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​If I have to listen to another one of these idiot’s so called jokes I might gouge my eyes out. He hasn’t shut up since we got into this carriage. “What do you call a cow with its butt on backwards?” He asks.
Argh. Maybe if I humour him, he will shut up finally?
“I’m not sure. What do you call a cow with its butt on backwards?” I can’t convince myself to drop the snark from my tone. If I didn’t pride myself on my hair as much as I do, I’d pull it out of my head from dealing with him.
“A cow.” He says with a smirk. Huh? That wasn’t a joke. “A cow? A cow with its butt on backwards is called a cow? You call that a joke?” I flip my hair back, gathering the obnoxiously long locks into a bun. My mother never let me cut it as a child, claiming that the only way to find a husband was modesty. Somehow, long hair equates to a modest woman in her brain. Now I keep it perfect to please her.
“Cows don’t have buttons to wear backwards, sooo.” Samson leans back in his seat with a self satisfied grin. Buttons? Where did that come from? Is he so dense that he’s forgetting his own joke? I mean come on! Butt on backwards to buttons? Butt on backwards … butt … on … Oh this idiot! “You’re a moron.” I deadpan.
“Says the blonde. Come on, Doxy. That was an easy one!” His grin is contagious, causing my own to spread across my face despite my dislike of him.
Samson comes as an unfortunate packaged deal with Abbigail and Brigid. Brigid being the only female Red Feather Phoenix in the country. A perfect mate for Winslow, the only male Red Feather and, unfortunately, the sibling to the only guy I’ve ever considered settling down with.
“You make pigeons seem smart.” I snide and cross my arms to mirror his posture. “You make me hard. Any other facts we want to share with one another?” I balk at his disarming statement, caught off guard completely. I knew Sam was attracted to me. Actually, I’ve yet to meet a man who isn’t. Even Finley promises that I’d be his first adventure with the opposite sex.
My own uncle wanted my hand in marriage! Luckily, my mother refused for that to happen despite my father's favour of the engagement. Such a pity that he got caught with iron by the landing officers.
The illegal metal carried quite a prison sentence. We were all shocked at the betrayal, stunned, absolutely completely flabbergasted. Thank God the kingdom believed the lie, and dad’s biggest crime — his tongue — has long been cut out. No marriage to Uncle Blake for me, with Dad unable to speak for my hand.
“You’re disgusting.” I say, wrinkling my nose. “And you’re not in love with Jasper.” My heart drops at his statement. 
He’s right. I’m not in love with Jasper. I wanted to be, I still want to be, but mainly for the crown he promised me. The power to never have to protect myself again from people with higher authority over me. 
That said, he can’t possibly know that for certain, so he can fuck right off. “Your little friend is married to my heart's desire, and you have the nerve to tell me who I love?”
“I act stupid. I am not actually stupid, Doxy.” He says as he narrows his eyes at me. I beg to differ, although I’ll admit he is the first person to clock that I am full of shit about being in love with the prince.
I glance around the royal carriage, the silver fabrics are something I’ve become used too. When my mom became an artist for the Queen they became my new normal. Right now they’re the most interesting thing in the world to me as long as I don’t have to meet Samson’s eyes.
***
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“Doxy, hold up!” Samson calls from down the hall. I’m carrying the baby to my room with me. He is a magical mess that Brigid should’ve never created. Her fiery magic saving his life, but what Abbigail doesn’t understand is that this baby became more of her than she can possibly imagine.
When Brigid gave him Abbigail’s breath to breathe and her magic to yield, she added him into their sibling bond. Instead of magical twins, they’re now akin to magical triplets. If Abbigail parishes, this chubby cheeked bundle of adorableness will too. Brigid will just rebirth or something.
Brigid’s lack of give a damn about what she let Abbie give up irks me, I’ll have to speak with Pythias to try to find out why Brigid would risk her sister in this manner. It seems wrong to me. To risk Pythias in any way would break my heart.
A hand lands on my hip and I jump a tad before realizing that it’s just Sam.
“Sorry, I just thought you could use some balance. You look pale.” He whispers.
The babies little eyes have fluttered closed while I got lost in my thoughts, his small breaths steady with sleep. “Thank you, I’m just scared and tired.” I whisper back, letting Sam guide us back to my room. I should probably question how he knows which room is mine, although boundaries have never been on his menu.
“Are you sure? About being his mom?” He whispers as he guides us in, turning on the lights. Damn, the suite’s been suited out with a crib, baby supplies, even little toys. I guess being a prince has its perks …
Am I sure about being this baby's mom? No, I’m not sure. I’m not sure if I can do this. Be a good example, a good provider and, more importantly, be those things alone. “Dox?” Sam prods. Slowly, he takes the little chunk from my arms, then lays him gently in the crib. The world's cutest snore comes from him, and I can’t help the swell in my chest.
I watch silently as Samson leans down, adjusting the baby into a sleep gown without soot covering it. He’s so mindful of his duty that the little one doesn’t wake. 
Is this what I’ll be missing? A partner with steady hands to help me settle the baby when I feel unsettled? Someone to be gentle with us both in a world so hard?
Traitorous tears spring to my eyes, then spill over despite my attempt to wipe them away first. Maybe I’ve just made the biggest mistake of my life, taking on a challenge that was never mine in the first place. Ugh, I hate emotions.
“Whoa, whoa Doxy, come here.” Sam says, his arms suddenly around me. His hug isn’t awkward or uncomfortable. It’s strong, sure, and safe. It’s all the things I’ll likely never have as a single parent. An outcast at first look. Most will assume I was stupid and got knocked up. Anyone who makes it to the real story will find me reckless and irresponsible for taking on such a challenge alone. The tears pour as my thoughts spiral.
“Shh, why are we crying? You just became a mom, Doxy. That’s a great thing!” He coo’s into my hair as he rubs my back with gentle circles.
“This is what’s wrong, Sam.” I tap his chest with my hands lightly to emphasize my point. “I’ll never have this. I’m going to be a shamed single mom despite the fact I’m not his biological mum!” I sniffle, not bothering to worry about the unattractiveness of it. I need to voice these thoughts storming in my head.
“You think that your value is based on peoples first assumptions?” He asks, leaning me back and searching my eyes. “No, I think that no one will value us. I don’t want him to have to struggle because I will. I want the absolute best for him.” I lean forward to rest my head on his chest, unable to look at him any longer with my building shame. 
This sweet baby just lost his mom, and I’m crying about not having the perfect family and what people might say behind my back. Pathetic.
“I’ll always defend you Doxy. What you’re doing, what you’re taking on … it’s the type of kindness I’ve never seen before.” His voice is gruff. Then he tilts my face up and for the first time I really look at Samson’s hazel eyes. 
The depths in them, deeper than his shallow jokes. Could there really be a decent man in Samson after all? Hidden deep under the crass jabs and childish behaviour?
I don’t realize what I’m doing until my lips press to his, leading him into a slow kiss. For a second he stays frozen, then he pulls away. Oh no, did I seriously misread his jokes as actual attraction? Pythias is never going to let me live this down! Pink begins to creep into my cheeks. “Doxy?” He asks. His eyes search mine, stripping me down in search of something.
“I’m sorry! I think I misread the moment.” I say, stepping back out of his arms. His fingers grab into the fabric of my clothing, holding me within his reach.
“Do it again? Even if tomorrow you regret it, kiss me. Please?” His whisper both shocks and grounds me. When I don’t say anything in favour of staring at him like an idiot. He steps closer, grabbing hold of my face gently. 
“Tell me no, Doxy. Call me gross and idiotic.” He murmurs to me, his eyes never leaving my lips. Like if he looks away they’ll disappear into a cloud of smoke.
I can’t tell you no. It’d be a lie. I lean up, sealing my lips to his in a kiss much more intense than I’ve ever had. In a move I thought impossible he somehow deepens it even more while lifting me up effortlessly. 
He’s bragged about his ability to outrun Aithne, but I don’t make it a habit to inspect his body — until now.
My hands move down his back, feeling the hard muscles there. God, why is he so built? He came from a boring district! 
I groan into his mouth. My fingers tracing his shoulders and down his muscular arms. Sam pulls back, breaking our kiss and despite the weirdness of this … I’m disappointed at our distance.
“Doxy?” He pants. “Yeah?” Shut up and kiss me again! He lowers me down his body a bit from where I’m wrapped around his torso with my legs. Then does one of the most intoxicating things I’ve ever felt. 
“Do you feel how desirable you are? What that desire is doing to me?” He asks as he grinds my centre against his extraordinarily hard length.
I moan, embarrassingly needy for this idiot that I’m just now exploring. “I do.” I pant. “I’m not fucking you unless you plan to say those words at an altar.” He declares and my mood deflates. Did he just use my need for sex as leverage to blackmail me into … marrying him? 
“That’s the worst proposal I’ve ever heard. I’m not a virgin, Sam.” I say, putting my legs down to stand.
“Neither am I, but I fear that once I have you, I’ll never want to stop.” He whispers. Then reaches out to push my hair behind my ear. What the hell am I supposed to say to that? 
Luckily, I don’t have to say anything as the baby begins to cry. “I—“ I start to say. “Need to be a mom? I know Dox, I’ll never get in the way of that.” He steps back and takes a seat on the bed, grabbing a pamphlet from the nightstand with instructions for what looks like a feeding compound for the baby. 
What an odd man you are, Samson. So very odd.
***
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“He’s going to wake up any second.” I sigh out. I’m doing what I shouldn’t, drowning my worries and problems in Sam … or drowning him in me. Abbie is gone, has been gone and we haven't made any headway with finding her.
This man has given me no less than three orgasms in this single session. A perfect distraction. When he finally found his climax buried deep inside of me I … Oh, fuck! 
“Sam!” I squeak, sitting up lightning bolt fast. “What?” He asks, shooting up and looking to where Asha sleeps next to our … my bed.
“You didn’t—we didn’t, Sam, oh my God!” He tilts his head at my rambling, not understanding my panic, obviously. Does he not realize that he might’ve just … Oh no. 
“You didn’t pull—“ I start to say but get cut off. “Fuck! Doxy I am so sorry, I—I. What can I do? How do I fix this?” He jumps up, pacing beside our—my bed.
I pull the blankets up to my chin. Asha is the best thing to ever happen to me, I’m beyond exhausted, but he is worth it. Could I love two babies at once? Can I be a single parent to two children? The judgement would be cruel, unbearable … Burn it all.
“Doxy … “ Sam says drawing my attention back to him from my thoughts. Butt naked as the day he was born, Sam kneels at the edge of the bed. One knee on the ground holding a little box.


“I wanted to do this differently, but given that I'm a stupid fucking man … Literally.” Is he really about to?
“Eudoxie, I fell for you when I met you because of your beauty. I fell harder when you were too stubborn to let anyone sway your mind on, well, anything. I crashed into love with you when you decided to be the most selfless woman alive and take on Asha. Now, I am absolutely and completely fucked because I will never love another woman more than you. Will you please do me the honour of marrying me? Oh, and if I just got you pregnant, please carry our baby too?” He absolutely just did, in the most Samson way possible.
My jaw hits the floor, Sam, stupid moronic Samson. Just proposed to me, ass naked, after more than likely knocking me up out of wedlock. My best friend is missing in action, the King and arguably one of our dear friends, is a heart broken mess and he thinks now is the time? Moron.
“Only if you agree to be Asha’s dad too.” I say, crossing my arms over my bare breasts. “Oh I am his dad, even if you said no. I am that little mans dad.” He smiles, opening the box to reveal the most beautiful emerald ring.
“Say yes and I’ll be your husband too.” He says, reaching the box out to me. Tears spring to my eyes, because although Sam is naked, an idiot and absolutely just screwed up big time. He has no problem fixing it, because he loves me. I can’t even be mad, because I love him too. 
“Yes, I’ll marry you. Tomorrow.” I say, cocking an eyebrow as a tear slips. Abbie got one thing right with her marriage. Fast tracking is the way to go. Avoid the second guessing and stress of other people.
“How about three hours? Jasper owes me a favour anyway.” He says, standing up and pulling the ring out. “He does?” I ask, offering him my hand. 
“He strangled my best friend and I didn’t kill him. That’s a favour, now he owes me one.” He slides the ring onto my finger, it fits perfectly sliding into place like it always belonged there anyway.


The Landing doesn’t bother with rings and hasn’t in forever for marriage. I always loved the dying tradition. Perhaps this is why, because I’d find Sam, who grew up where the tradition never died.
4
Samson
“Hello murderer.” I say, letting myself into his ridiculous bedroom. “For the love of flight, what do you want?” Jasper asks, not bothering to pause his pacing. 
He’s been an absolute wreck since Abbie left. In some ways I feel bad for him, but frankly in most ways I just want to shove him out of a lower window so he gets some broken bones of his own for hurting her.
“It’s four in the morning, you haven’t slept and I don’t see any women anywhere to be the reason.” I say as I lean against the ugly green couch. Who the fuck has green couches anyway? 
“You think I want any other women? I don’t. I need Abbigail. I need her home!” He yells, turning and punching the wall hard in a fluid movement. The plaster cracks at the impact. There’s no way he didn’t just bust a knuckle. Deserved, but annoying that I didnt get to do it.
“Okay, calm down, backwards Romeo. It was just a joke. I need a favour.” I raise my hands in surrender. I’m pissed at him, but I also know I had my part in her leaving. If I hadn’t been so caught up in Doxy and Asha, I might’ve been around to stop some of this carriage crash.
Jasper turns around, face beet red, eyes crazier than ever. His hand doesn’t look too smart, reminding me of that dumbass ex Abbie has. God, that girl, she clearly has a type. 
“What could I possibly do for you?” He pants like a rabid dog. Definitely a mess, I didn’t realize the consequences of one’s own actions could drive one to insanity. The window hinges open wider and Aithne swoops in effortlessly. Show off.
“He needs you to marry him to miss Doxy.” Aithne says. Curse that bird. That was my shock value line! “You—what now?” Jasper's anger morphs into confusion at the drop of a coin. “I—“ I try to speak, but Aithne steals my thunder once more.
“He needs you to marry him to miss Doxy. First, of course, Pythias and I must be mated. To establish their mating bond as well.” Did he just say that? He said that. Shit, I was so busy focusing on not letting on about Doxy’s and my little secret that I missed Aithne and Pythias getting all love birdie? Such missed potential to bully him.
“You” Jasper points to me. “And Doxy? Like Doxy-Doxy, Asha’s mum?” He asks. “Yep!” I pop the P, giving him a cocky grin. That’s right we kept a secret from you all. 
Jasper bursts out laughing, doubling over on himself. “Okay, thank you. I needed that!” He splutters. He thinks I’m joking? I step forward grabbing his shirt in my fist and bringing his face close to mine. I could be executed for treason for this. I don’t care.
“I would never joke about this. Marry me to my fiancée.” I growl. Aithne assumes a sparring position, no doubt thinking he’ll have to stop me from ripping Jasper apart limb by limb. I always said that when I finally fall in love that I’ll kill for the woman that got me there. 
“S-Sam relax! I’ll marry you. I thought you were joking.” Jasper says. I release him, silently stepping back while he adjusts his shirt back into position. 
“Good. I told her three hours. I’m already down to two.” I brush my hands off from the non-existence dirt of Jasper. He knits his eyebrows, studying me. “Why the rush?” He asks, and now it’s my turn to be uncomfortable. 
“I might’ve forgotten something, and we might be expecting something if it maybe results in what we fear it might.” Aithne snorts beside me. Fucker. 
“He thinks he’s bred his unwed mate.” Aithne states matter of fact. For fucks sake.
Jasper gapes. “Yep, that’ll do it. Okay, meet me here in an hour. I need to mate Pythias and Aithne first, then we can marry you too and establish your mating bond.” He pauses, tilting his head at me. 
“Abbigail’s going to punch you when we get her home.” He says, then disappears into the bedchamber portion of his so-called bedroom.
Man, oh man, do I know that. If there’s one thing she’s going to kill me for, it’ll be missing my wedding. I promised her the second dance as kids, in exchange for her promise to not marry Baz. 
Doxy is worth her exile, Asha is worth her wrath, and maybe I don’t care about what she has to say about it all because she ran away and it hurt that she left me here so easily.
***
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“We need to make a stop as we pass through the Medical district.” I say, trying to sound nonchalant. Finley’s head pops up from his book with a questioning gaze poised toward me. “Already?” Eduard asks. He’s always been quicker at deducing situations than Finley.
Samson is in the carriage ahead with Jasper and Asha. He sent me to ride with the boys as a break from baby duty. Too bad all I’ve done is sit here and try my hardest not to puke.
“Already what?” Finley asks, glancing between Eduard and I. “I don’t know, that’s why I want to stop.” I say, admittedly snarkier than I intended. 
“I am positively lost.” Finley whines, leaning back in his seat. Eduard snorts. “Yeah, well, it looks like Doxy is positive too.” He says with a wink my way. Jackass. I flip him off, recrossing my legs as another wave of nausea hits me.
“Already?” Finley exclaims, leaning forward. “My money is on before the hush-hush wedding. You know, the one that happened only five weeks ago.” Eduard says, all too self-satisfied. 
Fin whistles, causing me to roll my eyes. “My man! Way to go, Samson!” He boasts, drumming the table excitedly. Men are stupid, so very stupid. Uh oh.
I try to catch it, cupping my hands to my mouth, but it's a moot attempt. The vomit over flows my hands as my body empties my stomach. 
“Oh, fuck!” Eduard yells, “Halt the roll! We’ve sprung a leak!” I am going to kill these man-children! 
“I’m off to go get the dad. This is his duty.” Finley says while pinching his nose. I miss having another woman around, another person with a damn brain. The boys all but run out of the carriage. Whimps.
I retch again, not bothering to try to catch it. Letting myself resign to the indecent moment. “Oh no, mama. What happened?” Sam says, coming to my side and wrapping his arm around my shoulder. He doesn't so much as flinch at the puke.
“I’m pregnant.” I say. Not because I know for sure, but because I absolutely somehow just know. “I know.” He says in a soothing tone. He knows? HE KNOWS?
“How the fuck would you know?” I ask, turning my body and smearing vomit from my leg onto  his. “Doxy, I love you, but … you’ve been an extra special crabapple these days. We’ll stop in the medical district and confirm what we both already know.” He leans forward and kisses my nose. “But let’s be honest, I never lose a race.” He says as he reaches down and places his hand over my vomit stained stomach. 
I feel disgusting, covered in my own vomit, yet loved, cherished and safe. What a fucked up, beautiful moment this is.
“Eww. Go fix yourself, I’ll tell Jasper to hang onto Asha a bit longer. You both disgust me!” Pythias says, sticking her head in the door to speak but then withdrawing it as the scent hits her. Ugh.
Her head gets replaced by Aithne’s who’s blue eyes flick around the scene before he scoffs and withdrawals as well. “Humans.” He says to Pythias before they both walk off towards the carriage ahead ours.
“Phoenixes.” I mutter, mocking his tone. “I’m going to go give Pythias a big hug, you clean up love bug.” Sam says with a grin. I wave him off with my hand and he hops down and out calling for Pythias as he goes. 
All we’re missing is Abbigail and this would be perfect. She’d come help me, or at the very least force the boys to help clean me up. I miss her simple kindness, and her meltdowns when she finally voices her real opinions. I miss having a best friend, even if I suck at being one.
We’re going to find you Abbie, I don’t know how I don’t know when but we will. If for no other reason than my need for another woman around.
***
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“To Doxy and Samson, oh! And little Asha on growing your family!” Jasper says, raising his wobbling glass high with an exaggerated smile. I sink further into my seat, picking at my dinner. 
“He’s drunk.” Brigid whispers to me. We’ve been picking each others brains on where Abbie might have hidden herself away. We’ve already scoured the Farming District, twice. She's not there.
“That’s his fifth toast to us this week.” Sam mutters, taking a sip of his wine. How is it fair that everyone is celebrating me being pregnant but I’m not allowed to have any?
Ruxana was all too excited to inform me that I’m pregnant as well as give me the list of things I supposedly can’t do. Bullshit list. 
“Jasper—” Ruxana singsongs in the most obnoxiously flirtatious voice imaginable. “Perhaps lay off of the wine, unless of course you want to accidentally land in my bed tonight.” Brigid growls at her. The deep rumble of her chest loud behind my chair. 
I wish Pythias was here she’d have a chance at calming Brigid down. Well, nice knowing you Ruxana … not. Enjoy being Phoenix chow! I know I'll enjoy witnessing it.
“For the worlds worst head? I should charge you for such a crime!” Jasper laughs out. Ruxanna turns every shade of red, and Brigid snickers behind me. Samson, however, stands up, passing Asha to me. The little one snuggles into my chest, sucking his thumb peacefully. Poor tike is exhausted. 
“Alright King, time for bed. You are so far gone you’d sleep with me.” Sam says, going behind Jasper’s chair and lifting him to a stand by his arm.
“Ah-ah, I get first dibs on him if he’s finally going to say yes to sleeping with a man!” Finley jokes, entering from the hall with Eduard. They’re back from distributing iron to a few of our contacts with the rest of the Phoenixes. 
Winslow is stuck on looking for Abbie duty. A waste of time, she’d never come here. I don’t even want to be here. The only saving grace is that this meal was prepared by a royal chef and that this dining hall is within the hotel.
“If you get to sleep with the King can my hall pass be the Queen?” Eduard asks, jabbing Finley with his elbow. Finley pales slightly and goes to say something, but Samson cuts him off. 
“Wait, you would pick Abbie?” He asks while supporting the very drunk Jasper, who tries to give Eduard a dirty look but fails.
“What? A man can’t swing both ways?” Eduard counters, crossing his arms across his chest. Ruxanna takes a long gulp of her wine, clearly quite uncomfortable. Good. She doesn't belong here anyway.


Jasper stumbles, over nothing, the moron that he is. “Good God, Jasper, even Abbie handles her liquor better than this!” Eduard says, no doubt referring to Leto district when she drank her weight in special lemonade.
“Shit …” Sam says, letting go of Jasper, who promptly sits on the floor like an obedient pet. “Should we get him a leash and harness?” Brigid asks under her breath. Hehehehe, yes, yes we should, Brigid. 
“We need to check Leto District.” Sam announces. We all stare at him like he’s crazy. In an almost silence since Jasper is now singing to himself about being heart broken. Gag.
We decided to write Leto off as the last place she would go because of the raw water. She’s smart she wouldn’t go somewhere that would make her sick. But … Maybe we're wrong?
“We’re all morons.” Brigid announces. “Of course she would still go there, she has fire.” Brigid steps around from behind me, then jumps on the table affectively knocking over everyones table settings. “What the—“ Ruxana exclaims but clamps her mouth shut when flames rise on Brigid’s crown.
“We need to go to Leto District, now!” She demands, turning around as if to challenge anyone to disagree with her. 
“I think drunky down there might not make the trip, Brigid. Tomorrow. First thing.” Sam promises her. 
She nods, kicking a wine bottle off of the table and causing it to shatter beside Ruxana. The stupid woman shutters. "You need to calm down Ruxana, she'd just eat you. No need to bother with weapons." I say. Her gaping mouthed fear is satisfying to say the least. 
Brigid takes my statement as permission to toss another bottle, it breaks as she lifts it with her talons.
If that bottle is any indication of what’s to come, we are so fucked.
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