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            THIS WASN’T IN THE CONTRACT.

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m a mech-tech fresh out of the military. By signing a five-year contract—an unbreakable contract—I can make more money than I ever dreamed possible and take care of my mom and little sister. There is no downside to this.

      Right?

      I mean, okay, so I have to have sex with an alien once a month, to help Mohrn with their “biological mandate” while they’re serving a prison sentence. Even better.

      Except…

      Turns out I didn’t read the information very carefully. Also turns out I shouldn’t have been focusing so much on the fact that Mohrn is…pink. Or assuming Mohrn was female.

      Now I have another problem—I’m in love with the big pink bastard, and I’ve just discovered Mohrn doesn’t belong in prison.

      None of this was in the contract. And, somehow, I need to make things right before my big, gentle, pink mate ends up dead.

      The question is…am I an idiot? Do they really have feelings for me, too? Or does Mohrn think we’re nothing more than jailmates?

      

      USA Today Bestselling Author Tymber Dalton writing as Lesli Richardson.
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            AUTHOR'S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Maxim Colonies books are a standalone series and can be read independently of each other and in any order. There will be more books in this series.

      
        
        1) Jailmates

        2) Farborn

        3) Saudade

      

      

      For the full list of current and upcoming titles in the series, please visit my website at:

      
        
        https://tymberdalton.com/books/series-info/maxim-colonies/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      This one’s for my dear friend, Tracy Damron-Roelle, because she’s the one who said, “You should make him pink.”

      Thus the Big Pink Bastard was born.

      She’s also the one who named Simon.

      I warned her I was going to dedicate this book to her, and she said she was cool with that. Sooo… Here ya go, honey. LOL

      Also for Hubby, and for Sir—He knows why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          SIMON

        

      

    

    
      “What are you going to do when you get out?”

      I hate mornings.

      I hate them even more when someone is yakking at me while I’m trying to shave in the bathroom our whole unit shares.

      I especially hate mornings after all of the above and before coffee.

      The annoying cherry on top of that craptacular cupcake being it’s my extremely annoying bunkmate, Stacks, who’s asking me.

      For like the fiftieth fricking time.

      My answer hasn’t changed, either.

      “I don’t know,” I mumble, trying not to cut myself as I shave around my upper lip.

      I have seven days left in my five-year stint in the military, which is the simple way we all refer to the Interstellar Galactic Coalition Forces.

      My CO has already had “the talk” with me, where the air quotes were visible, as was his boredom. He’s a lifer, so I didn’t blame him at all for giving it a try. Anyone approaching the end of their term, they get a “talk” from their CO about how great it’d be if they re-upped, and all the supposed benefits to doing so. That way, later, the CO can honestly tell their superiors they gave it their all to try to retain another wonk.

      Those of us who want to re-up, believe me, we do it when we want to.

      I most definitely do not want to.

      I haven’t seen Mom or my little sister, Helleia, in five years, because none of my stints were ever close enough to Axind 5 for me to get a free pass there. I didn’t have the money to buy a ticket to visit them, even at the discounted military rate. Every spare bit of change I earned I sent back to them so Mom could keep Helleia in primary until my sister graduated with her basic marks. She’s only eighteen, five years younger than me. Without basic marks, she would have no hope of ever finding a decent job, and definitely would never get into a secondary school of any kind.

      Our dad died fifteen years ago in a freak accident at the freight company he worked for. He was working with his crew, unloading a freighter. A magno-lift sled malfunctioned, tipped, and shipping containers crushed him and four others. The company’s insurance payout was enough to buy us a tiny apartment in a not-horrible building in a halfway decent city. It gave us enough of a cushion Mom only had to work one job while Hells and I went to primary school. Then, I graduated and joined the military.

      But if I don’t want my little sister ending up in the military—or spreading her legs in a brothel somewhere—I need to come up with the paper to send her to secondary school. She’s smart, but she didn’t have the obsessively high entry scores needed to land her a full-ride scholarship.

      Because of my military service and our father’s death, Hells can get reduced-fee tuition to several schools near where we live. But we still need to come up with living expenses for her. She graduated from primary nearly twelve standard months ago. Since then, she’s been working part-time jobs to try to build a cushion in savings. She’s got a drive to succeed, and I want her to be able to earn her way to a better life than she has now.

      Mom does her best, but she never could afford to attend secondary school. Dad went into the military not long after they got married. While his salary was enough to keep them in a small apartment and pay the expenses, it wasn’t enough to send Mom to secondary. Their plan had been once he got out, he would transfer his secondary credits to her, so she could use them. Then he’d get a job and take care of us while she went to school.

      Unfortunately, the military changed that clause while he was in, making credits nontransferable. After he got out, he needed to go to work to support us. They wanted to get the two of us through primary and into adulthood. Dad was going to use his credits for secondary once that happened, and then hopefully they’d have enough money for Mom to attend.

      He never got to use them. It’s been a struggle for Mom ever since. I know she didn’t really want me enlisting, but once I received my final primary marks, I knew I had to, if I wanted Mom to be able to support Helleia. All my expenses in the military are paid, and my income’s tax-free, so everything I’ve earned went to my family.

      Except now?

      I’m done.

      At least fifty different times during my enlistment I was literally seconds from dying, and dozens more times I was maybe a minute or so from death. I’ve never told Mom and Helleia about any of those events. I let them think I was stuck in a boring mech-tech job, which was partially the truth.

      The job was boring—usually.

      Except when I was dropped into a live-fire zone with a bunch of other mech-techs, assigned to keep the front-line troops online and moving. Or when our battalion’s ships got caught in an asteroid field after a solar flare knocked our sensors offline, and we were literally flying old-school blind.

      We lost three ships in that incident, and the one I was on sustained heavy damages.

      Or when we had a hull breach in the mech bay once, due to a hit from a desperate pirate wrecker’s pulsar cannon while they tried to escape our tractor beam. I nearly didn’t make it through the bulkhead door and into safety before it slammed shut to seal off the bay from the rest of the ship.

      The screams of the three guys behind me who didn’t make it will haunt my dreams forever.

      Yeah. Fun times, if you enjoy nightmares.

      I’m done. I can’t hack it, and I admit it. Some people, they develop a taste for the adrenaline hit those kinds of encounters create.

      Me?

      They left me sick and shaky and missing home like crazy. Don’t get me wrong, I loved exploring the galaxy. I loved getting to see foreign planets and other races. I’m no xenophobe. I served with lots of troops from coalition forces from all over. Even made friends with some of them, trusted them to have my back under bad circumstances, just like I had theirs.

      But I need…stability. Peace.

      A boring life.

      I want to be on a planet—or near enough to one—where I can actually see nature from time-to-time. I’m sick of space and would like to be able to settle in one place for a while. Or, if I have to be in space, to be in as safe a situation as possible.

      That’s a life the military can’t provide for me, and I damn well know it. I also need a way to ensure my family’s future. Hell, I’d love to find someone to settle down with, even though I’m not looking to have kids.

      I just don’t want to be alone anymore.

      But you need funds to do that. Axind 5 isn’t a bad planet, but unless you come from a rich family, or marry into one, you probably aren’t going to become rich yourself. Although they do have gorgeous parks. A strict environmental protection policy from the first day the planet was settled means the parts of nature that do exist are nearly pristine.

      I don’t yet know what the hell I’m going to do for a living once I’m out, because my mechanical skills, while pretty diverse, aren’t anything special to give me a boost in my job search. I could use my own credits to attend secondary, except then my family’s back to square one of not being able to afford to survive while Helleia attends secondary. So that’s on hold.

      I’ve already scoured help-wanted ads on Axind 5. Countless other mech-tech wonks before me have already capitalized on those same skills in the private workforce, meaning the job market is fairly saturated there. I could always hire out to be security, but that puts me back into high-adrenaline situations I have no desire to be in.

      Upon regaining my freedom, I’ll receive free transport to anywhere I want, even on portal jump ships. My destination, of course, will be Axind 5.

      Stacks looks at me. “You’re not going back to that shithole you came from, are you?”

      I inwardly bristle at his characterization of Axind 5, even though I don’t let it show as I continue shaving. “There’s nothing wrong with that planet.”

      “I’ve seen it, Quigley. It’s a shithole. Calling it a shithole is an insult to shitholes.”

      I refuse to look his way. “Better than Earth,” I say as I lift my chin to reach my neck. “That’s a shithole.”

      “Hey, that’s where we all came from, you know. I’m from an original family.”

      Not that any of us could ever forget that, because he’ll never let us.

      “You act more like a missing link,” I snap back, my patience worn clean through. “You bleed red the same as I do. Doesn’t matter what planet we’re born on, we’re all humans. And if I remember correctly, your ‘original family’ is made up of military lifer wonks, so it’s not like you’re rolling in paper. What the hell you think you’re going to do when you go back there? Run around raking up animal dung in a park or something?”

      Some families take great pride in maintaining their roots on Earth, Stacks’ family being one of them.

      The preservationists finally managed to get Earth declared a historic planet and have been devolving it for several centuries, turning it into a nature preserve, ecological research station for reviving animal and heirloom plant species, and a vacation destination. As decaying urban sprawl was demolished, the building materials were recycled and re-purposed, and natural ecologies were allowed to revive and flourish, except where experimental farms were established for plants and animals. Residents received cash incentives to emigrate from the planet to one of the colonies. The farther the colony from Earth, the bigger the cash incentive and other bonuses.

      Generations ago, my family was one such family. My father’s great-great-great-great-grandfather took a lump-sum payment to leave Earth and go to Mars. His son joined the military and ended up on Axind 5 in the second wave of settlers there. My mom’s family surely started on Earth at some point, but who and when vanished within the mists of time. Mom’s great-grandmother met her husband while in the military, and they settled on Axind 5 after they got out, because they both found lucrative work there back when skilled cargo pilots were still in desperate demand by private corporations trying to settle the planet.

      Stacks gives me a disgusted look. “For your information, smartass, I’ve lined up a job with a mining company through the Maxim Colonies’ employment division. Five-year minimum commitment, eight mil signing bonus. In addition to a half-mil annual salary, guaranteed, plus production bonuses. All expenses paid, too, so that’s gravy. And if I re-up at the end of five years for a second stint, I can earn another ten-mil signing bonus.”

      Now he has my attention. I turn to look at him. “Eight mil? To do what?” Stacks is a B-7 mech-tech who doesn’t even have all the skills I do as D-12. I missed getting my master’s certification and a bump to E-1 status by two lousy points on my last cert test.

      He grins. “Now I got your attention, don’t I?”

      “To do what, Stacks?” With that kind of money, Mom can finally take it easy for a while and not stress. Helleia could go to school for whatever the hell degree she wants, from hairstylist to fricking neurosurgeon. Hell, I could attend school at the same time then, instead of waiting until Helleia’s graduated from secondary.

      With a lot of funds to spare.

      “Outer boundary asteroid mining equipment maintenance,” he says. “Little risky, but I checked their safety records. They haven’t lost a ship in over a decade. In the region where I’m going, there’s no wreckers, no hostiles, and they’re full coalition crews. Kind of desolate, sure, but eight mil will hold me over for years back on Earth. I plan to buy into my family’s eco-tour business on Earth. That’ll keep me set until I’m ancient and draw a pension.”

      Everyone knows about Maxim Colonies, a fairly new intergalactic mega-conglomerate who focuses mostly on settling and exploration. But they have their corporate fingers in all the pies, from transport to freight, to mining, to medical and bio-research, agriculture and terraforming, and energy production.

      All of it. They’re practically large enough to be a coalition force all their own. The coalition government granted them exclusive development rights to uninhabited regions of a galaxy arm in the Andromeda Galaxy, and they’ve purchased countless rights elsewhere. In return, Maxim Colonies distributes medical and scientific advances it makes, with initial exclusive patents, of course. They also provide the military with a lot of new and improved tech. But it’s not like the company is hurting to make bank or anything.

      “It’s a lot less risky than most of the shit they put us through on missions now,” he adds, something my mind has already considered as I race through the possibilities.

      “What about vacations?” I ask.

      “Three weeks a year, paid, free round-trip ticket anywhere, including jumps. And a guaranteed off forty-eight hour block every week.”

      “You’re kidding?” I don’t even get that now. I’m lucky to get forty-eight hours off in one block once every six months.

      “Nah, man.” He draws his personal com from a cargo pocket in his tac pants and calls something up. I feel mine buzz in its pocket seconds later. “There’s an email with all the deets. I sent for info last week.”

      “And you’ve already signed up?”

      “Damn right, I did. I didn’t want to miss out. They’re expanding and eager. You don’t even have to do mining tech. They have other jobs that are even safer and more boring, like transport maintenance tech, and space station mech-tech services. They’re hiring in all divisions. Med, ag, terraforming. They’ll even pay to train you if you don’t have the skills, but you won’t make as much to start, of course. Hell, they’ve even got a mail-order bride division.”

      “A what?”

      He laughs. “Well, I guess they don’t call it that. ‘Assisted Domestic Partners’, or some bullshit like that. But that’s what it is. People looking for short- and long-term mates.” He punches me in the shoulder. “Fucking pussy like you, find you some short-term contract and bend over. No more whining just because we take a little incoming flak.”

      I want to punch him in the mouth and somehow resist the urge. I don’t need to do a stint in the brig this close to my departure date. “Seems I remember you crying next to me while we huddled under that genny last year on Albion 4 and prayed the grunts shoved those bugs back.”

      Stacks grumbles and turns back to the mirror. “Fuck you. And you’re welcome, by the way. Asshole.”

      At least that’s something to shut him up. “Thanks.”

      After I finish my morning kit, I grab my stuff and head back to my bunk to stow everything before hitting the mess. On my walk to my bunk, I pull out my personal com.

      Sure enough, I find the email from him.

      I’m scrolling through it when I reach my bunk to stash my stuff. The email has a listing of all the Maxim Colonies divisions, and, yes, there is the Assisted Domestic Partnership Division, nestled between Zoological Studies and Botanical Engineering.

      They really do everything.

      I don’t have time to look at it right now. Not if I want chow. So I move the email to my saved folder and make a mental note to read it later once my shift ends and I’m back in my bunk.

      A boring mining tech job might be right up my alley.

      Not like I’d find any women looking for a short-term husband, right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Because Stacks and I are short-timers, we’re assigned to a supply ship heading inbound to Space Station Argo Anubis 8. We’ve been on board for the past two months. Most everyone on the mech crew with us are short-timers, except for the ship’s permanent personnel, who are usually lifers, or lifers so close to their retirement they warranted cushy postings. Most of what we’ve done on this trip is repair and refurb equipment recovered from hot areas, or which was somehow damaged, or malfunctioned while on other vessels.

      It’s boring, repetitive work, and I love it. Because other than the inherent risks of traveling around in a metal bubble in the cold expanse of space, it’s relatively safe work.

      A damn sight safer than a lot of things I’ve endured over the past five years.

      Once my shift ends for the day and I have evening mess and a shower, I retire to the tiny room I share with Stacks and two other guys, climb into my bunk, and close the privacy screen.

      Usually, pulling a screen that early in the night before lights out is silent code for a guy trying to rub one out.

      Tonight, however, I spend my time scrolling through the Maxim Colonies’ web portal. I sign up for a user account, which allows me access to their vast job database, residential program listings, educational opportunities, and other information.

      I quickly realize Stacks wasn’t pulling my leg when he told me about his signing bonus. If I want to assume a little more risk, I could apply to several postings with signing bonuses of fifteen mil and higher, for a minimum guaranteed service period.

      Fraaaaak…

      That kind of money on Axind 5 would mean my mom could not only retire, but she could afford to go to secondary school, too, and I wouldn’t even have to work for a while, if I didn’t want to.

      A long while. I could attend secondary immediately instead of waiting for Mom and Hells to graduate.

      My com buzzes with an incoming alert and I look to find a message from Mom.

      
        
        Dear Simon,

      

        

      
        Can’t wait to see you! Helleia insists she’s going to cook dinner for you. We’ll see how that ends up. Between you and me, you might want to eat before you come home, haha. Let me know when you’ll arrive so I can reset your security access to the building. (Would you believe they charge us now for having more than two adult residents? I paused yours while you’re gone to save a few credits every month, sorry.) We love you, and it’ll be so good to have you home.

      

        

      
        Love,

        Mom.

      

      

      I’m glad I have the privacy screen pulled when my bunk’s alert panel notifies me Stacks and Jones have entered the room, because it also conceals the sound of my sniffles from them when I realize exactly how much I miss Mom and Helleia.

      A lot.

      I feel guilty she’s apologizing for pausing my security access to save them money. I should be home taking care of them right now.

      I will be soon. Then I can take a couple of months off and use that time to scour the Maxim Colonies database for a well-paying gig. Meanwhile, I’ll get a short-term job to bring in money and get Helleia into secondary.

      Unlike with the military, in a private job, I can take a vacation to go home to see them a couple of times a year.

      It isn’t worth merely a second look—it’s probably how I will proceed, once I’ve had time to assess my options. I’m not a guy who likes to jump into something without thinking about all the ramifications. It took me my entire senior year of primary school to decide to join the military. Mom had left it up to me, not pushing me one way or the other, even though I asked for her opinion and knew she wasn’t happy about me doing it.

      Helleia wasn’t happy about me joining the military, either. Especially because she felt guilty I was doing it in large part for her future. Except she’s my little sister, and I’ll do anything to give her a better life, including joining the military.

      Me? I’m just a guy. I’m an above-average mech-tech, and making sergeant proves I’m reasonably intelligent, but I’m no superstar. I advanced mostly because I have mad research skills due to growing up in a household that had to pinch pennies, and I’ve got a finely tuned intuition, or so I’ve been told. I was always damned good at diagnosing and fixing units no one else could or would.

      But Helleia has a drive I don’t have and never have had. The main reason I made ranks in the military was due to my mech-tech skills. I know she’ll kick ass in secondary, though. Once she’s graduated with a degree in whatever she decides to do, she’ll be able to earn money to help our family.

      Maybe she’ll even meet a great guy while in secondary, who knows? She wants to eventually have a family, children, maybe a larger apartment in a bio-building with parks, where you can raise kids in a way Mom couldn’t afford to raise us.

      I’d love to be an uncle. Don’t really want kids of my own, but I’d love to be there to see Hells raise hers.

      I spend an hour scrolling through listings when I spy a couple for the Assisted Domestic Partnership Division, or ADPD, as it refers to itself. I click through to that division’s section and start investigating, just out of curiosity.

      A lot of the ads are for males seeking females. There are plenty of males seeking males, not quite so many for females seeking males or other females. There are also listings for nonbinary seekers, which I don’t understand, but whatever. I’m not judgy. A majority of the seekers are humans, although there are several nonhuman races included. I also notice that some of the seeking ads specify nonhumans of certain compatible species can apply.

      I click one that catches my eye simply out of curiosity, an older human woman who is a government official on a distant mining outpost and looking for a permanent live-in baby daddy—sorry, not my jam—but then I spot another ad that makes me pause.

      The profile picture of the seeker is a head shot, which isn’t unusual, because most of the pictures of the humanoid-type species are head shots. Only the nonhumanoid races are full-on body shots.

      But she is… Well, pink.

      I mean, I’m not saying she’s a pinkish flesh-colored human. I’m saying she is pink, with what looks like electric blue and violet…hair?

      Although, I’m not sure that it’s hair like humans have, and no clue if it’s her natural color or not. It looks like it might be thicker, solid pieces, not individual strands. She isn’t looking directly at the camera, either, more down and to the side. The picture speaks of loneliness and heartbreak, and something inside me immediately makes me click on the ad’s details to read them.

      
        
        TIME-SENSITIVE POSTING: Immediate opening for a limited-contract conjugal mate for a Pfahrn. (Minimum monthly sexual biological mandate participation required.) High-end living accommodations, food, reasonable living expenses, spending money, and transportation provided during contract duration. Maximum contract length five years, potential for seeker to terminate early due to circumstances changing. Respondent may NOT cancel contract early once accepted and sealed. Privacy required. Species/race/gender irrelevant, but respondent must be bipedal humanoid, single, unmated, with no biological children. Minimum 100 mil guaranteed signing bonus regardless of contract expiration, half paid up front, half escrowed. Annual 1 mil salary. Additional 25 mil bonus upon completion of all five years, pro-rated if seeker terminates early, and…

      

      

      The ad goes on to specify reply information and a few other details. They need someone within four standard weeks.

      I read that posting at least ten times before I click on the button to save it to my account for future review. I’ve never worked with a Pfahrn, never even seen one in person, although I’m pretty sure they’re usually green with reddish hair. Maybe that was just the males, then?

      I also don’t know what a limited-contract conjugal mate is, although I can guess. Especially when combined with the “minimum monthly sexual biological mandate participation” proviso.

      Sex will no doubt be required. Some of the ads specify trial periods, to see if the respondent will be a match for long-term marriage. Some specify they’re looking to produce children as part of the deal. Some just want sex partners for contractual times while assigned to isolated outposts. Everything in between, but all of them long-term arrangements. Nothing less than six standard months in duration is listed.

      I do know that there are probably few to no unskilled jobs, which don’t involve severe risk of injury or death to myself, that would pay me that kind of money.

      Spend a maximum of five years to earn money I could bank, and send Helleia to school, and give my Mom a break, all for…

      What, for having sex, basically?

      It’s food for thought.

      I’ve never had a girlfriend. I lost my virginity to a woman in my basic training class who felt sorry for me, I guess. I’ve had sex in brothels real and holo during my time in the military. Spent the occasional weekend pass with female military personnel. Grew to appreciate the technology of a plasti-vag, which all human male military personnel are given as part of our basic kit, even if my hand is more convenient and leaves me feeling less detached during the process.

      Hey, I even had an interesting overnight with a Carmidian barmaid on an outpost planet once. Her tentacles were a little disconcerting, until I got used to them and realized they were prehensile.

      Meaning they could do…interesting things to multiple parts of my anatomy at the same time.

      Including parts of my anatomy I didn’t realize were erogenous zones.

      I might have been drunk at the time, don’t judge me. It did open my eyes somewhat. And other…places.

      I know some guys in the military hook up with each other, even straight guys. I never did, and I never took offense when I was approached by a guy, either. Kind of flattering, actually. Nothing against guys who do that, but I need trust for a long-term relationship like that. A random hookup is one thing, and I’m guilty of that more than a few times, especially if alcohol was added to the equation. Just never found any guy attractive enough to think about doing a semi-permanent hook-up with.

      I try to roll over and go to sleep, but time and again, I find myself opening my personal com unit and looking at the ad.

      At the picture.

      I don’t know anything about the Pfahrn, whose name is Mohrn, except the contents of her ad.

      Is she beautiful?

      Eh, I wouldn’t say that I’m the most progressive of guys and blind to looks, but that kind of bank would make anyone look pretty tempting.

      I don’t know what kind of biological mandate is required, but I do know there are all sorts of drugs—hell, even injections—that can help a guy perform.

      I’m not sure how I’d explain it to my mom and sister if I decide to take the job. I’m sure I can think of something without having to outright lie to them.

      Obviously, Mohrn must be rich to afford that kind of pay.

      It’s only five years. Or, perhaps, even less.

      As I finally fall asleep that night, it still weighs on my mind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning, I awaken a few minutes early and find my mind immediately returning to Mohrn’s picture.

      Am I seriously considering contacting Maxim Colonies about the ad?

      Maybe.

      Because I can’t help but tally how many years that kind of money will keep Mom in the apartment without her having to work, and that’s after I deduct a generous amount for Helleia’s secondary school expenses, and for Mom to get her degree, and for living expenses for me during my own education.

      It would mean Mom could finally retire.

      Except why hasn’t anyone replied to the ad yet?

      What’s the catch?

      I mean, I’m not really going to reply to the ad.

      Am I?

      Stacks ends up standing next to me at the sinks again this morning as I try to shave. We are less than twenty-four hours inbound to the space station where I’ll officially end my military career. I don’t want to be this close to freedom just to end up tossed in the brig for shoving the guy’s face into a vacu-shitter for being annoying before coffee.

      “Did you look at the website last night?” he asks.

      “It’s interesting,” I fib as I shave.

      “You could clean up in a mining job, you know.”

      “I’m not going to rush into a decision on any job just to regret it. There were a lot of postings to look through. I barely got through any of them.”

      That much is the truth.

      As I go about my day, any time I have a few spare moments, I find myself thinking about the Pfahrn’s downcast eyes, the sorrow painted across her face. In most of the pictures posted with ads, everyone else more or less looks at the camera, and a majority of the posters are at least attempting a smile, or what passes for a smile in their species.

      The under-used creative part of my mind wants to conjure a fantasy of some heartbreak on the seeker’s part—a family tragedy, maybe a cancelled wedding, or a fiancé dead, blown up in space, perhaps.

      What else could explain the forlorn expression on her face?

      What color are her eyes? Are they blue, or green, or brown? Something else?

      Besides the amount of bank listed in the ad, another detail keeps spinning through my mind.

      Species/race/gender irrelevant.

      That means she doesn’t care if the respondent is a man or woman, or human or not.

      Couldn’t be for reproduction then, right?

      Maybe there is a clause in a will or something that requires her to have a mate to inherit her family fortune.

      I like that possibility, because it sort of means I’d be one of those white knights, right? Riding in to the rescue for her…and for my own family.

      At war within me, the growing urge to respond right away to get more information before someone else grabs the cushy job, which clashes with my simmering concern about why no one has done exactly that yet.

      Then again, I didn’t even know about the listing until yesterday. Maybe no one else does, either.

      Another thought hits—I wonder if I can piggyback another job on top of that one, make double bank? If I only have to perform once a month, would I be free the rest of the month to do…whatever?

      I have a feeling I might be sending in a few questions of my own at the end of my shift.

      Except I’m not sure how I feel about that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t receive a lot of messages on my personal com.

      As in, unless they’re from Mom or Helleia, or spam messages, or pay stub receipts from the military, or bank receipts and alerts, I rarely get any.

      That’s why I’m a little surprised to find a message from an official Maxim Colonies rep waiting for me when I check my personal com that evening after chow and showering and settling in my bunk behind my privacy screen.

      I’d been planning to revisit the ad and look into what I might have to do to learn more about Mohrn.

      Turns out I don’t have to.

      
        
        My apologies for the intrusion. Our system alerted me to you saving the following ad in your account. It is a time-sensitive posting, so if you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to contact me personally. I’ll be happy to answer any of your questions regarding the position.

      

        

      
        Warm regards,

        Dr. Mafer H’looder

      

      

      Followed by a string of letters indicating degrees or something, and all their contact info. The ad’s code was referenced, too.

      I don’t know if that’s common practice, for them to contact people who save ads. I guess it makes sense, since it is a time-sensitive posting.

      I think it’s also a little creepy, in a way.

      Clicking on the link in H’looder’s signature line leads me to their MC personnel page, and…

      Holy frak.

      No wonder they have a string of letters after their name. They’ve achieved advanced degrees in several medical specialties, including biomedical research, reproductive specialties, oncology, environmental analysis, and a bunch more.

      It turns out H’looder is a male Veraci, a semi-humanoid species I’ve dealt with before. Brilliant compared to humans as a general rule, but as squishy as a sponge. Literally. Definitely not a species that likes to get into combat situations. You’ll never find them storming some beachhead with a bunch of grunts. If they are ever out in the field, they usually wear fully powered bio mech armor that protects them completely from the environment, and from dangers like people wanting to shake hands with them, or booping them on the nose.

      They prefer to conquer through intellectual property exchanges and mutually beneficial treaties that help advance research and technology.

      It’s a tactic working well for them so far, it would seem.

      I don’t know where H’looder is based out of, so I compose a short reply.

      
        
        Dear Dr. H’looder,

      

        

      
        I am curious but not prepared to sign a contract at this time. I’m still in the military for another couple of days, and then I need to travel home to Axind 5 to visit my mom and sister. I would like more information on what duties, exactly, the posting would detail, what the “biological mandate” means, all of that.

      

        

      
        I would also appreciate your discretion because I don’t know if I’m even going to say yes or not.

      

        

      
        Thanks,

        Simon Quigley

      

      

      I include my service number, because no doubt Maxim Colonies has access to the military databases. He can learn everything about me that’s available in my jacket, including my health history. If I’m not a good fit, he can save us both some time. It will also likely give the guy an idea where I’m coming from. I certainly don’t want him getting his hopes up, or hers.

      Mohrn.

      Except when I take another look at her picture, I swear I can nearly hear her thoughts.

      A little spooky, in a good way, and yet I’m not ready to walk away.

      Not yet.

      I look closer at the ad and realize it was only posted a couple of days before I saw it, so it’s not like it’s been up for long.

      Okay, that eases one of my concerns, but it also revs a tiny motor inside my brain that wants me to say yes to this before they find someone else to do it, and then I’ve basically missed out on a chance to earn that kind of money just because I was overly cautious.

      I’m not exactly a player when it comes to romance. I’ve never claimed to be. I’m pretty damned pragmatic, honestly. Losing Dad as young as I did, and being the older brother, I learned that, sometimes, choices have to be made for the greater good.

      Instead of going out with friends or girlfriends once I was a teenager, if I wasn’t focused on my lessons in primary, then I was out working whatever part-time jobs I could scrape up at my age to help buy groceries. Hell, sometimes I even traded food for working.

      I’m only twenty-three. If I agree to this, I’ll be twenty-eight when I finish, and financially set for the rest of my adult life, with the freedom to help Mom and Helleia get ahead.

      It’s only five years. If Mohrn’s monthly biological mandate means I have to fuck her once a month, that’s sixty times, max, right? And there was something about the seeker possibly ending the contract early. Still a win, in my book.

      Hell, I don’t think I’ve masturbated that many times in the past five years, to be honest. Nearly dying might rev some guys’ engines, but it’s had a chilling effect on my libido. Not to mention, I’m always fricking cold in goddamned space. I always have the heater in my bunk cranked up high, and that’s the main reason I normally keep my privacy screen pulled—because I’m fricking cold. Keeping it pulled means I can wear less clothes and keep the damn heat in. On duty, I’m usually wearing two thermo skins under my uniform, and a jacket and gloves on top of that.

      On occasion, when I know I have to be out in the mech bay for long periods of time when the launch hatch will be open and the only thing separating us from the cold of space is the launch force field, I’ll add a third thermo skin, extra socks, and that still leaves me chilly, even though most guys are using none or one and sweating their balls off.

      Some of the guys make fun of me, but I can’t help it. Mom said Dad was the same way. Some people just are. I learned early in basic to shut up about it and deal with it however I had to. With mech-techs, the brass don’t care what you wear under your uniform, as long as you present according to regs on the outside.

      One of the latest innovations Maxim Colonies has developed is thermo bionanotech that can alter the body in several ways. One of them being the ability to adjust to living in different regions than is usually comfortable. Like enabling someone used to frosty climes to adapt to desert realms, and vice versa. Also, it includes the ability to comfortably exist in any clime within a reasonable temperature range for that particular species, because the bionanotech automatically adjusts the body’s systems to take the outside temps into account.

      I’d considered joining one of their test groups last year, because the military would’ve given me a free month’s leave and wages for doing it. Then I decided I didn’t want to be a test bunny. Now, I’m wishing I had, because to get the treatment means paying out of pocket for it, and it’s…spendy. If I was staying in the military for another stint, I could get a massively reduced price on it, not even half a month’s salary, which they’d take out in weekly payments.

      But I’m not staying in for another five years.

      If I’m going to spend five years contractually tethered to a person or a place or a job, it’ll be a situation where I don’t need to worry about getting my ass shot off, with minimal risk to my life and safety in the process, and where I’m being more than adequately compensated for it.

      I finally force myself to close the ad and start scanning the job postings Stacks talked about. I’ve never had any problem putting in a full day’s work, hard work. There are literally thousands of job listings for safe, well-paying gigs, but many of them are also located in the asscrack of the known local cluster of galaxies, meaning more time away from Mom and Helleia, because they’re too far away from Axind 5 for easy visits.

      They’re also open-ended contracts. Minimum service periods to guarantee different bonus levels, and the ability to say “fuck this shit” and terminate my employment contract at any time, if I want.

      That’s more like it.

      I’ve saved a couple of those ads when my bunk com lights up, indicating an incoming call from the bridge.

      I hit the button. “Quigley.”

      “You’ve got an official video com link-up waiting. Com Bay 12.”

      “What? Who is it?”

      But the call has already terminated.

      Well, shit.

      This can’t be good. I never receive com link-ups.

      Fear fills me as I race to yank the privacy screen open and clamber out of my bunk without stumbling over my own feet. For security, our personal coms can’t receive video or audio link-ups while on board. Usually, private video com link-ups are reserved for official business, important business, and scheduled next-of-kin communication times with family.

      Or notifications that someone close to you has died.

      Scheduled next-of-kin communications are pricey, especially if you’re not close enough to a hyper-com portal to have them be nearly real-time, so I don’t do them.

      I’m nearly in a panic by the time I reach the small booth where I’ll receive my link-up. Like I said, I have an under-used creative side, and my mind has already envisioned dozens of horrific scenarios where some wonk is about to inform me I no longer have a family.

      Fingers trembling, I touch my thumb to the keypad and impatiently wait for it to go green so I can open the door and step inside. I’ve only used these a couple of times through the years, so it takes me a moment to orient myself to the controls. Once I find the touch pad and put my thumb to it to accept the link-up, the controls light up.

      Without even reading the incoming ID data card to see who it is or why they’re contacting me, I punch the green connect button on the screen and wait for it to go through.

      I blink as the screen on my end lights up and I am faced with a blandly smiling and slightly familiar-looking male Veraci.

      “Ah, hello there, Sgt. Quigley. Terribly sorry to intrude on you like this, but—”

      “Who are you? What is this about?” My fear rapidly spins into confusion.

      There’s very little delay, so either they have a hyper-com setup, with the signal bouncing through jump portals, or they are physically relatively close to me in the universe.

      “I’m so sorry. I thought I sent an ID card when I requested the link-up. My name is Dr. Mafer H’looder, with the Maxim Colonies add-pad division—”

      “The…what?”

      “Terribly sorry. A-D-P-D. Assisted Domestic Partnership Division. I’d like to talk with you about—”

      “Wait. This is about the ad?”

      “Yes. I received your reply and thought it best to address your questions directly.”

      My pulse starts to return to a normal rhythm as the last of my fear dissipates. “You scared the crap out of me! I thought you were calling to tell me something horrible had happened to my mom or my sister.”

      What passes for a brow arches. “Oh, my goodness. I’m so terribly sorry, Sgt. Quigley. No wonder you look scared.”

      He’s apologizing an awful lot, even for a Veraci. Apologetic tends to be their default mode to hopefully deflect anger and keep from getting hit. Or poked.

      I finally open the fold-out seat built into the booth’s wall and lower myself onto it. “You’re going through all this trouble for the ad? You realize that makes me very suspicious, right?”

      “I’m so sorry, that is perfectly understandable, Sergeant. I took the liberty of perusing your military records, since you helpfully provided me with your service number. I believe you’d be an excellently suited applicant for this position. Since we are working under a very limited timeframe, I felt it best to expedite the communications as much as possible.”

      That tells me…literally nothing. My bullshit meter hums. “What is going on? Why this urgent rush to get me to sign up? Especially when I haven’t even been officially discharged yet.”

      “You see, when you contacted us, I pulled your biological samples on file that the military took. Using those, I ran a few quick tests. We have had others inquire about the ad, but because of the biological mandate, and the rather compressed timeframe, there are a few things that make you an ideal candidate. Because of the time-sensitive nature of this, we only ran the advertisement in this local cluster, not coalition-wide.”

      That still tells me almost nothing, but at least it helps ease one of my fears, that I was the one and only candidate and they were jumping on me out of desperation. “I know you’re in a rush to sign me up, but I still want to go home and visit my mom and sister first.”

      “Rightfully so, Sergeant. My ship can ether-jump you home to Axind 5 in approximately seventy-two standard hours, to give you the maximum time to visit with them before we depart for Pfahrn and start the process.”

      “Ether-jump me home? I can’t afford that!” My free ticket won’t cover that, either. Portal jumps, yes, but not an ether-jump. Tickets on those fucking ships are damned pricey.

      “Oh, that would be complimentary through Maxim Colonies.”

      Wow. “What process?” I ask. “You’ve told me nothing. I want to know what I’m getting into before I agree to anything. For starters, this biological mandate. Is it having sex once a month or something? And why all the rush? How do I even know I’ll get along with Mohrn? Or that she’ll like me? If I’m going to be living with her for five years—”

      “Oh, you wouldn’t be residing with the client,” Dr. H’looder says. “Upon completion of the, eh, initial contractual arrangements that must be taken care of, and the necessary biological adjustments, Mohrn will be transported to a regional penal facility that resides on a satellite station orbiting Pfahrn to serve out their five-year prison sentence. You’d only be seeing them once a month, approximately, for conjugal visits.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      I lie in my bunk and stare up at what is the bottom of Stacks’ bunk area. Alone and enclosed in my safe, warm space, I can better contemplate the situation.

      Mohrn isn’t a murderer. Since I haven’t signed the contract yet, H’looder couldn’t give me all the details because of privacy issues. But it sounds like more a case of unintended negligent manslaughter. Some sort of vehicle accident resulting in a death. It was a legitimate accident. Had it happened nearly anywhere else, she likely wouldn’t have faced any punishment, except perhaps a fine.

      But Pfahrn laws aren’t written like that. They allow for a victim—or their family—to demand a commiserate punishment, payment, or other suitable compensation. Usually money or jail time, or both. Sometimes, a term of service to the wronged party, or surrender of personal assets.

      They have a system of judicial magistrate panels to hear disputes that can’t be settled by regional magistrates. Lying is unheard of and honor is everything. Anyone caught lying can be completely stripped of birthright, citizenship, holdings—everything—and jailed, and those assets awarded to the wronged party. It’s better, and more admirable, to admit guilt to something, intentional or not, than to lie about it.

      I’m no legal expert, but H’looder summed it all up for me. Pfahrn has a very strict legal code, with crime rates so low as to be practically nonexistent.

      Contracts, however, are another thing.

      For example, you don’t simply buy a meal at a restaurant. You enter into a contract to accept certain services from the restaurant and, in return, you agree to pay them, contingent upon them delivering satisfactory results.

      Mohrn’s family entered into a private compensation contract with the family of the victim, meaning she’s bypassed official adjudication by legal authorities in lieu of a satisfactory contractual agreement. While she could serve a longer sentence on the surface of Pfahrn, which wouldn’t necessitate my involvement—if I agree to be involved—Mohrn opted for a much shorter period of incarceration spent in the prison on the orbital satellite. Once her sentence is completed, she’ll leave Pfahrn and never return to the planet’s surface.

      Ever.

      I guess adding to the issues is that Mohrn is a mutation, and in their culture that is a very touchy subject. I was right when I thought that Pfahrn were usually green-skinned with reddish hair. Her family could pay someone from Pfahrn to do what I’m maybe going to do. That, however, comes with a much higher cost and, because of the circumstances, it potentially involves sticky contractual entanglements regarding birthrights, and estates, and other issues that, honestly?

      I started zoning out as H’looder tried his best to explain the details he could and still maintain privacy. He also sent me a packet of information I skimmed but didn’t even make it a quarter of the way through, about Mohrn, about Pfahrn in general, and about their society and laws. Dry legal jargon that nearly puts me to sleep.

      The short version is that, while at thirty human years old Mohrn’s older than me, by Pfahrn biology she’s a little younger. Pfahrn have much longer lives than humans and, once they’re fully grown, their aging slows a lot. She’s apparently close to an age where Pfahrn enter biological maturity and basically have to have sex every so often or they’ll die during that phase. Families usually have arrangements in place so limited-contract situations can take care of those needs, or the Pfahrn have made friends or other connections with their own kind and can contractually see themselves through that time.

      But due to the other surrounding circumstances, they would prefer not to have a Pfahrn partner for her.

      Because I’m not a Pfahrn, my biology isn’t the same—duh—so Maxim Colonies would use me as a test bunny. They’ll load me up with bionanotech, augmentations, and other things to tweak my physiology so I can…eh, perform.

      Apparently, not being able to perform won’t be an issue, H’looder assures me. Also, due to Pfahrn physiology, I’d need DNA infusions, as would Mohrn, so that things specific to Pfahrn anatomy and sex would work right. Like, I guess they bite each other when mating, and that releases pheromones and hormones and all sorts of stuff that I obviously don’t have.

      H’looder assures me the tweaks that would be done to my body are completely reversible. They’d also include things like linguistics and translation augmentation for audio and visual, meaning I wouldn’t have to cram like a motherfucker to learn how to read and write their complex written language. My brain would automatically interpret it for me. And I’d be able to understand their spoken language. It will take me longer to learn how to speak it, but at least I could communicate through writing. Or, if the Pfahrn I have to deal with are patient, they can wait while I run my Standard through an internal translator and then try not to butcher it as I speak it to them. Likewise, Mohrn would be fitted with augmentation to understand my Standard.

      I could also choose to keep any of the augmentations I like once the contract ends.

      At no charge. Because they will be using some cutting-edge bionanotech on me that they are in the process of patenting and engineering for a wide variety of purposes.

      The contract came about because by Mohrn choosing the shorter incarceration sentence, it means they’re required to medically induce her biological clock to kick in so she’s on a regular cycle and has a contractual partner in place to avoid risking her life. That period likely won’t last the full five years. To be on the safe side, they listed the contract period as that. It might only last twelve to twenty-four months.

      No wonder she looks so freaking sad in the picture.

      I’ve saved her picture onto my personal com and I look at it again now.

      I’d be getting paid to have sex once a month, give or take, with someone who is considered an outcast to start with, and who then would be leaving their home planet forever once their prison sentence ends.

      As crazy as this sounds…I’m seriously considering doing it.
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        * * *

      

      After sleeping on it, I decide I want more information from H’looder. Before hitting the head to start my morning, I tap out a quick message.

      
        
        You didn’t give me all the details about what kind of augmentations I’d be receiving other than the communication ones. Are we talking physical augmentations? Can I get the thermo-tech as part of this at no cost? Do I get a choice to add additional augmentations on the same tab?

      

      

      At the end of my shift, I have a reply.

      
        
        Here is a list of all possible human-compatible augmentations that we could perform either initially, or we could add after the contract has started. Some of them take longer to install and properly adjust, you understand, so there wouldn’t be time to do them now. Meaning yes, you could select them, and we would bring those online after the start of your contract.

      

        

      
        Many of these are military-only options, but because of the research component of this contract, they are available to you. Even more are experimental and not available to the public yet, so you would be required to sign a nondisclosure agreement and patent waiver to have them. Some fall under research and development patents and would require certifications and registrations before having them brought fully online for you.

      

      

      Followed by an eye-widening list. I mean, I could end up like some sort of fricking superhuman or something, if I wanted to. I didn’t even know most of these existed.

      Not only can I receive the linguistics and communications augmentations, I can get some that would give me incredibly sensitive hearing, and even full darkvision. I can have echolocation and radar enhancements. I can receive augmentations to height and muscle mass, strength, and dexterity. I can get augmentations to turn me into some sort of warrior god, allow me to breathe underwater, or exist in low-oxygen high-elevation locales.

      I can be more cyborg than human, in essence. Not that I want to be a full-on cyborg. Nothing against them, but I don’t envy their excessively long existences, nor do I envy the things they’ve frequently traded to receive that existence.

      Like limbs. Because many of the cyborgs I’ve met and served with ended up that way due to being near death, either through severe injury or disease, and not wanting to cross over.

      Here I am, wanting to send my sister to secondary so she can earn a decent living for herself, hopefully doing something she enjoys, and I can become something more than human, if I choose.

      It’s a lot to think about.

      I’m still not completely sure about it by the time we reach Argo Anubis 8, either. With less than twenty-four hours in my last day in the military, I’m busy wrapping up loose ends and making sure I have all my shit gathered when I am summoned to the gangway vestibule, where personnel can come and go through the docking port.
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