek had watched the entire time. I assumed he had done so to save me in case I couldn’t make it. Collapsing to the sand, I laid there and tried to catch my breath while Rovek started up the boat and sailed away. 
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Chapter Twenty-Two 
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Faint calls for help got me to my feet. The light was beginning to fade, and my wet clothing clung to my skin, chilling me. The breeze coming off of the water didn’t help. The beach stretched off to the left and right for as far as I could see. I saw no evidence of structures or even a fire. The rock-littered sand gave way to a tangled jungle. The breeze rustled through the leaves and made me doubt what I thought I had heard. Then, it came again. 

“Help!” Sounded from somewhere within the jungle. It didn’t repeat. 

I called out, “Hey! Where are you?”

“Teagan! Over here! Hurry!” Cedrenus yelled. 

Then, barely discernable in the distance, I saw them. Cedrenus, Binder, and Ross wore blindfolds and appeared to be secured to stakes with their hands tied behind their backs. “I see you! I’m coming!” 

The rocky and uneven ground prevented me from running very fast. The boys were struggling vainly to free themselves. They were spaced too far apart to be able to help each other. Huffing for air, I made it to them. 

“Be still so I can get the blindfolds off of you.” 

“Don’t touch us!” Cedrenus yelled. 

“Why not? Do you want to stay that way?” I noticed that their clothing was bubbling. “What is that?” 

Ross yelled, “It’s an enzyme that will begin eating our flesh once it finishes with our clothes! Free our hands!” 

I struggled with the knotted plasti-rope binding Cedrenus’ wrists to the stake. He had rubbed his wrists raw in his attempts to free himself. My fingers became slick with his blood. Finally, I loosened the rope enough for him to wiggle free. He tore off the blindfold and squinted in the dim light as he focused on freeing Ross while I worked to free Binder. Once they were no longer bound, they ran at full speed to the ocean. I followed at a much slower pace, tired from the swim and hazardous jog across the rock-strewn beach to my team. I watched as they dove into the waves and scrubbed at their skin. 

Cedrenus said, “The saline content neutralized the enzyme. You arrived not a moment too soon.” 

I blushed as they came out of the ocean completely nude, not that I hadn’t seen them swimming in the nude at the pool in the Palace. Patches on their arms and chests were red from where the enzyme had already eaten through the fabric. 

“I’m sorry it took me so long to reach you. He made me swim all of the way from the boat.” 

“I’m just glad you got here when you did,” Binder said. 

“Water, shelter, and fire are our priorities,” Ross said. “It’s getting dark.” 

“Do you have clothes stashed somewhere?” I asked.

“No,” Binder answered. 

“The first one who finds water gets to wear my pants. Don’t worry. They have a stretchy waist. And, go!” I followed after them, trying to behave myself, but I kept giggling at their butts. “How did you know to call for help? You were all blindfolded.” 

Ross said, “We heard the boat.” 

After walking for what felt like hours, we found water. A thin stream of it trickled down from a defunct waterfall and into a shallow, bucket-sized pool beneath it. We had to take turns catching it in our mouths. 

“I found it first. Hand them over,” Binder said. 

Slipping out of the loose, damp pants, I passed them to him. They were roomy enough for him to wear but stopped well above his ankles. “Here,” I said as I handed over my shorts. “I’m wearing a swimsuit.” Cedrenus took them. My pink stretchy shorts looked absolutely ridiculous on him and left nothing to the imagination. Ross made himself a loin cloth out of my long-sleeved shirt. I was left with my white, two-piece swimsuit, pink T-shirt, and exercise shoes. 

Noticing my shivering, Cedrenus started building a fire. “Sit down, Teagan. You look tired.” 

“I am.” I didn’t need to be told twice to sit. 

While Cedrenus struggled with the fire, Binder and Ross constructed a lean-to. Cedrenus said, “At first light, we survey the island and find food.” Eventually, he started the fire. It looked hard to do with nothing but rocks and sticks. 

Soon, the fire and stars above provided our only light. The jungle was full of strange sounds, the calls of animals and sounds of their movements through the trees. It made me acutely aware of Thunderdrop’s absence. I had grown to rely heavily upon his protection. Instead of the unfamiliar sounds, I tried to concentrate on the crashing waves. 

“Are you still cold?” Bishop asked. 

When I nodded my head, he added bigger sticks to the fire. I held my arms around my knees. From within the jungle, but not far enough away, a scary hissing cough sound made me jump. “What was that?” 

“She’s scared,” Binder said. “Teagan, there’s nothing on the island that can seriously harm you. A few of the insects might deliver a sting, some fish and snakebites hurt, but otherwise it’s fine.” 

Cedrenus had walked off. I assumed to pee, but he came back with something cupped in his hands. The hissing noise came from within them. “See? It can’t hurt you.” He showed me a big beetle with a dark, shiny shell. “They might be loud, but they’re also edible.” He skewered the big bug and held it over the fire. “Want some?”

“No, thanks.” 

The boys left our circle of fire to hunt by sound. Then, they ate crunchy bugs for dinner. I just stared at them and remembered my own bug buffet on Talpa with Farowyn. Eventually, my fear wasn’t strong enough to keep me awake. I woke briefly to find my head resting on someone’s thigh before I drifted off again. Noises and whispers woke me.

Someone said, “Stay with her. We’ll bring back food.” 

Slowly, I became aware of the aches in my body that sleeping on the ground had caused, of being cold even though a fire crackled nearby, and of my thirst. Carefully, I sat up and rubbed at my eyes, noticing my pair of pink stretchy shorts. Cedrenus had remained perfectly still while I had used his lap as a pillow during the night. 

“Excuse me. I’ll be right back.” Cedrenus walked off into the vegetation. 

I got up and went to get a few sips of water, using a few handfuls to wash my face. Hearing a buzzing overhead, I took cover under the lean-to. A drone, not a huge insect, dropped down to my eye level, released a backpack, and flew away. I dragged it over to me. 

“What was that?” Cedrenus asked as he crashed through the foliage. 

“A drone delivery.” Inside of the bag were three pairs of black swim shorts, a kit with fishhooks and line, four ration bars, four bottles of water, and a small canister. I opened it. “Aw!” I said as I inhaled. 

“What’s that?” 

“For me. It’s a cup of coffee. I love you,” I said to the sky. 

Cedrenus took a pair of the shorts and went to change. My coffee was gone when he returned wearing the more appropriate attire. He had rinsed my pink shorts in the ocean and now hung them over a branch to dry. Binder and Ross returned empty-handed but were pleased with the food, water, and clothing. Soon, my clothing was drying, we had some food in our bellies, and we got to work making fishing poles from the straightest and longest sticks we could find. Bugs to use for bait were plentiful. Ross led us to an inlet where the waves wouldn’t keep tossing our lines back to us. A large green leaf held an assortment of worms and bugs. 

“Put some bait on my hook,” I said to Binder. 

“Can’t you do that yourself?”

“No, it’s gross.” 

Binder said, “Teagan, you plunged a blade into Felix, but you can’t put a bug on a fishing hook?” 

My nose started to tingle, and my eyes grew hot. “He was going to take Nico from me just like he took Luca.” My eyes began to stream. 

Binder’s facial expression turned horrified. “Teagan, please don’t cry. I’m so sorry.” He dropped his pole to pat my back. “Please, don’t cry. Oh, no. What can I do?” 

“You think I’m vicious.” Everything had become blurry around me. 

“No, no, I don’t. I promise. Here. Let me help you with that.” Carefully, he took the hook from my fingers. 

I cried harder. “The poor bug never did anything to me. I don’t want to hurt it.” I started blubbering. 

Cedrenus patted me and stepped close enough to hold me to his chest. I hid my face against him. “It’s alright, Teagan. Don’t cry. You were protecting someone who you love. You don’t have a vicious molecule in your body. Don’t think of it as hurting the bug but as feeding the poor hungry fish. Okay?” 

“Papa always baits my hook for me.” 

A drone dropped down and hovered nearby us. A small bag dropped. Ross grabbed it, opened it, and handed me the small silk square it contained. I wiped my eyes and blew my nose. I wondered how far away Rovek was and assumed he was out at sea.

“Here, you go, Teagan,” Binder said as he handed me my pole. He had already cast out the line. 

We had caught two small fish when the sound of an approaching boat scared all of the remaining fish away. As the boat neared, I recognized my new father-in-law, Praetor Galerius. With him were Dario, Eli, Drex, Fitz, and Nico. They pulled closer and slowed. 

“You scared the fish away,” I complained. 

Nico jumped from the boat and splashed through the water to where I stood. He enclosed me within his arms. Suddenly, alarm filled me. 

“Nico, what’s happened? Is it the children?” 

Hearing the terror in my voice, he pulled back. “No, they are having a wonderful time. You were the one who was crying only moments ago. Are you alright? Are you hurt?” 

The others had come to shore as well. “I’m fine.” I didn’t want to talk about Felix, so I said, “I got upset about baiting my hook.” 

Fitz said to my team, “Don’t make her bait her hook, pull in a heavy catch, or clean it. Is that understood?” 

“Yes, sir,” they said as one. 

“We can take you home if you wish it. You should be resting in comfort, not out here on an uninhabitable island,” Praetor Galerius said gently. 

“No, we need the extra credit. You all are going to get us into trouble with Rovek. We’ve worked too hard to fail now. It’s only a few days.”

Drex said, “Rovek is experiencing technical difficulties with his surveillance equipment.” 

I grinned at him. “I’m fine. Really. Thanks for the coffee by the way.” 

Drex inclined his head to me. “I insisted.” 

They didn’t leave. Instead, Eli activated a shield. Then, the men began setting up a portable table and chairs. Dario spread out a tablecloth, while Nico began setting out covered trays. 

Praetor Galerius said, “Sit and eat.” 

“We’ll get in trouble,” I said over my growling stomach. 

With a cunning smile, he said, “No, you will not. Your instructor will never know.” He gave a nod of his head to Dario who held out a chair for me. Binder, Ross, and Cedrenus were likewise encourage to sit. The four of us exchange worried looks not wanting to fail. 

“Teagan, I won’t allow him to find out. Trust me,” Eli said. 

“Go on. You haven’t had a decent meal since yesterday,” Nico said. 

After downing a fizzy water, I grabbed a fork and dug in. They had brought grilled shrimp, steaks, scallops, a rice dish made with chunks of pineapple and softened coconut, lemon pie, and coffee. By the time the four of us had finished, there was nothing left. 

“I didn’t realize how hungry I was.” I looked over at Fitz. “What are you doing?” 

“I caught some fish earlier today, and I’m putting them on your hooks. After we have gone, you can act as though you have caught them.” 

I laughed. “Thank you, husband. You’re sure the children are alright?” 

Nico said, “They are having an excellent time. Look.” He showed me a video of Niklos playing with his new best friend, Rory Galerius. Neema was chasing a ball around the lawn with half a dozen other children under the watchful eyes of Pierce, Lorca, and a few other nurses. Peter was in Terre’s arms. I let out a sigh of relief. I kissed Nico’s cheek. 

“Time to go. Rovek is rebooting his equipment,” Eli said. 

All evidence of their visit was packed away and returned to the boat. I got kisses from each of my husbands. 

“Return to how you were prior to our arrival, and cook her this fish for dinner,” Fitz ordered. 

“Yes, sir,” Cedrenus answered. 

Eli leaned in close to Binder. “If you make her cry again, I will make you scream for hours. Is that clear?” 

“Yes, sir.” Binder stood at attention and saluted. 

“Eli,” I scolded. 

They boarded the boat and left. Walking over to my pole and sitting, my team joined me. “Are you upset that we just cheated?” 

They looked at me with blank expressions. “I have no idea what you mean,” Cedrenus stated. 

“Nor do I,” Ross said. 

Binder shook his head and grinned. 

So, it was like that. We were pretending like nothing had happened. I let the end of my pole dip down as though I felt a tug and pulled it back and up as I stood and backed away. Cedrenus took the pole from me and removed a securely hooked wriggling fish from my hook. A drone was heading for us. He put a fresh bug on my hook and tossed my line back out into the water. Rovek monitored us through the drone for a while before flying it away. Later, when the surf calmed, I suggested a swim. None of us were smelling very fresh. 

Cedrenus said, “Alright, but just long enough to get cleaned up.” 

“Why?” 

“There are some dangerous species in these waters,” Cedrenus calmly explained. 

“Deadly?”

“Problematic. Just make it quick. We’ll have you surrounded.” 

The four of us walked along the beach until we found an area of water free of coral, rocks, and seaweed. The boys kept me surrounded as we waded in. Once I was waist deep, I dipped down and gave myself a good scrub. The boys did the same thing. I really missed my shampoo and my deep soaking tub. 

That evening as we cooked our fish, Rovek sent us another drone delivery of water and ration bars. It wasn’t the best dinner, but we didn’t go to sleep hungry. The ground remained hard. However, with my pants and shirt returned to me, I was warmer. 

During the night, I was seeing to my business behind the privacy of a large rock when a rustling sound and hiss managed to scare even more pee out of me. I froze. A snake with a head as large as my foot had me in its sights. Its forked tongue darted in and out of a mouth filled with fangs. Suddenly, a hand shot out, grabbed the snake behind its head, and yanked it away from me. With shaking hands, I pulled up my swim bottoms, shorts, and pants. Listening carefully, I searched for my rescuer, wondering which one of my teammates to scold for being perverted. 

“What are you doing here?” Even with his camouflage gear, I recognized Kaoti immediately. 

He made the hand gesture that commanded silence and whispered, “Did you believe I would leave you unguarded?” Then, he vanished from sight. I couldn’t find the snake either. 

Kaoti wasn’t the only one who refused to leave me alone. Eli and Drex had started playing a game. Since the dinner they had brought to us had gone over so well, they again ruined Rovek’s surveillance equipment and sailed out to the island along with Fitz, Nico, and Dario. They brought lots of food. 

“Teagan, let me get that.” Dario wiped my mouth clean of all evidence of pastries. 

They had brought us scrambled eggs, bacon, sausage, cream cheese filled pastries, coffee, juice, and fruit before daylight. Fitz and Nico took our poles and set them up as before with fresh fish secured to our hooks. Then, they packed up and quietly disappeared. 

Ross laughed. “This has got to be the most epic survival challenge in Academy history.” 

I agreed. “Those pastries were fabulous.” 

Cedrenus shook his head. “Yes, that’s the reason,” he said sarcastically. 

With a faraway look in his eyes, Ross said, “There’s only one thing that could make it better.” 

Nodding, I said, “Tents and portable bathrooms.” 

The guys chuckled.

“Not exactly,” Ross said. 

They grinned at each other. 

“Oh, wait just one minute! Are you assholes thinking what I think you’re thinking?” 

“I don’t know what you’re thinking,” Binder said innocently. 

I put my hands on my hips and remembered the dirty Parvac movies that had been all of the rage with the Hadrian’s crew shortly after Neema’s birth. I flipped off my team and began a quick walk along the beach. They followed me. I started looking for shells and made the guys carry the pretty ones. We had walked for a few miles when something odd caught my attention. 

“What’s this?” I squatted down and used a stick to dig around the hard, black edge of something man-made buried in the sand. Curious, the boys bent down to help. 

Binder said, “Whatever this is has been buried here for a long time.” 

“What is it? A boat?” I asked. 

“It looks almost like.... No, it couldn’t be,” Binder said. 

“What?” Cedrenus asked. 

Binder’s expression had turned serious, and he dug faster, so we helped. Eventually, enough of the canister was uncovered for ancient lettering and numbers to be revealed along with a blinking red light and a quickly charging solar panel. Binder started tossing sand over the panel.

“Shit!” Ross exclaimed. “Get her out of here, now!” 

The boys dragged me to my feet and started running. Cedrenus and Binder each took one of my hands. “What is it?” I asked fearfully. 

“How do we contact Rovek?” Ross screamed. 

Binder yelled, “We have to wait for the drone!” 

“We don’t have that much time!” Ross yelled back. 

“Kaoti!” I screamed. The boys rarely got scared, and their fear had me petrified. 

A dark form slipped down from a tree and jogged for us. 

“Captain Aegisthus! We discovered a hemo-missile! It’s charging!” Binder screamed to him. 

Kaoti grabbed me, tossed me over his shoulder, and ran with terrifying speed. The boys ran just as fast. He kept running until he entered the jungle. Then, he hit a hidden button on a tree. A door opened up in the ground. With his hand on the back of my head, Kaoti ordered, “Wrap your arms around me.” I did as he commanded, and he jumped down into a dark tunnel. The landing jarred my teeth. Kaoti put me to my feet and helped the boys as they landed. Quickly closing the hatch, Kaoti activated shielding and contacted Eli. The console created a dim lighting within the bunker. 

“Report,” Eli said crisply. 

“Hemo-missile discovered.” 

Eli paled. 

“I have them secured,” Kaoti said while activating additional shielding. 

“Stay put. I’m sending in a team. Beck out.” 

“What’s going on?” I asked in a shaky voice. 

Kaoti picked me up in a bridal hold and carried me to an emergency medical unit that he quickly activated. My team was frightened and breathing hard from the run. The ground shook, and the bunker along with its contents began to rattle causing things I couldn’t see to fall clattering to the floor. 

“What was that?” I asked hysterically. 

“Long ago, bloody wars were fought on Daphoene. You just discovered one of the relics from that time. Don’t worry. You are safe. I won’t let anything happen to you, Princess.” Kaoti’s rough hand held mine. 

Cedrenus looked pointedly at the medical unit and then at Kaoti. 

Ignoring him, Kaoti said, “All clear. You’re fine.” He helped me out of the unit, and then scanned each of the boys, and then himself. 

The console signaled. It was Eli. “The island is now under a dome shield. Nanites are being released into the atmosphere to neutralize the pathogen.” He read something on his screen and relief appeared on his features. Turning, Eli said, “She’s alright.” Then, he stood and turned his back to us. “I thought you said it was safe.” Fury filled Eli’s voice turning it into the one I had been unable to recognize during his argument with Rovek in front of Dario’s house. Eli lunged for someone we couldn’t see, but we could hear the sounds of a brutal fight. A chair crashed into Eli’s console, making me jump.

“Enough!” Nico yelled. “Each of us scanned the damn island! None of us found it!” 

Praetor Galerius said, “I had my guards scan it before we visited.” He righted the chair and sat in front of the viewer. Kindly, my new father-in-law said, “Everything will be alright, Teagan. Do as Captain Aegisthus commands, and he will keep you safe. The five of you will be extracted once decontamination has commenced.” He turned his attention from making assurances to me to Kaoti. My bodyguard stood at attention and saluted Daphoene’s ruler. “Supplies?”

“Yes, Praetor Galerius.” 

Eli and Dario watched me from over Praetor Galerius’ shoulders. A Chief Medical Officer on Praetor Galerius’ staff began studying our medical scans. 

“Kaoti, what is that missile doing?” My voice shook with fear. 

“It will do nothing to you or to any of us. Be patient.” 

“Kaoti! Tell me!” I was starting to panic. 

Eli said, “Teagan, the missile is ancient. Within it were housed proteins that invade the genetic sequence and manipulate humanoid DNA until nothing but blood remains.” 

Feeling sick, I covered my mouth. “Someone once told me of Daphoene’s bloody wars.” I met Nico’s eyes. “I didn’t realize it was so very literal.” Faint, I sat on a bench. “Oh, stars.”

The bunker had a small bathroom, four wall bunks, a supply cabinet containing water, food, and medical supplies, the medical unit, a communications console, two chairs, and a small table that folded up into the wall. The hours dragged by. My husbands kept us company through the console’s vid-screen. Nico even set up a stones board and moved my pieces for me while we played. Eventually, Kaoti insisted I take a shower and a nap. He assured me that we had an unlimited supply of recycled bathing water. The hot water and feeling of being clean of sand and sweat felt so good that falling asleep, even under our dire circumstances, was no problem. I had no idea how long I slept. However, when I did wake up, my head was killing me. The pain was excruciating. Stabbing pains filled my eyes. I made my way into the small bathroom where it smelled as though someone had recently taken care of business. It caused me to experience mild nausea. Holding my breath, I dampened a cloth and returned to bed. Covering my eyes with the wet cloth, I willed my headache to go away, but it seemed to migrate upwards until my head was filled with stabbing pains. Soon, I almost felt as though I had the flu. I started to cry. 

“Teagan, what’s wrong?” Kaoti asked as he came to my side. 

“Oh, Kaoti! I don’t want to die like all of those ancient soldiers! This is why I dreamed about them. They stood brave and tall and then melted down into pools of blood.” I started sobbing. 

Kaoti patted my back. Someone passed a bottle of water to me. Kaoti opened it and held it to my lips. 

“No, save it for yourselves. I’m dying.” 

Kaoti said, “You aren’t dying.” 

“I am. My poor children and Thunderdrop.” I sobbed against Kaoti’s shoulder which made the pain even worse. After I had calmed a little, he walked me to the console and sat me down before it. Blonde hair and blue eyes filled it. “Phillip,” I said and started crying again. 

“Hey, Cupcake. I hear you aren’t feeling well. Everything seems fine on your scans. Can you tell me what’s wrong?” 

“I’m dying, Phillip. I know it. The genetic things from the missile got to me.” 

“Cupcake, what are your symptoms?” 

“My head hurts so bad, like blinking hurts. Is my brain dissolving?” 

Phillip covered his face and turned away. “Don’t cry, Phillip. There’s nothing you can do. Will the guys be infected because of their contact with me? Should I leave the bunker?” 

Yukihyo punched Phillip in the arm. 

“No!” Phillip said in a choked voice. He held up a hand to fend Yukihyo off. When he turned back around and I saw his face, I started crying again.

“Phillip, how could you? I’m dying, and you’re laughing?” 

“Teagan, wait! Oh, stars. Teagan, your head hurts because you are experiencing caffeine withdrawals. Have some water. Stick a small pain patch on your forehead.” His eyes were crinkled with humor. 

“I’m not dying?” 

“No, and Kaoti and those boys will make sure of it.” 

“What if the contagion gets inside of the bunker? It’s out there, Phillip. I’m the one who found it. It’s all my fault. If I hadn’t participated, none of this would have happened. Now, Kaoti and my friends are in danger. Violet and Poppy can’t lose Kaoti. Do you know how much he means to them? What have I done?” 

“Calm down,” Kaoti ordered. He started scratching behind my ear. 

“What are you doing?” I asked him somewhat hysterically. 

“It calms Puff down. I thought it might work on you.” 

I stared at him in shock and then laughed.

Binder held a pain patch up for Phillip to see. “This one?” 

“Yep. That should do it. Now, get her to go lie down with a damp cloth over her eyes. Maybe, get her to change into something more comfortable, stay still, and sip water.”  

Kaoti led me to the bathroom, gave me one of his spare shirts to change into, and then tucked me in. I could sense that Zared wanted to comfort me, but the shielding interfered with our bond. Kaoti and the boys watched through the vid-screen console as decontamination drone units descended upon the island. The hours crawled by, but my headache finally faded. Lack of caffeine made me grumpy and irritable. Then, the cramped quarters and complete lack of any type of diversion really started to wear on my nerves. I spent a great deal of time napping. 

After days of waiting, Kaoti said, “It won’t be long now. Extra precautions are being taken. The air, water, and plants are being tested.”

Cedrenus asked, “Do you think Rovek is going to fail us?” 

Kaoti said, “I don’t think so. You and your team did survive.” 

I said, “Only because of you and your bunker. If you hadn’t been here....” 

“Hush, Teagan, I will always be here. I will protect you for all of my days.” 

“Kaoti, how did you even get here? When did you get here? Was it when Praetor Galerius came?” Cedrenus asked. The boys were all curious to find out, and so was I. 

“No, I arrived with Teagan.” 

“How? Rovek and I were alone in his transport and on his boat,” I said. 

“No, you weren’t. I used a visual displacement shield to hide my presence. Then, I used magnetic grapplers to secure myself to the transport. I slipped beneath the water and held onto the boat. An oxygen mask allowed me to keep pace with you as I swam close to the ocean floor and out of Rovek’s detection as you made your way to the shore.” 

“Is that how you always manage to sneak up on Violet and me?” 

Kaoti just stared at me. 
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I had never before been so relieved to see a squadron of Parvac soldiers and scientists. They swarmed the small island. Kaoti, my team, and I were poked and prodded by doctors until they were satisfied with our health. Then, my husbands flew me in a shuttle to Dario’s house where I soaked in a bubble bath and scrubbed my scalp. Yukihyo and Zared helped me from the tub and dried me off. Then, they proceeded to get me wet all over again in a completely different manner. 

The next few days consisted of extravagant pampering, frequent and energetic lovemaking, and exhausted meals in bed. My husbands gave me such persistent and extensive erotic attention that I fled my bedroom and sought sanctuary with Terre, Tracy, Violet, and Sparrow. 

“Look at you. I’m surprised you can walk,” Sparrow said dryly. 

They all giggled at me. 

“Violet, I’m surprised to see you up and about. I assumed you’d have your brave husband trapped in bed.” I shifted my weight in my chair. I was tender from manly attention. 

“Kaoti has been rewarded for his bravery.” She gave me a waggle of her eyebrows. He had also been awarded Daphoene’s Medal of Honor for saving me and my team.

My children were too busy playing and having fun to do more than give me a few messy kisses before running off for their next activities. Peter had entered the splash stage. All he wanted was to play in the pool. He took to water as though he had been born a fish. Terre and I stood a few feet from each other, and Peter swam from me to her and back again. Once we tired him out, he ate, slept, and woke up eager to swim some more. Fitz was delighted by him, and Farowyn was exceedingly proud of his nephew. He made several video recordings of him for his grandfather, King Rorgowyn. 

Dario had taken us all on a fascinating excursion to view a volcanic eruption. The red and black flowing lava as it had spread across the rocky ground had been awe inspiring in its deadly beauty. He had also taken us to a war museum since I now had a greater appreciation of archaic warfare. We all enjoyed our field trips. 

We spent a lot of time relaxing at Dario’s home. My ladies and I were fond of the pool. Near it, Yukihyo and Nico started doing pushups and sit-ups while shirtless to tease me, but I didn’t fall for it. Between them, Zared, Fitz, Eli, Drex, Dario, and Farowyn, I was ready to take the Lady Victoria Dacia’s advice and put them on schedules. Knowing my thoughts, my Laconian hybrid warriors smirked and laughed with the exception of Zared, who seemed contrite. 

My ladies and I had returned from a tea party at the Galerius Estate when we walked in on Eli and Rovek having an argument. “What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Nothing, dearest one,” Drex said. 

“There you go again. That is exactly what I mean. How is she supposed to learn to be self-sufficient when she is constantly coddled?” Rovek asked. 

“She did quite well in the survival challenge,” Eli said. “Go find a volcano to explore from the inside.” 

Rovek scoffed. “Did you think I wouldn’t figure it out? I know the two of you were behind the technical difficulties I experienced during her team’s evaluation. I assume you brought her treats and pampered her instead of allowing her to prove her capabilities.” 

I became worried. 

Noticing, Eli said, “Don’t worry. You and your team passed. Rovek can make all of the false accusations he wants, but he can’t prove anything.” 

Rovek said, “Don’t give me that smug, superior act. We’ve known each other all of our lives. You forgot about one thing. I found the fish.” 

My cheeks turned red. With everything that had happened, we had forgotten to pretend to catch the fish that Fitz and Nico had put on our hooks. 

“I’m certain the cadets would have no problems passing a survival challenge. They are after all young men. Therefore, I decided to pass the team rather than making them suffer. They had no choice unless they were to go against the orders of their superiors. Angering a Praetor would severely impede their future careers.” 

“I didn’t ask for any kind of special treatment,” I said. 

“No, I’m sure you didn’t. Also, had your bodyguard not been there, the consequences would have been disastrous. My apologies, Princess. I did not mean for our discussion to cause you any distress.” Rovek bowed and kissed my fingers. 

I snatched my hand back. “What the hell is this all about?” I waved my hand at him. Rovek acting like the polite gentleman was too out of character for me to believe. “When do you ever call me princess?” 

“You are what you are.” Rovek clasped his hands behind his back. 

Drex grew pale. 

Tracy got angry. “Wait just a minute. Are you saying that a princess can’t complete a survival challenge without being coddled?” 

In a placating tone that only made her angrier, Rovek said, “It is an undeniable truth that delicate females such as yourselves were not created to struggle for survival in inhospitable environments. Beautiful ladies should be treasured and should be provided with everything they want, need, or desire. The Princess needs to prove herself. Therefore, males such as myself must facilitate her wishes.” 

“So, without male assistance, females are incapable of accomplishing anything much less surviving a nature challenge?” Tracy asked. 

Rovek gave her a sympathetic smile. “There are many worthwhile accomplishments for females. I find your research on Sea Stars to be fascinating, Lady Tracy.” 

Drex watched Rovek like a distant accident in slow motion that he had no power to stop. He turned to Eli. “I believe I finally understand the way I sounded that day.” 

“Horrifying, isn’t it?” Eli asked. 

Drex said quietly, “He should stop talking.” 

“I think you’re wrong, and we’ll prove it just like we proved to Drex that we could complete the Academy training mission,” Tracy said angrily. 

“Yeah,” Sparrow said. She was angrier than Tracy. 

Terre sighed unhappily. “Unfortunately, I must agree. It is intolerable for you to consider females to be less capable than males. While we may not have the same physical attributes, our minds are more than capable of compensating for what our musculature lacks.” 

“Set up your survival challenge. We will handle it together and won’t allow our husbands or anyone else to interfere,” Tracy said. 

Drex and Eli weren’t the only ones staring at Rovek as though he was an idiot. All of our husbands were. Yukihyo had his arms crossed over his muscular chest and was glaring at him. A match in the ring was in their future. Jazon smiled at Rovek. He was pleased that the man had pissed Tracy off. I could tell when Rovek realized how thoroughly he had screwed up. He was quicker to come to the realization than Drex had been. 

In resignation, Rovek said, “As you wish, Lady Tracy.” He bowed to us and went off to make arrangements. 

The last thing I wanted to do was to participate in another survival challenge, but I didn’t really see any way out of it. Tracy and Sparrow were furious, and I owed them for backing me up with Drex when they had served as my crew. Still, with just us girls, who would put bait on my hook for me? I decided it would be Tracy. She had no qualms with dissecting sea critters. Nodding to myself, I caught Zared’s grin as he watched me. Answering the crook of his finger, I went to him and allowed myself to be led away off to bed. 

After a night of manly attention, I enjoyed a leisurely soak in the tub. Then, I had Ulf braid my hair. We all had a lovely family breakfast together. Afterwards, my ladies and I were sitting under the shade of the patio, enjoying the breeze and discussing a guided sight-seeing trip through the jungle. The tour promised to be educational for children with an on-site petting zoo, but also full of beautiful exotic flora and breathtaking scenery for the adults to enjoy. 

“Oh, look. They have a flower arranging class where you get to pick your own flowers,” I said. 

“That looks like fun,” Terre said over my shoulder. “Sign us up for that, too.” 

“Ladies, if you would be so kind as to give me your attention,” Rovek said. 

We turned our eyes to look at him. Eli, Drex, Fitz, Phillip, and Jazon looked at him like they wanted to rip him apart. 

Their glares didn’t bother Rovek. “By all means, if you wish to book the excursion, do so. You have nothing to prove to me. I realize that I was in complete error with my baseless assumptions. I humbly beg for your forgiveness.” 

“I’m not buying it. You’re just saying that. You don’t believe we can handle roughing it,” Sparrow said. 

“Have you formulated the means by which we can prove our worth?” Terre asked. 

“My lady, your worth isn’t calculable. Each of you is priceless,” Rovek said with sincerity. 

“Aw, that was sweet,” I said. “See? He realizes he was wrong. Let’s sign up so we get into that flower arranging class.” 

Rovek inclined his head to me. 

“Teagan, stop sucking up,” Tracy scolded. 

Violet gave me a sympathetic pat. 

“Yeah, I’m not buying it,” Sparrow said. 

Xavier narrowed his eyes at Rovek. If he were to lose his temper and pummel my teacher, we wouldn’t have to go on another survival challenge. Xavier read my mind and shook his head at me. Telepathically, he said, “Tracy is deeply offended by what Rovek said, but my wife is playing along because she wants to have an outdoor activity with her friends. She loves being outside.” 

I sighed. There was no escape. 

Rovek said, “Very well. Come with me.” 

“Right now? Don’t we get to change?” I asked as I looked down at my long, flowing sundress. It had spaghetti straps and was white with a washed-out pattern of water colored flowers of pink and purple. I showed Rovek my white flip-flops. 

“If you ladies wish to participate, you will either come with me immediately or forfeit.” 

I thought, “Forfeit, forfeit,” really hard at my friends, but it didn’t work. 

They got up, hugged Violet goodbye, and kissed their husbands. Frowning, I gave each of my husbands a quick peck and a sad frown. I cast a disappointed glance at the vid-screen and the sign-up page for the fun flower arranging class I wouldn’t be getting to take. Instead, I’d have dirty hair tomorrow and bugs for breakfast. Yukihyo chuckled at me and slapped me on the butt as I walked through the house and out to the front. 

Rovek drove us to a marina and explained the rules along the way. If we could survive alone for five days without outside assistance, he would take back everything that he had said. He helped us each board a fancy speedboat. I went to the beverage dispenser and made myself a cup of coffee. Then, we were off. My friends held their chins up with stubborn determination. I made a second cup of coffee and guzzled it. Then, I went to use the small bathroom. I searched it and used the underskirt of my gown to hide a roll of waste paper, a bar of soap, and a few bottles of water from the main cabin. Tying my underskirt’s hem edges, I hoped I had done a good job of concealing the items. I had taken and hidden all that I had managed to find that could prove useful which wasn’t much. 

After about an hour, Rovek finally slowed to a stop beside a large yacht that was anchored in the middle of the ocean. “Ladies, your challenge will occur here on this vessel. It is inoperative. Open communications have been disabled, and not even Sparrow will be able to make repairs. Should you desire rescue and an end to the challenge, you may contact me and only me with this.” He handed Tracy a small vid-screen. “Climb aboard.” He gestured toward the metal ladder attached to the side of the boat. 

Tracy put the vid-screen in her bodice. Rovek’s eyes greedily followed the motion. Then, she knotted her skirt and carefully grabbed a hold of the ladder and climbed. Hiding behind Sparrow, I did a better job of tying my skirts and then followed. The metal ladder was hot under my palms. The sun was bright, and the waves were calm. Tossing my leg over the side, I let Tracy help me to the deck. Then, we helped Terre and Sparrow. The four of us watched as Rovek sped away. 

I untied my skirts and showed them what we had. 

“You stole stuff from the speedboat?” Terre asked. 

“Well, yes. Go without waste paper for a few days and you’ll realize its importance.” 

“Let’s take stock of our situation,” Tracy said. 

We began looking around the yacht. Comfortable shaded seating was on the deck. In the main cabin, there were cases of bottled water, boxes of meal bars, and several baskets of fruits, and breads. 

“You have got to be kidding me,” I said. 

“What’s wrong?” Tracy asked. 

“Nothing,” I said. 

Sparrow said, “He did a job on it. There’s no way for me to restore power. We’re stuck out here until he or someone else comes for us.” 

“The waste units and showers work,” Terre said. She was coming out of a cabin. “There are two bedrooms. Each one has its own bathroom. We’ll have to share.” She said it like it was a labor. 

Terre and I took one room, and Tracy and Sparrow took the other. Each bathroom had a shower, sink, and waste unit. This wasn’t a survival challenge. It was glamping, glamorous camping. 

“Oh, dear. It seems as though we will be forced to wear what we have on. He left us no changes of clothing,” Terre said. 

“What do you care? You’ll probably run around naked,” Tracy said. “Anyway, that might not be a bad idea. It’s hot in here.” 

“Do the windows open?” Sparrow asked. 

Soon, we had a breeze flowing through the cabin. 

“We have plenty of food and water. We have luxurious shelter and bathrooms. This shouldn’t be too much of a challenge,” I said. 

“There’s no power. What are we going to do for five days?” Sparrow asked. 

We searched the yacht some more. There weren’t any games, books, arts, or crafts in the cabin or staterooms. On the top deck, we did find life jackets and fishing gear. As night fell, we sat on the deck, told stories, talked about our husbands and the strange things they did, and discussed everything we wanted to get to do. It turned out that Tracy and Sparrow were also curious to visit Earth. Inwardly, I groaned. After a dinner of fruit and ration bars, the four of us decided to call it a night. 

I woke up hugging Terre’s arm. She was trying to yank herself free. She started laughing and couldn’t stop. 

“Sorry. I cuddle.” I yawned. 

“And, you drool! I’m going to shower.” 

I smirked at her. Then, I left our room, grabbed a bottle of water, and went up to the deck. I closed my eyes and inhaled as the strong breeze tugged at the hair that had come free of my braid. The sky was full of pink and purple shades. Tracy joined me. She plopped down on a lounger and drank some water while frowning at a ration bar. 

“Having the same thing for breakfast and dinner is not very appetizing,” she complained. 

“It’s a good thing Inquisitor Rovek is so sweet on you. My team and I each got a ration bar and bottle of water a day. He tied the boys up, smeared a flesh-eating enzyme on their clothing, and made me swim from the boat to the island to save them. They were naked until I shared my clothes with them. We had to sleep on the ground under a lean-to the boys made.” 

Tracy scrunched up her face. “I don’t care for the sound of any of that. This is a very nice boat.” 

Something in the water caught my attention. “Oh, look! Dolphins!” 

Tracy came to the rail to look. “Those aren’t dolphins.”

“What are they?” 

“Sharks. It’s a herd of them. They may be eating before swimming to deeper water. It appears as though a storm is coming. Sharks can sense a change in barometric pressure and will head down deep where it is safer for them. Come away from the railing.” 

“Can they jump up here?” I asked with wide eyes. 

“I’m more worried about you slipping overboard. Come on.” She sat down and patted the seat beside her. 

When Terre and Sparrow joined us, Tracy warned them about the sharks and the weather. I went down to our room to shower. Tracy had been correct. By lunchtime, a driving rain forced us from the deck and below. With the windows closed against the downpour, it was stuffy. We sat in darkness listening to the wind and rain. Then, the waves began to toss the boat. The four of us shared a meager meal and called it a night. I placed a pillow between us, so I wouldn’t drool on Terre in my sleep. It worked, but the tossing of the ship kept me from entering a sound sleep. 

As morning edged closer, bile rose in my throat. I sat up and ran for the bathroom, falling to my knees in front of the waste unit. I threw up over and over. My retching woke Terre and had an ill effect on her. I could hear her being sick in the sink which made my own nausea even worse. I was sick over and over until only dry heaves wracked me. I pressed the button on the waste unit and turned on the shower. Making a cup of my hands, I rinsed out my mouth. I could hear Terre rinsing out the sink. The boat continued to lift and drop. Then, it would bounce from side to side. 

Together, we left our room and sat with bottles of water and wet cloths over our eyes. Terre was moaning pathetically. When Sparrow and Tracy woke up, they didn’t offer to nurse us back to health because they were just as sick as we were. 

“Could it be food poisoning?” Terre asked.

“From meal bars, fruit, rolls, and water? It’s doubtful,” Tracy said. 

“We’re all seasick. Once the storm passes, we’ll be fine,” I promised. 

I was a filthy rotten liar. The storm passed, and the ocean calmed. Still, we thought we were going to die. The four of us had returned to the deck. It was cooler once the rain had slowed to a steady downpour, and the waves had calmed. We had brought our pillows and blankets with us. Currently, the four of us were puking over the side of the boat. After I felt empty, I rinsed my mouth with bottled water and spit over the side. I felt sorry for the sharks for being forced to swim in what we had been doing. I helped Sparrow over to her lounger and covered her up. 

“It’s the flu. It has to be the flu,” Tracy said. She was on her knees with her forehead pressed to the deck. 

After I got her situated, I went to the bridge with the small vid-screen Rovek had given her and secured the door. I called him. He looked surprised to see me. “You win. You’re right. We’re wrong. Males are stronger. Blah, blah, blah. Bring Phillip. We’re all dying from the worst case of the flu ever. He may want to quarantine us. I don’t want the babies getting sick.”

“You’re ill?” 

I saw him making another call. “We are all vilely ill. We thought it was food poisoning or the storm, but it’s got to be the flu. Just hurry. We really need help.” I hung up on him and made it to the deck in time to be sick again. 

I could hear Tracy crying softly to herself, but I was too sick to help her. Every time the boat moved, I could taste the bile rising in my throat. Terre couldn’t take being on her lounger and instead had curled up on her side on the deck. When Sparrow crawled to the railing, I joined her. Then, my mind calmed, and I was cocooned in stillness and quiet. Collapsing into it, I slept. 

When I regained consciousness, I was in my bed at Dario’s house with Yukihyo and Nico to either side of me. Yukihyo jumped off the bed and out of the way as I darted to the much nicer waste unit. I felt his hands holding my hair while I was sick again and again. Nico passed me a cup of cold water with which to rinse out my mouth. Then, Yukihyo carried me back to bed. Zared put a cold wet cloth on my head. 

“Am I dying? Are we all dying?” I heard someone enter the room. 

“You’re not dying, Cupcake.” Phillip took the cloth away from my eyes and smiled at me. He looked a little too happy in my opinion. 

“What about my friends? Oh, stars, Phillip. I really am dying. Give me an injection. Anything. Just make it stop.” 

“You, Terre, Tracy, and Sparrow are all perfectly healthy. There’s nothing to worry about.” He smiled happily at me. 

“Phillip, go fuck yourself.” 

He laughed at me and activated his scanner. “If you’ll look at the screen, I can show you the cause of your intestinal distress.” 

An image appeared. Everything in my mind stilled. It was a scan of my uterus, and it wasn’t empty. “Phillip, is that a baby? Am I pregnant?” I touched the image and stared at it until it blurred. I wiped at my eyes. 

“Indeed, you are, Cupcake. Congratulations. Rest. Relax. I’ll be back to check on you in a little while.” Phillip kissed my forehead and left me alone with eight grinning males. 

I couldn’t keep my hands away from my stomach. I was pregnant. I had been so afraid that after losing Luca’s baby I wouldn’t be able to have another child. All of those deep fears came pouring out of me as I cried. Yukihyo held me to his chest. 

“Is she alright? Is she in pain?” Dario asked in a panic. 

“She’s happy,” Zared assured him. “I’ll run you a bath. You’ll feel better clean and in something more comfortable.” 

Drex said, “Teagan, I brought you a cup of coffee.” 

The smell of it hit me the wrong way. Yukihyo’s arms opened quickly as I darted from the bed. Dario got in my way, and dizziness as I tried to move around him made me collapse. Dario caught me before I could hit the floor which was good for me but bad for him when I threw up all over his crotch. 

“I’m so sorry.” Tears streamed down my face. 

“It’s alright, Teagan. Can you take her?” Dario asked. 

Eli took me and helped me out of my clothing and into the tub. He ran a wash cloth over my face while Nico washed my hair. 

Yukihyo said, “Take that away. She’ll only be able to handle sips of fizzy water for a few days.” 

“I’m terribly sorry about this,” Drex said in a mortified tone. He returned with freezing cold fizzy water that I sipped from a straw. 

Nico and Eli dried me off, and Fitz dressed me in a gown and put me back to bed. Zared towel dried and braided my hair. Then, Farowyn wrapped me in the safety of his arms and held me while I returned to sleep. All of my husbands still hovered in the room when I woke up again. Farowyn helped me sit up but kept me enclosed within the safety of his arms. Drex appeared with more freezing cold fizzy water which I thirstily sucked down. He rushed away to get me more. 

“Do you think you could handle a few bites of anything?” Yukihyo asked. 

No sooner had the thought of plain toasted bread entered my mind than Zared strode from the room to get it. I laid my head on Farowyn’s chest and closed my eyes. 

The next day, I was feeling a little stronger and managed to keep down oatmeal and dry toast. I had gotten hugs and kisses from my babies along with a few minutes of their attention, but they were eager to go and play. They had lots of new cousins with whom to play, and there was no end to the amusements offered at the Galerius Estate. I had plenty of time to rest, recuperate, and think. My thoughts dwelled on my last pregnancy. I had to be careful and not engage in any type of stressful or strenuous activities. 

“How are you feeling, Cupcake?” Phillip’s blue eyes twinkled at me. 

“Better, but scared.” 

Concerned, he asked, “Why are you scared?” He sat beside me on the bed and held my hand. 

I took a few deep breaths before confiding in him my darkest fear. “I lost Luca’s baby. What if....” 

Phillip kissed my hand. “Cupcake, I can assure you that this little nugget is snuggly in there, all burrowed in, and not going anywhere.” 

His professional opinion helped to alleviate some of my fears. 

“I’m thinking I should drop out of the Academy. I want to prove I can do it, and I want Neema to have opportunities, but I can’t risk this baby for a future she may not even want.” 

Eli and Drex watched me in concern from where they sat across the room with their vid-screens. 

Phillip became thoughtful. “I have an idea. The coursework would give you something to do. It’s the physical stress you need to avoid.” He pulled out his vid-screen and began tapping away at it. “There.” 

“What did you do?” 

“I wrote you a doctor’s excuse and forwarded it to Dr. Savelli, Praetor Galerius’ Chief Medical Officer, Dr. Fotri, and your Papa. If we can’t get you out of the physical training components of the program, we can appeal.” 

“Thank you, Phillip. Where is Terre? Are they still sick?” I was kind of hurt that she, Tracy, and Sparrow hadn’t checked on me. Violet had been in and brought me a book to read before running off to keep Poppy and Kaoti quiet. 

Phillip grinned. “I need to go check on them.” 

“Is it the flu?” 

“Nope.”

“Well, what’s wrong? I thought we all had the flu or food poisoning.” 

Phillip laughed. “Nothing is wrong. You’re all perfect. Terre is perfect! I’m going to be a father! Xavier is going to be a father. Jazon is going to be a father. Your nine husbands are going to be fathers, again. Kaoti’s going to be a father, again. We’re all having babies! Now, I need to go check on our other mothers to be.” 

“What?” I sat up. “Phillip!” Happy tears leaked out of my eyes. 

“Yep. All of you are solidly knocked up. You should see Jazon. He’s a nervous wreck. It’s great.” 

Yukihyo and Zared came in with trays and grinned at me. Zared said, “Every wife in this house is with child. It is a joyous time.” 

My eyes locked onto Zared’s. “Whose child do I carry? Can you sense it?” 

Zared laughed. 

Yukihyo said, “We have decided that it will be more amusing if you do not know whose child you carry. Lady Wife, you will have to wait.” He grinned at me. “It will be something to look forward to discovering.” 

“Know this. All of us love you, and the child you carry. He or she has the love of nine devoted fathers,” Zared said. 

“Chirp!” Thunderdrop said from where he sat perched on my stomach. 

Phillip kissed my forehead. “Okay. I’ve got rounds to make and more mothers on whom to check. I’ll be back.” He left. 

Yukihyo, Nico, Fitz, Zared, Drex, Eli, Dario, or Farowyn could have fathered my child. It would be weeks before scans would tell me anything. “Did you know I was pregnant before I went with Rovek?”

“No,” Yukihyo and Zared answered at the same time. 

“We would have warned you had we known, Lady Wife,” Yukihyo assured me. 

I relaxed against the pillows. “Why am I experiencing the sickness so early?” No one answered my question. I began wondering how far along each of us was. 

Eli said, “Teagan, we must warn you of something else.” Dread filled me, but before I could ask, Eli continued. “The Empress and the Lady Dacia know and are on their way here from Parvac.” 

I asked, “Is that a bad thing?”

Zared said, “Not in my opinion. Neema will watch your every move and won’t allow you to lift a finger. You won’t argue with her as you do with us. To do so would devastate her. She is desperate to demonstrate her love for you.” 

“Oh.” 

I wondered if letting Momma fuss over me for a few months would help to mend her heart over the time that had been stolen from us. Zared and Yukihyo stood before me with trays of food and waited for me to indicate which light meal I would prefer. I chose the crackers and fizzy water over the potatoes and milk. Then, I gave up on insisting that I was capable of nibbling on crackers without assistance. Dario held one to my lips as if he were terrified it might hurt me. Drex stood nervously by with fizzy water. Farowyn was hounding Eli to share with him all resources concerning Parvac gestation, and Fitz had moved the blankets aside to rub my feet. Zared and Yukihyo exchanged mischievous smiles. I narrowed my eyes at the two of them, sure that they knew far more than they were saying. 

The End
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