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      Fuck her life. It was an endless conveyor belt of work, eat, and sleep with no respite in sight, and she was sick of it.

      Isabella sighed to herself as she watched the belt in front of her for the next batch of six food blocks. When it drew level with her, she reached up and pulled the press down. The machine dropped with a kerr-thunk, sealing the small, beige blocks into their own synth-plast wrappers. They were biodegradable, and, if you were that desperate, edible.

      She’d knew. She’d been that desperate.

      The press lifted, and the sealed blocks were scooped away. She flicked a glance up at the big screen above her conveyor. It showed a young woman beaming with happiness as she ran through a field of sunflowers.

      “Anselm Corp Cares. Your welfare is our welfare. We’re in this together. Apply for Anselm Corp Care today,” a man with a deep, authoritative voice reassured anyone who listened.

      She could imagine a doctor having such a voice, if she’d ever seen one. She was worker class, not wealthy, so she’d never seen a doctor in the flesh her whole life. People like her only warranted a third-level med-tech, the lowest of the low on the medical scale. They weren’t caring. They were overworked, underpaid and in a constant threat of losing their jobs and ending up in the ranks of the hopeless they tended.

      She sniffed and pressed another batch of six into their synth-plast skins. Relying on Anselm Corp Care wasn’t the sunlight and flowers choice the piped media claimed. She certainly hadn’t felt the need to run through a field of sunflowers after eating the one sad, tasteless cube.

      First, she’d have to find a field of sunflowers. They didn’t grow in the wild anymore, so any live examples were in the private collections of multi-billionaires somewhere and certainly weren’t available for her to go gamboling through like a demented spring lamb. The only flowers like that she’d seen had been holo-projections of a famous painting during her schooling and in the Anselm propaganda.

      Second… Anselm Corp made a big deal out of the fact it was feeding the masses who were a burden on the planet, but in reality, the nutritional value of the blocks was only enough to get a worker through their shift and to their next allocated ‘meal.’

      The media glossed over the fact those ‘burdensome masses’ were the ones manning the factories and manufacturing facilities that kept the Anselm machine, and thus, the planet, running.

      She flicked a glance along the lines of conveyor belts in front of her. There were hundreds of lines, each with a couple of employees stationed somewhere along it, doing different jobs. One extruded the block-paste into bricks, and the next operated the oven that cooked them. Then the cutter stood just before her and sliced the brick into rations. They were smaller now than they had been even months ago. When she’d started, the bricks made four blocks, but now it was six. She was expecting any day for the order to slice the bricks into eight.

      The bricks were no bigger. The blocks were smaller… to protect Anselm’s bottom line.

      The workers, most of them on Corp Care programs, trudged through life like zombies, barely awake, and only capable of working a shift. They had no energy in their ‘leisure’ time, the laughable few hours they got to themselves in the evening after the mandatory long shifts. Most had no energy to do anything but sleep. Including her.

      Movement further down the cavernous factory caught her eye, the bright red jacket warning her that the foreman was making a surprise line inspection. She bent her head and concentrated on her task. James Randolph Junior didn’t like her.

      She wasn’t on one of the care programs and had fought to ensure she wasn’t. Randolph had made no secret of the fact he didn’t approve. He didn’t approve of the free workers, saying that they had no incentive to protect the corp’s values and morals. By that, he meant the free workers wouldn’t stay for overtime without argument and without pay, desperate to avoid being thrown off their program. “It’s your choice,” were his favorite words, but it wasn’t. Those he asked had no choice whether to stay. Not when they needed the placement to eat or for their accommodation. None of them could afford to say no to him.

      It was slavery, pure and simple. But she couldn’t do anything about it. She was just one person with no power or voice here, and she had to keep her head down to keep her job. She needed to keep this job. She needed to keep her freedom and stay out of the corp care system because once she signed on to it, she would become one of the zombies.

      Sweat rolled down her spine as Randolph got closer and closer. He was always thorough in his inspections, but this morning he was taking extra care. Damn. That meant he was looking to sack someone. Anyone. He didn’t care whose neck was on the chopping block when he got in a mood, which was often. He relished flexing the power he had over the unfortunates on the shop floor.

      “Crap,” she muttered under her breath as he stopped at the end of her line, his disapproving gaze looking for something to pick on. Her hackles rose, and she didn’t need to be looking at him to know excitement had filled his eyes.

      Randolph was the worst sort of boss. Young and good-looking, he schmoozed his superiors while treating those below him like dirt on the bottom of his boot. His bosses didn’t care because he got results. That was all that mattered. Production statistics and the corp’s finances.

      Her tension increased as Randolph walked the line, inspecting every inch. The section between her and the packer at the end, past the support column, was her responsibility.

      Before her shift every day, she went over every inch with a fine-tooth comb to make sure it was in top-notch condition. Unpaid, of course. Any defect on the line was damage to equipment and her pay was docked. Any damage to the product was likewise a pay demerit. Hell, if they needed the air-con on in here to stop them from roasting to death, that cost was docked as well. She always lost weight in the summer, eating less to make up for the fact her pay credits were lower.

      “Worker Seven-Four-Four,” he barked, referring to the number on the worker’s coveralls, and the packer at the end of the line snapped to attention. Isabella breathed a sigh of relief that he hadn’t picked on her. Perhaps she was safe for another day.

      “Yes, sir?” The packer’s voice shook with nerves but she continued working as the foreman approached.

      Isabella dared not look up, still operating the press diligently. Neither of them could move from their posts. If the blocks didn’t get wrapped, they couldn’t be packed, and that would stop the line… also a wage demerit.

      “Come here, Seven-Four-Four.” He motioned to someone behind him to relieve the packer at her post. That was when Isabella knew the worker, Maci, was sunk. No one got taken off a line during a shift unless they were dead, headed to the medical unit… or about to be sacked.

      She watched out of the corner of her eye as Maci handed over to her replacement and approached Randolph, careful not to look him in the eye in case she got accused of a ‘micro-aggression toward management’, also a pay demerit.

      “Yes, sir?”

      He looked at the young worker and then pointed to the belt. “Kindly explain this damage.”

      Oh crap. They had replaced the current belt less than a week ago, so there was no way it should show wear yet.

      “Damage?” Maci blinked in surprise as she glanced at the belt. “There’s no dama—”

      “Two credit demerit for lying,” Randolph quipped, sick triumph in his voice. Anger rolled through Isabella so hot her knuckles ached as she gripped the press handle. Randolph was the worst kind of bully.

      “Here, this line… this was not here before your shift. You have defaced and damaged corporation property. What do you have to say for yourself?”

      Maci looked from him to the belt in astonishment. “That’s… but that’s a marker from the factory that made the belts. The ink must have run when it went over the rollers either side of—”

      Isa closed her eyes, knowing what was coming next. Randolph didn’t like workers talking back. Say nothing, she warned herself sternly. Not her circus, not her monkeys. She couldn’t afford to lose this job.

      “Excuses! Two credit demerit!” he caroled. “Plus insubordination to management and questioning management. I’m afraid I must conclude that you are no longer a happy and productive worker, Seven-Four-Four, and I am ending your employment as of this moment. Leave your line and hand in your uniform at the front office. You may…”

      Bollocks.

      He consulted his data-clipboard and smiled like a shark. “Well, well, it seems you have no wages to collect because of your demerits. Hand in your uniform and be off the premises within a quarter of an hour, or we will notify the authorities.”

      The arrogant, bullying motherfucker.

      Isabella saw red. She couldn’t stand by and let this happen. The asshole was not only sacking Maci but stealing the wages she’d earned as well, which meant she wouldn’t eat for the next week while she found a job. If she could find a new job. Employment wasn’t easy to come by in this section of the city, and Anselm Corp ran most of the production facilities around here. If they sacked her from this place, effectively they sacked her from them all.

      “That’s not fair!”

      She slapped the stop button for the line and then squared off to Randolph. Her voice was loud enough to be heard over the alarms warning that the line had stopped. Workers on other lines turned to see what the commotion was.

      “Get back to your station, Three-Nine-Eight,” he snapped. “This doesn’t concern you.”

      “This concerns us all,” she argued, anger making her heart race and her fists ache where she clenched them at her sides. “Maci’s right. Those marks are from where the belt goes over the runners.”

      His eyes narrowed, his handsome face flushing with anger. “It’s a management decision.”

      Isabella wasn’t buying it. “Every single line has them. If you sack her, you have to sack us all!”

      “Really now?” his lip curled as he waved. “I’m sure your colleagues would be less than impressed at your wish to put them out of a job.”

      Her face set. Oh, he was a complete and utter asshole. “That’s not what I said, and you know it.”

      “That’s exactly what you said. Would you like me to inspect every line today?”

      Shitshitshit. She should have known he would twist her words. Maci stood behind him, her wide eyes begging Isabella to let it go.

      “Well, Three-Nine-Eight?”

      She didn’t reply but simply lifted her chin defiantly. Randolph smirked.

      “Didn’t think so. And since you were so concerned about Seven-Four-Four’s welfare, you should join her. Hand in your uniform at the front office and…” He paused for dramatic effect.

      Isabella pushed past him, beating him to the punchline. “Yeah, yeah, I know. I have no wages to collect. Screw you, asshole.”
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      The familiar rhythmic hum of the shuttle train surrounded Isabella as she sat on a hard plastic seat. She couldn’t believe she’d lost her damn job. Again. It was always the same. She tried so hard to be good, but then someone had to bully someone else and she had to step in.

      It wasn’t like she was a hero. At barely over five feet she was more the underdog herself, but someone had to stand up to bullies. If no one else was going to do it, she would. She knew what it was like to be helpless and to have everything taken away. She’d be damned if she’d let the same thing happen to anyone else if she could stop it.

      Her gaze caught on the poster emblazoned across the wall on the other side of the carriage. Looking for a new start? it asked, the words bold across an image of a tropical paradise with white, sandy beaches and turquoise seas. A chance at a new life on a far-flung paradise planet? Join the Latharian Mate Program and match with the man of your dreams!

      She closed her eyes, imagining the sea breeze on her face and the warm sand under her toes—a little illusion away from the train crash her life had become. It didn’t matter that she’d never seen the sea, or any body of water bigger than the bathtub they’d had when she was a kid, and she’d only seen sand when there had been a spillage from one of the many inner-city reconstruction sites. She’d seen beaches in plenty of shows, and she had a good imagination. For the few minutes left to her station, that was enough. At least the entertainment in her head was free, unlike everything else.

      The next station is Luna way. This is a trans-line shuttle to the South Steels terminal.

      Her eyes snapped open at the announcement, the voice automated and tinny from the speaker embedded in the ceiling above her head. In the carriage, other passengers started shifting in their seats, rearranging their bags and other belongings as they prepared to stand and alight. Those forced to stand eyed up the movement, each of them analyzing the chances of getting to an empty seat before someone else did. The seats were few and far between. Each upgrade to the carriages meant more of them were removed, leaving only the marks on the wall to show where they’d once been.

      This is Luna Way. Please stand clear of the doors.

      The train ground to a halt in a hiss of air-brakes and other mechanisms Isa had heard all her life but couldn’t for the life of her name. She slid from her seat and was out the door before she could see which of the contenders for her seat had won the battle. Hurrying along the platform, she took the stairs two at a time, her hands jammed deep in the pockets of her thick overcoat. It was a little overkill for the current weather, but it was the only one she had, and the pockets were deep enough to conceal the flick knife she’d skipped a week’s evening meals to buy a few years ago.

      It had been a good investment, saving her life from street thugs on more than one occasion. Even though the idea of actually hurting someone made her feel sick, she had no issues with threatening anyone who intended her harm. Most of the time, the louder and more aggressive she made herself, the more her attackers decided she wasn’t worth the effort or possible injury and left her alone in search of easier prey.

      Breathing a sigh of relief as she hit street level, she turned and headed along the street to her apartment building. Most of the low-lifes kept themselves to the subterranean levels, not wanting to risk getting their faces picked up by the city’s CCTV systems. She had no choice, but she flicked her hood up anyway, half turning to conceal most of her face whenever she came within a camera’s field of view. It was an old habit. Tucker had been dead for years, killed in a turf war shootout, but nastiness like that had a long memory. And his family had never liked her. So she hid, just in case.

      Reaching her building, she shouldered the door open and walked across the lobby. A quick look at the elevator said it was on its slow way down. Trying not to think about what the hell she was going to do, she walked up the stairs. Ten flights to her level. Good cardio, she told herself. That and nutri-blocks were better than any expensive gym or fancy diet. She was still as slim as she’d been before she’d had—

      She cut that thought off, not wanting that old pain on top of everything else today, as she reached the landing for her level. Pushing the door open, she frowned as she spotted someone up ahead at her door. Squinting didn’t bring them into focus. Damn… she’d never had the credits to get her vision sorted, and now it was definitely getting worse. Middle age, she decided, had to be.

      “Hello?” she called out as she approached and then smiled when he turned and she recognized Keane, one of the building managers. She breathed a sigh of relief. It wasn’t Deckert. He was an asshole who liked to prey on those who were down on their luck. Like her. “Oh, hey, Keane. What’s up?”

      His somber expression as she approached slowed her down a little, the smile sliding from her face.

      “Isabella, I’m really sorry. I didn’t want to do this, but… the bosses are on my ass about the rules.”

      He shifted his weight from foot to foot, obviously uncomfortable, and she flicked a glance at the note he’d pinned to her door. “An eviction notice? Seriously? I’m up to date with my rent!”

      He nodded, unable to look her in the eye. “I know. I know. If it were left to me, I wouldn’t. But the office got the notice you’d been let go from your job—”

      “But I have savings,” she argued, shoving a hand into her hair. “I can pay rent until I get another job!”

      She could. Just. If she got a job in the next few days.

      Keane shook his head, looking like he’d like the ground to open and swallow him whole. “I’m sorry, Isa, but the new rules say you have to be employed to qualify for a tenancy here.”

      “Crap…” She threw her head back and glared at the ceiling like it held the secrets of the universe. What was she supposed to do now?

      “Listen,” Keane glanced up and down the corridor as if he was worried in case someone heard him. “I can give you twenty-four hours to find a new job. If you tell me you had that offer of employment before you were let go at your other place, well… maybe I can spill coffee on that transfer form…”

      She nearly threw her arms around him in relief. “Keane, you are a lifesaver! You won’t regret this!” she promised, already turning tail and heading down the corridor.

      She had had nothing to eat, and she was still in the clothes she’d headed to work in this morning, but it didn’t matter. She needed to get back out there and find a job.

      Because if she lost her apartment, the only place left to go was a care program. If she got caught in one of those, she would never get out.
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      There was always a way out of a desperate situation. It all depended on just how desperate you really were. Just how low you were prepared to go.

      Isabella sighed as she stood in front of the Latharian Mate Program office. She’d practically walked around the city twice, looking for work. She’d been in every bar and cafe, but none of them had anything, not even pot washing with the automated systems most places had installed.

      Thanks to being on the run for most of her teens, she didn’t have her education cert, so she couldn’t try any of the shops. They always asked for that. Now, more than ever, she regretted not completing it.

      She’d even tried the Organ Reclaim offices in case selling off a kidney would get her out of the hole she found herself in. Lab-grown replacement organs were commonplace and easily available, but some people with more money than sense wanted the real deal and not something printed in a factory-lab. One drop of her blood had ruled that out though. Malnutrition or something had left markers in her blood that rendered her organs so low quality that they wouldn’t even give her enough to cover the anesthetic she’d need for the operation. She hadn’t really listened to the reasons before leaving the office in defeat. It was lowering to admit not even her body parts were worth anything.

      In the end, she found herself down on Taviston Street, close to one of her favorite street vendors. They did an excellent mug of what was almost coffee, in a good light, if you squinted. She allowed her gaze to wander off down the street to the battered little kiosk on wheels, wishing she was lining up there rather than standing where she was. It regularly got moved from its usual pitch by the police, but more often than not it was just around the corner, or even down near the subway station.

      She dragged her attention back to the building in front of her and forced herself to look at it. Actually look at it.

      Step in… Your new life begins here!

      The words were emblazoned across an image of a woman standing on some kind of spaceship, a happy smile on her face as she looked down onto a beautiful planet below her orbit. It looked perfect, like the old images of Earth Isabella had seen in a museum when she was a kid.

      Now Earth’s oceans weren’t that blue, more of a dirty grey, and green of any kind was scarce thanks to the factory cities. Most of Earth’s wealthy elite had long since fled the planet for other colonies.

      Sign up for your chance at a new life on a far-flung paradise planet! Join the Latharian Mate Program and match with the man of your dreams!

      A deep sigh escaped her, and she rubbed between her brows. Was she actually considering this? Selling herself to an alien?

      “Come on, Nikki! Before all the good ones are gone!” A giggling group of women headed for the door in front of her, calling back to another of their group lagging behind. Isabella watched her as she bent to readjust the strap on her shoe. Office workers, all identical in their corporate uniforms. No way in hell were they as desperate as Isabella, not with their cushy corporate pay credits and matching accommodation. No, they had to be doing it for… Actually, why would someone like that sign their lives away to an alien? The thrill?

      Isabella shook her head and followed them at a slower pace. That was just crazy if you asked her. But no one had, and she was out of options. It was an alien or bust because no way would she sign up to corp care.

      The giggling group was in the corner with an LMP representative when she pushed the door open and approached the front desk.

      “Hello?” she said when the young woman behind the desk looked up.

      “Hello and welcome to the Latharian Mate Program!” she said brightly, her smile plastered in place as she looked Isabella up and down. “Are you here to be matched or…”

      No other option was forthcoming, so she forced a smile to her lips and nodded. “Yes, please.”

      “Wonderful!” Ms. Chirpy announced brightly. Her name tag said her name was Brittany. “If you take a seat over by table three, I’ll send one of our specially trained advisors over to you.”

      “Okay, thank you so much,” Isabella inclined her head and moved to the indicated table. It was set further back into the expansive office, and after she’d sat down, she looked around. It seemed like a fancy travel agency or something—the kind you’d book an expensive outer systems cruise at or something. She’d only been in one once, with Tucker. He’d promised to take her to the stars.

      She snorted to herself. Instead, he’d made her see stars. It wasn’t quite the same thing. She’d gotten wise after he’d nearly beaten her to death, escaping just before she’d found out she was pregnant. A shiver rolled down her spine. She dreaded to think about what would have happened to her and the baby if Tucker had known. He’d never have let either of them go. They’d probably both have been dead within a year.

      “Hey there, I understand you want to sign up to the Latharian Mate Program?” a middle-aged woman asked as she took a seat opposite, data sheet pinned to the clipboard in front of her. Her name tag proclaimed, “Hi! I’m Gwen. Ask me about matching with one of our warriors!”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Can I take your name?” Gwen looked Isabella up and down quickly, and the lines around her eyes tightened. “You are a little older than our usual candidates, but… let’s see what we can do. Shall we?”

      “Of course, it’s Isabella Flores,” she said quickly, holding out her ID card.

      It was a good fake, to support her change of name, so she wasn’t worried about being outed here. Besides, from what she’d heard, these aliens were desperate for women. Surely they wouldn’t be that picky about a name change?

      Gwen took it and scanned it quickly to transfer her details to the datasheet. “You know that the contract is for life? And that you will be required to live off Earth, on the planet of your assigned mate’s choosing.”

      Isabella swallowed and nodded. “I do, I mean… yes. I am aware.”

      “And you confirm you are not married or separated pending a divorce?”

      “Yes. I’m single. No legal encumbrances.”

      “Any family?”

      She thought of the battered photo slid into the back of her ID wallet and shook her head. “Not anymore, no.”

      Gwen nodded, holding out a small contraption that looked like a pen. “Put your finger on the end, please. You will feel a sharp scratch.”

      She pressed her finger to the end of the pen, keeping her expression neutral as the thing fired and stabbed her. Gwen offered her a cheap bandage with the LMP logo on it as she withdrew the pen. It bleeped, displaying a green light on the side.

      “Excellent, that’s uploading into the system. It shouldn’t take long. Okay, I’m going to need you to fill out this general questionnaire and sign at the bottom please. I have to make you aware that by signing this, you are entering into a legal contract with the program. Please be sure before you sign it. I’ll be back soon to collect.”

      “Of course,” Isabella murmured, taking the stylus and answering the questions. She didn’t need the warning about the contract. She was going to have to sign her life away one way or the other—either to an alien or to corp care.

      At least this way, she might get to see the stars while she was a slave.
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      “And you’re sure you don’t know anything at all about my birth parents?” Jay Stephens asked, his expression tight as he looked at the other human on the three-way call with him and Berrick.

      Berrick B’Kaar studied the older human male, trying to be open-minded and give him the benefit of the doubt. The little he knew of Jay’s upbringing predisposed him not to like the male. At all.

      Overall, Berrick hadn’t met many humans, not to give them more than a passing nod. Of the ones he was familiar with, he knew more females than males. As a result, he had concluded that either a large proportion of the human male population were utter assholes, or he’d found them all within a very short timeframe of stepping onto the planet.

      “No.” General John Stephens, retired, just shrugged his shoulders, his expression closed off. It was obvious to Berrick, if not to Jay, that he didn’t want to have this conversation. “Never checked.”

      Jay frowned. “Why not?”

      “Why would I? Probably some young girl stupid enough to get herself knocked up. Your mother and I didn’t want her tracking us down or anything like that.”

      “She might have wanted to see me,” Jay replied, his voice level and calm. He was good, very good at concealing his reactions. A human couldn’t conceal much from a B’Kaar though, not when he could read reactions down to the tiniest dilation of an eye pupil.

      John laughed. “Why on earth would she want to do that? No, she probably fucked off with the money as soon as she could.”

      Berrick ground his teeth, forcing himself to stay silent. This was his mate they were discussing. The female who had matched with him in the system. This draanthic was wrong. She would be utterly perfect. His perfect kelarris.

      Jay frowned. “What money? I thought adoptions were no-cost?”

      His father shrugged again, his reply breezy and uncaring. They might as well have been discussing a car or piece of machinery. “We went through the Anselm corp and paid extra to ensure they tested you so you didn’t have any conditions that could… embarrass us later on. We also paid extra to have your records sealed and deleted.”

      Berrick felt the temperature drop as Jay’s face set, even over the data link.

      “What are you saying? That there’s no way to find my mother’s details?”

      John gave a dry chuckle. “None. That ship sailed a long time ago. I’d forget it if I was you. There’s no way you’re finding the useless little bitch who whelped you. And I’d thank you not to have this conversation with your mother. It would only upset her.”

      Rage hit Berrick hard and fast, and the growl ripped from his throat without warning. All he wanted to do was reach through the holo-link and rip this asshole’s head clean from his neck. But Jay beat him to a reply, his voice like ice.

      “Oh, don’t worry, I lost the desire to speak to either of you a long time ago. Thanks for the information, General.”

      With that, he cut the comm link to his father and turned to Berrick.

      “Absolute power and all that,” Jay grunted, his expression dour.

      Berrick sighed. “You’re gonna have to break that down for me. I don’t speak ‘human.’ It’s not logical.”

      Jay managed a small grin. “And here I was thinking you guys were all hive-mind connected and super intelligent.”

      “I’ll show you super intelligent,” Berrick growled and activated his ke’lath. It was the work of a moment to reach through the myriad networks between where he was to reach Jay and plunge the room where the human sat into darkness.

      “Ha-ha,” Jay said, his face deadpan. “Very funny. Now put the damn lights back on before Keris gets in here and kicks your ass.”

      The lights flicked back on.

      “I’m sorry, man, I thought we’d get more out of him. I really did.”

      “What kind of draanthing backward organization allows for the destruction of records like that?” Berrick raged. “What if you’d had some kind of hereditary condition that required information? How the hell were they supposed to find it if the records had been destroyed?”

      Jay shrugged. “Beats me. I’m just glad I’m not really related to that dick. It’s bad enough having to use his name.”

      He looked at Berrick quickly. “You’re the DNA expert. There’s no way I can be related to him. Is there?”

      “Unlikely.” Berrick pulled up an image of General Stephens from his internal recording of their conversation and then threw both it and an image of Jay into the multi-feed. At least four B’Kaar picked up the analysis request and within seconds replied. “No, according to analysis, there’s less than a four-percent chance you could be related.”

      Jay didn’t look comforted. “So it’s possible?”

      Berrick grinned. “Well… yeah. But since humanity also shares about sixty-percent genetic similarity to a banana, one of them could be your father as well.”

      “You’re a fucking dick, you know that?”

      “Do humans always resort to name calling and comparing each other to male genitalia?” he asked mildly as he accessed the human genetic database. Because of their military service, both Jay and his father’s records were there for him to access. “And if you say it’s because you like me, I’m going to worry about the mental state of all humanity.”

      He didn’t need to throw the two sets of DNA up into the multi-feed. It was obvious from a single glance that General Stephens was not Jay’s father. “And to confirm, no, you are not genetically related to General Stephens. I don’t have DNA records for a banana, though. Would you like me to request that so we can check?”

      Jay’s expression was answer enough. Berrick chuckled. “Don’t worry. Your father and the adoption agency are not the only sources of information to find your birth mother. Or your father. Do you want us to check for him?”

      Jay shook his head. “No. No man worth the name would leave a woman pregnant and alone. If he’s alive, I want nothing to do with the asshole.”
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with others.
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