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            DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The love that remains…

      

      

      Kivia Quigley never expected to be the mother-in-law to an eight-foot-tall pink alien, but she’s not complaining. The widow is more than happy to have some joy in her family’s life, for a change.

      And when she meets Dr. Mafer H’looder, a brilliant Veraci scientist, she realizes that, despite their drastic physiological differences, they have a lot more in common than just being able to speak each other’s languages.

      Like grief, longing, and loneliness.

      And a greedy, megalomaniacal psychopath determined to get what he wants out of both of them.
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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/
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      For all my readers who’ve embraced this series (and various species) with open arms—no pun intended—thank you!

      Also for Hubby, for all he does.

      And for My growlie and cuddly pet Viking, who knows why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          MAFER

        

      

    

    
      Then

      It is not often I get to leave the protective confines of my ship and explore a planet’s surface. Axind 5 is a beautiful little planet and is the only habitable one in its solar system. Humans are the predominant intelligent species, but there are other species who harmoniously coexist with them. The planet grows a lot of grain and other agricultural products, and they have several orbital trade and transport hubs to handle the vast commercial traffic that passes through this solar system.

      I am here because of Simon Quigley. He is a human who has signed a contract to help a Pfahrn who will need a conjugal partner during their five-year incarceration in prison. To fulfill the terms of his contract, Simon will have to undergo experimental procedures so I can make sure his biology properly aligns with that of the Pfahrn he will be partnered with, and ensure success.

      He is, in Standard parlance, my willing and well-compensated guinea pig.

      Simon just completed a five-year stint in the coalition military, and I used my ether-jump ship to transport him home for a visit with his mother and younger sister before we depart for Pfahrn. He’s been able to visit with them for nearly two weeks. Now, we must retrieve him from the surface and get underway.

      Gorhnlen, the head of my security force, is a little disgruntled with me because I insisted on traveling to the surface with the team to retrieve Simon from his family’s apartment. Meaning Gorhnlen feels he has to personally accompany me to the planet’s surface, even though there is no indication I would be in any danger there. Especially since I’m wearing a full mech suit, and there are plenty of fellow Veraci residing on the trade-heavy planet.

      Further vexing Gorhnlen is the fact that I declined to wear a full helmet. Instead, I opted to wear a technoskin hood. It’s transparent and should sufficiently protect me against all average risks I might reasonably expect to encounter on the surface.

      “We are almost there, Doctor,” he says.

      “Excellent.” I find myself bobbing my head from side to side in my excitement. “I am sorry, but will you be completely upset with me if I wish to walk around a little and explore on foot while we are here?”

      He glares at me. Although, to be fair, Guyardiens tend to glare as a default expression. “Are you attempting to give me a headache, Doctor? Wasn’t your little hike on Pfahrn a few weeks ago enough of a walk?”

      “But that was on Pfahrn. It is not often I get to walk on a planet’s surface.”

      “If it were up to me, you would never get to walk on a planet’s surface. You tend to get distracted too easily and that can put you at risk. My job is to keep you safe. You should know—that is what you pay me for.”

      One of the benefits of having private Guyardien security forces is their absolute dedication to a contract. If they say they will protect you, they will absolutely protect you, or die trying.

      There are few things more dishonorable to them than failing to uphold a contract they’ve entered into.

      “There is a park close to their apartment building.” I know as his employer I could order it to be so, but I think he prefers it when I approach it as a request more than a demand. “Just a quick walk there? What harm could it do? Please?”

      He lets out a snort. “You have already decided to do it, and you give the orders, so why not simply make it an order, Doctor?”

      “Because I do not wish to be disagreeable.”

      The Guyardien rolls his eyes at me. “We have sufficient time in the schedule we can drive to the park’s entrance and allow you a few minutes there.”

      I rub my lower two hands together. “Excellent. You are very agreeable today. I did not even have to beg very much.”

      “Only because this planet is safe and the area we are visiting is developed and not full of dangerous animals.” He returns to his seat and straps in.

      My mind is filled with many thoughts right now, always working on something in the background. This project currently absorbs the majority of my time and conscious effort and mental energy. The knowledge we could gain through this process, of pairing a human and a Pfahrn, can be applied to other situations.

      Like Enyo.

      Enyo is a cyborg whose care I “inherited,” so to speak, from another scientist upon his retirement. Enyo is an independent being no longer beholden to any particular entity other than to those with whom they enter into contracts for various assignments. Usually, those contracts concern security or defense purposes. With my current project involving Simon, I hope to make several breakthroughs with bionanotech I have been working on that I can then apply to Enyo’s systems, including artificial skin.

      In human years, Enyo is two hundred and thirty-two years old. They have expressed an interest in returning to a bio-body state at some point, if that ever becomes possible. I would love to give them that ability, although I have not made any promises. My research with them is outside my work for Maxim Colonies, although some of the tech I’ve developed has already been tested on Enyo.

      With their willing consent, of course.

      It isn’t long before we have landed and taken possession of a hired ground transport vehicle that will be large enough to carry all of us and the cargo Simon will bring with him. I realize as I watch the landscape pass outside the vehicle’s window that I am constantly bobbing my head back and forth in my excitement.

      When we stop outside the park, I might have emitted a sharp squeal of joy, because Gorhnlen and his men all look at me.

      “I will not apologize for feeling happy to be here.”

      Gorhnlen rolls his eyes again but the men form a protective cordon around me as I exit the vehicle and explore the park for a few minutes, using my com to take pictures and air samples. The atmosphere and gravity here are very similar to that on Earth and other human-inhabited planets.

      When I spy two children with their parents in the distance, I stop, watching them. They are humans and the children, a little boy and a little girl, appear obliviously happy as they laugh and chase each other while their parents watch from where they sit on a blanket on the ground in the shade of a nearby tree.

      My mind cannot help but think about Stona, and my little Phrena, who never even got to take her first breath before I lost them both.

      That’s when the heavy, dark emotional wave sweeps over me once more. Something I’ve never been able to truly escape despite all my work throughout the years.

      And oh, how I have desperately tried to do just that.

      “Doctor?” Gorhnlen softly asks next to me. “Are you all right?”

      I sadly sigh. “What is our timeframe?”

      “We should depart soon.”

      “All right.” But my focus remains on the children.

      Stona and I had so many plans, so many dreams. We wanted a houseful of little ones to bring us joy and share our love of learning.

      Instead, all I have are my memories, a feeling of helpless inadequacy, and a bottomless well of grief.

      And my work. If through my work I can help save and improve lives for others, then I suppose it is well worth it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The apartment building the Quigley family resides in is what could be called middle-class. I once again vex Gorhnlen when I insist on going upstairs with the team so I can introduce myself to Simon’s family.

      I do not wish their sacrifices to go unacknowledged. They expected to have Simon home with them for a quite a while after the end of his term in the military, before he decided to accept this time-sensitive contract.

      Gorhnlen and one of his men go upstairs with me while the rest remain behind to guard the vehicle. When I ring the doorbell, it is Simon who answers the door.

      Behind him stand two human women I know from studying Simon’s file are his mother, Kivia, and his little sister, Helleia. Simon introduces us, confirming my thoughts.

      He then points out a pile of luggage and crates that are going with us. My men start to load the porta-sled.

      Meanwhile, my gaze returns to Kivia Quigley. She’s studying me with an intensity that is far more than simple interest. I know from my research that she once worked for a cargo company, meaning she’s most certainly seen Veraci before. Perhaps even worked with some.

      Her gaze weighs heavily on me in a manner I’m not accustomed to feeling.

      “Why did you come?” Simon asks me.

      I drag my focus back onto him. “I’m sorry. I hope this isn’t an imposition. I have never been on this planet before and wanted to see it. And I wished to meet your family in person, and thank them for this.”

      “Thank them?” I sense stress in his tone and I don’t know if it’s due to his impending departure from his beloved family, or perhaps some fear I might reveal too much about what he will be doing to fulfill his contract. I’ve already agreed to maintain confidentiality for him.

      “I know this must be hard on them, to give you up again so soon. I wished to express my personal appreciation.” I turn and give Kivia and Helleia a head-tip. “Simon has said wonderful things about both of you.”

      I’m a little shocked when Kivia responds with a slow head-tip of her own. “P’lau tchotken.” It is a pleasure to meet you.

      Spoken in excellent—no, perfect Veraci. Flawless.

      I am…truly shocked, pleasantly shocked, and respond in Veraci. “T’lau tchotkoren.” It is a pleasure to meet you, as well.

      Kivia smiles. “Daun y’aun.” Thank you very kindly.

      I would be lying if I said I was not immediately entranced by the lovely human woman. She has nearly black hair and dark brown eyes, and is around five-three or so in height.

      I continue in Veraci. “I wanted you to know how appreciated it is that Simon is participating in this work project. I understand it is a hardship, having to say good-bye to him again so soon. That, too, is also appreciated.”

      She also continues speaking in Veraci, all with a smile and a pleasant tone. I then realize neither of her children speak Veraci. “Just be aware, you will keep my son safe.”

      I cannot believe how perfectly she speaks my native language. It’s rare that I get to have an extended conversation with a fluent speaker. “Absolutely. His safety and well-being are my primary concern.”

      “No, you do not understand me.” Her smile widens. “If you do not keep him safe, I will hunt you down to the ends of the universe and murder you. That is a promise.”

      “As I said, he will be safe. You would, however, have a very difficult time locating me, much less killing me.”

      Her voice takes on a breathy tone. If it wasn’t for the content of her words, I’d think maybe she is flirting with me. “I am willing to take that chance. You should still protect him. He’s my baby.”

      “I swear, I will.”

      She tips her head to the other side and I find myself further entranced by the sight of her neck. “Because if something happens to him, I’d deactivate whatever mech suit you’re wearing, and I’d peel the flesh slowly from your body in very long, thin strips.”

      “I beg your pardon, but may I say that your pronunciation is absolutely breathtaking?”

      Does she actually…blush? “Thank you. I would then gut you and find scavenging insects to stuff inside your body cavity while you’re still alive. I would chop off your arms and legs and cauterize the wounds with fire so you don’t bleed to death. And that’s just to start.”

      I’m truly glad my guards do not have Veraci installed as one of their languages in their translators. I usually speak Standard to and with them. Otherwise, they would likely have tackled Kivia by now…and that would be a shame.

      She is remarkable and quite lovely, and I cannot stop feasting on her with my eyes as I reply in Veraci. “The assignment he is taking is far safer than even the least dangerous assignment he ever had in the military. I swear to you, other than some unpreventable disaster befalling us during transport, Simon will be safe and well-cared for during his time with us.”

      She takes a deep breath and finally nods. “Thank you.” Her hand flutters up to her neckline, playing with the collar of her shirt. “I apologize if my accent is not accurate. It has been many years since I’ve spoken Veraci, and I am out of practice.”

      “No! Not at all. Your speech is beautiful. I rarely get to speak Veraci with anyone, and it’s been an honor and a pleasure to talk with you.”

      Her blush deepens a little. I’m not sure why certain parts of my anatomy are responding the way they are. I clutch both sets of hands together to prevent myself from reaching out and stroking her cheek.

      Or grabbing her and leading her to her bedroom and shutting the door behind us.

      “Thank you, Dr. H’looder. You are very kind.”

      “Please, call me Mafer.”

      “Kivia.”

      I’m finally aware of Simon and Helleia standing there, watching us with widened eyes and slack jaws.

      I switch back to Standard. “Your accent is exacting.” I give Kivia another head tip, this one lower than the first one I gave her, a sign of my great respect for her.

      She returns it and I shiver with delight. “Thank you. I worked closely with several Veraci, years ago, during my first job out of primary. They were very kind and patient, and I wanted to at least know some basics.”

      I turn to Simon, fluttering in my excitement. “You didn’t tell me your mother speaks fluent Veraci.”

      “Dude, I didn’t know she speaks fluent Veraci.”

      “Ah.”

      It’s sad to admit that I barely pay attention to Simon once he’s said his final good-byes to them and we’ve made our way back to the ground transportation.

      I’m completely entranced by my encounter with Kivia Quigley and the last, smoldering look she gives me as we depart.

      I haven’t felt this way in…decades.

      Not since my beautiful Stona passed.

      Not about anyone.

      And she’s a human, too! Even more remarkable.

      Maybe I need to conduct more research about Simon’s mother. Once we’re back in the vehicle, I pull out my com and try to focus on it and Simon at the same time. Because I need to know more about Kivia Quigley and find some excuse to spend more time with her.

      Soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          KIVIA

        

      

    

    
      Now

      Helleia and I will be taking a shuttle down to Pfahrn shortly so we can visit Simon, Mohrn, and my new grandbaby.

      Right now, I stare out my stateroom’s vid screen at a replicated view of what I’d be seeing were this a true viewport.

      Space.

      Once Prater died, and I was a single mom struggling to raise two young children on my own, I assumed space was something I’d never see again.

      Now?

      I’m enjoying this time immensely. Especially the memories it conjures…
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        * * *

      

      Then

      “This is really freaking cool!” I whisper to myself after stepping off the shuttle and onto the space station.

      I’m nineteen. This is my first full-time, serious job out of primary school. I still don’t know what I want to do with my life. Unfortunately, secondary school isn’t in my future. I don’t have the grades to earn a scholarship, and my parents can’t afford the tuition.

      I’d love to go. Maybe one day I can save up enough paper to put myself through school and earn an advanced degree. I thought about enlisting in the military, so I could earn the education credits, but friends and family talked me out of it.

      For now? I’m working for a cargo transport company. I should be able to train as a pilot on their dime. What’s so cool is I get to work with people from diverse planets, and I’ll get to travel extensively within the local systems.

      It’s grunt work, to start. With the ability to advance and earn my pilot’s license, so that’s fun.

      Bonus? It gets me off Axind 5 and into space. I come from a long line of cargo and military pilots. Now I understand why so many of my family opted to go straight into this line of work instead of any other profession. This is exciting as hell, and I’m not even doing anything yet. I don’t mind working my way up from the bottom, either.

      Right now, I’m on a transportation station orbiting Axind 5. Using the station map on my com for navigation, I head toward the cargo company’s office. I’ve never been off-planet before, not even to a space station, and it’s hard for me to focus on where I’m going because I’m too distracted by the view outside every port I pass.

      When I finally find the right office and enter, I walk up to the desk, where a male Veraci in a mech suit without a helmet is sitting and working at a terminal.

      “Yes?” he asks in Standard without looking up.

      I clear my throat. I’ve seen Veraci before, but never directly interacted with one. “Hi! I’m Kivia Tareks. I’m a new hire, and I just arrived on the station. They told me I’m supposed to report here for training and my housing assignment?”

      He finally turns to me, scanning me up and down with his eyes without moving his head. I can tell from the shimmer on his hairless head that he’s wearing some sort of technoskin hood to protect himself.

      Then he lets out a deep, put upon-sounding sigh and picks up a tablet, handing it to me. “Fill that out.”

      He turns back to his terminal and resumes his work.

      I look down at what’s the start of an apparently very lengthy form.

      There’s only one chair in the waiting area, so I drag my rolling rucksack and my backpack holding everything I brought with me from home over there, sit, and get started.

      It’s not just a form—it’s a skills assessment quiz. Half of the questions leave me reeling and confused and forced to tick the “don’t know” answer option box, because either I can’t do the math or I have no clue what the answer is.

      They aren’t multiple-choice questions I can bullshit my way through, either.

      While I wonder why they didn’t give me this quiz when I first applied for the job, or when they first hired me down on the surface last week, I slog my way through it. Nearly an hour later, I return to the desk to hand the tablet over.

      I’m also feeling far less excited and far more dejected than when I arrived. Not only did the Veraci not acknowledge my presence while I was filling out the form, he barely looks at me now as he takes the tablet back and downloads the answers.

      I stand there, attempting not to fidget as he starts going over the results.

      Finally, he nods and actually looks at me, his gaze focused on mine and, for some reason, sending a thrill through me. “You are honest. I like that.”

      “They didn’t tell me there would be other tests when they hired me.”

      “I know. Because I asked them not to. I prefer to know exactly what I am starting with when I train someone.”

      “I-I’ll be working with you?”

      “Is that a problem?”

      I shake my head. “No! Not at all, sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.” Well, he said he likes honesty, right? “I just get the impression you don’t like me, and we don’t even know each other.”

      He gives me what I take for a smile. “Do I intimidate you, Ms. Tareks?”

      I nod. “A little. I’m sorry.”

      Now he really smiles. “Good. Hold out your hand, like this.” He extends his gloved hand, just his index finger extended, palm up.

      I mimic him.

      “Do not move.” He reaches over and gently touches his finger to the top of mine. “Lesson one—that is the equivalent of a handshake among Veraci. Welcome to your first day of training.”

      Relief fills me. “Thank you, Mister…”

      “Duher H’maundro. You may call me Duher, Ms. Tareks.”

      “Kivia, please.”

      He stands, and I realize he’s only as tall as my own five-three, and that’s with him wearing the mech suit. “Kivia. That is a lovely name. Let’s get you started on your first day of work.”
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        * * *

      

      Now

      “Do you think they’re going to have more kids?” Helleia turns from the shuttle’s viewport, where she’s been glued to it ever since we left Dr. H’looder’s ship to head to the planet’s surface. She doesn’t have as much experience in space as Simon and I do, so it’s fun to watch her reactions to everything when we travel together.

      “If it’s up to Simon, they will. I don’t know if Mohrn’s nerves can handle it, though. Olarte and Davies have already said they definitely want more, if Mohrn and Simon want to try.”

      When Helleia makes a face, I hold up a hand. “Don’t even, little girl.”

      She drops her voice. “But to do it, they have to—”

      “Stop. I mean it. Considering you’re trying to get your degree in law, I’d think you’d be a little more open-minded.”

      “It’s not that I’m not open-minded, Mom. It’s just weird that there’s not…another way.”

      “If it makes you that uncomfortable, do what I’m doing and don’t think about it. All that matters is they’re happy and have a healthy, happy baby.”

      I made the mistake of asking Mohrn and Simon about how Dr. H’looder and his team of scientists were able to help them have a baby, and I immediately regretted asking. The science involved in arranging things so that my human son can carry a fertilized Pfahrn egg to give birth to their child involves certain tricky…logistics.

      Very intimate logistics.

      Intimate logistics that basically involve both Pfahrn turning the humans into what might be a very kinky porno, if someone’s into DP and medical kink.

      Don’t get me wrong—I love Mohrn, and I love Olarte and Davies like adopted children, and consider their baby to be my grandbaby, too.

      I’m simply adjusting to the new reality.

      That, and that I never imagined my grandchildren would emerge from eggs, and be nonbinary.

      Sometimes, I slip and refer to Mohrn or Olarte as “he” instead of “them,” or “phem,” as the Pfahrn say. Fortunately, Mohrn and Olarte have both already told me they don’t mind. Frankly, all Mohrn cares about is how much I love them and want them as part of our family.

      Something Mohrn didn’t get with their family while growing up.

      Simon, on the other hand, tends to lose his absolute shit, bless his heart, over those slips.

      It’s adorable, that he’s so protective of Mohrn. Especially when Mohrn’s literally a couple of feet taller than Simon and much larger.

      Simon, however, has military training, is my son, and has more than a little of my protective and mean streak in him. Mohrn is a gentle giant in every sense of the term. In fact, Simon insisted Mohrn have a highly trained Guyardien security team accompany them to work and back, because they’re a very important lawmaker on the planet now.

      I suspect the only reason Mohrn acquiesced is because they can’t deny Simon anything. The two of them are truly in love with each other, regardless of the circumstances surrounding the whys of how they first met.

      All Simon ever wanted to do was take care of his family, meaning me and Helleia.

      Mission accomplished, and then some, with the extra bonus of Mohrn, and an extended adopted family here on Pfahrn.

      Helleia glances out the viewport again. “Are you really moving here permanently?” she quietly asks.

      “Yes. Mohrn and Simon will help fund the school. I think it’s important to reintroduce the fine arts to Pfahrn society. Ishblane need the support of others like them, and so many of them are proving to be amazingly artistic in a number of ways. Many of them, especially the older ones, have spent their lives feeling isolated and unloved. This is a chance to make sure they have the basic education that many of them were denied in the first place, and then expand upon it with fine arts or even technical training. And there are quite a few non-ishblane who have suppressed artistic natures and who are miserable. I’ll be helping a very underserved population and making a real difference.”

      Once I sell my apartment, I’m relocating here permanently. I only have a semester left of secondary before I earn my degree, all of which I’ll be able to complete remotely, because it involves writing a thesis. My topic is providing education for underprivileged populations, and the most effective ways to help them catch up with their peers.

      On Pfahrn, the people are normally green-skinned and vaguely scaly, a throwback to their reptilian ancestry. Bipedal like humans, Pfahrn have similar hands, except they’re a little wider and only have three fingers instead of four, plus an opposable thumb. Instead of nails they have claws, but they usually keep them filed down. What passes for hair on their head is red, and their eyes range from brown to golden and can fluctuate depending on their mood. They’re also an average of eight feet tall, or taller. Instead of genders, they are a nonbinary intersexed race.

      Ishblane are mutations. Until a few generations ago, they were frequently murdered when they were born, and rarely survived childhood. Think of them as similar to albinos in humans. Their skin is bright pink, their manes blue, and their eyes turquoise. Because Mohrn is also now Khalden, an important government official, that’s helped drastically shift public opinion of ishblane Pfahrn to the positive.

      Unfortunately, there are still some older factions of the species who see ishblane as unlucky and undesirable.
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