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        He’s not from around here…

      

      

      Davies McKellan is a man without a true home. The cocky mining contractor navigator has spent his entire adult life roaming the stars and refusing to be tied down by anyone.

      But that doesn’t come without cost. Like loneliness.

      When Davies makes his first run to the planet Pfahrn, he meets Olarte, a Pfahrn who intrigues him in ways he never dreamed possible.

      Except duplicity and deadly secrets are a killer combo that’ll make any man rethink his past. And if the eight-foot-tall green alien is Davies’ future, he might be down for that. He’s got priorities, though.

      Like making sure they uncover the truth first, and don’t die in the process.

      

      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/
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      To all my readers who gave Mohrn and Simon such a fantastic reception—thank you from the bottom of my heart!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          DAVIES

        

      

    

    
      “Spacedock Alpha Tango Delta Fiver to Min-Ves Palmarian Rubayne. Confirm approaching speed neutral drift, and set your docking beacon to axis Whiskey Delta 3. Over.”

      I confirm our incoming drift velocity before I punch in the beacon’s frequency. “Spacedock Alpha Tango Delta Fiver, this is Min-Ves Palmarian Rubayne. Confirmed, docking beacon set to axis Whiskey Delta 3. Approaching speed neutral drift on axis. Over.”

      “Min-Ves Palmarian Rubayne, we will commence final tractor engagement approach on your mark from five, over.”

      “Confirmed. Please hold for my mark, over.” I walk the stylus in my hand from finger to finger as I sweep through the docking settings on my nav panel one last time. Then I engage my nav docking lockout of everything except comms, life support, and shield systems, and set my bridge master nav panel override lockout so some dumbass in the first shift doesn’t fuck with it because they don’t bother to pay attention or even scan the logs to see we’ve docked. Lastly, I check everything once more for luck.

      I’m not really superstitious, but I also believe in not screwing with what’s been successfully working for me during my entire career.

      Here we go. “Min-Ves Palmarian Rubayne ready for final tractor engagement approach and docking. Prepare for my mark.” I tap the stylus in my hand on the console in time with my words. “Commence in five…four…three…two…one…mark.”

      I feel the subtle jolt that I know none of the other dipshits on board, except maybe McMurtry down in Engineering, will ever even notice, even if they were awake.

      My panel’s green all the way across, so I sit back and wait. I don’t have much to do from now until the end of my shift, except maybe jerk off. We’ll be another hour, at least, before they have us secured in a berth on the Maxim Colonies space station in orbit around Pfahrn. Right now, I have the conn because I’m the only one awake and it’s not like they need anyone else for this unless I have to scramble the crew for a we’re gonna die kind of emergency.

      Jerking off sounds like a great idea, actually. I tuck the stylus behind my ear to keep it out of the way. I don’t want to lose it because it’s my lucky stylus.

      Yes, I know that sounds cheesy. Especially when I have ten more of them tucked into one of my storage totes. My theory is if I have extras, then I won’t lose this one.

      My hand’s already working its way inside the waistband of my trousers when the intercom chirps.

      Engineering.

      Figures. I hit the button. “Goddammit, McMurtry,” I lightly say. “Don’t you ever farking sleep?” I should have known he’d wake up.

      There’s always a slight burble in his speech as his translator kicks in. “We in tractor?”

      “Yes, we’re in the tractor.”

      “Okay. Everything else good?”

      “Yeah, everything else is good. Go back to sleep.”

      He burbles something at me I think might have been an insult, but the intercom connection cuts off from his end before I can totally make it out.

      McMurtry could’ve checked his control panel to see what was going on for himself. Sometimes, I think the ornery Onyx likes to fuck with me and annoy me for funsies. Just like I think sometimes he deliberately fucks up his Standard when he’s talking to me, to make me laugh or get a reaction out of me.

      He’s got a top-notch translator augmentation, for chrissake.

      That’s okay. He’s good at his job, and it’s not like I’m fucking him.

      Anymore.

      That was a little over a year ago, not long after I first joined this crew.

      Hey, don’t judge. We were both horny and drunk, he gave good head, and could do amazing things with that prehensile tail of his. I was never really sure if what I did worked for him or not, but we hooked up off and on for about three weeks. It was a pretty dreary shore-leave because of dry dock repairs, and adequate pickings at that particular far-flung station were slim for both of us.

      I regret nothing.

      Except that night with the Carmidian barmaid a couple of years back. Not because of anything she did, but because I think she was sort of sweet on me by the time we finished, while I was only interested in the one time with her.

      Mostly because I didn’t realize she was a she until we were midway through our tryst, and even I’m not rude enough to leave someone hanging if I start something with them. I regret it if she got the wrong impression about me.

      Plus, I was very, very drunk. Normally, I’d only go for a male, except…

      Have you ever seen a Carmidian? Sometimes, it’s difficult to tell their gender.

      By sometimes, I mean always. Unless you’re another Carmidian. I mean, they’re usually pretty good about letting someone know, but…

      Did I mention I was really farking drunk at the time? Not to mention, those tentacles were…

      Wow.

      Because, let’s face it. I’m gay, but if I limited myself only to human males, it’d be a damned boring life. Plus, some human guys are just plain assholes. I’ve had more and better sex with non-human species over the years than with my own kind.

      Except I don’t fall in love with any of them.

      Or, anyone at all. Because that’d be freaking stupid.

      Falling in love can break your heart.

      Or worse.

      Far worse.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Finally undisturbed, I rub one out while sitting in the captain’s chair and then clean up in the bridge lav. I’m sure I’m not the first guy to rub one out—or have sex with someone else—on the bridge during a long, boring, uneventful overnight watch.

      Hell, I’m sure I’m not the first guy this week to do that.

      That’s the only good thing about boring third shifts, and the only reason I volunteered to take this one when, as the nav officer, I’m usually leading first shift.

      We’re going to be docked here for at least three weeks, and likely longer, while they off-load our inbound cargo, we get a communications system overhaul and retrofit, handle some routine maintenance, and we take on supplies and our outbound load of mining ore. I don’t know where that shipment is destined yet for sure, because Maxim Colonies hasn’t told us. That’s pretty much SOP. Once we’re cleared for service again, they’ll officially assign us to an ore processor route.

      We have an ether-jump drive, which is why my ass is the navigator. When I was still in primary school, my aptitude testing in math, physics, quantum theory, and spatial processing meant that I raised more than a few flags over the years.

      In good ways. Years before I graduated from primary, when I was about eleven or twelve, I already had companies bidding for me to sign hiring contracts with them in exchange for them paying my full tuition to secondary and getting my ether-jump nav certification.

      Maxim Colonies eventually won, hands-down.

      I long ago served out my mandatory contract time with them. Now I’m a freelancer, but Maxim Colonies and their ships keep me happy because of my record. I’ve never lost a ship, never missed a delivery deadline.

      Sure, computers can plot courses. You can’t run an ether-jump ship without an AI auto-nav system. It’s not possible. The quantum calculations to place the branes, split the dimension planes, and connect the strings to the branes are too vast and complex for a human—or any other intelligent species—to accurately perform them in the time needed to make the jump.

      But you can’t rely on auto-nav for ether-jump without a set of living eyes and a bio-brain as backup, either. Radiation and gravity fields and dark-matter mass—there are more factors, but those are the top three culprits—throw off sensors. Ether-jump vessels still need a living navigator analyzing the hyper-com portal buoy locations and tweaking the jump course as a result, so you don’t end up emerging from a jump in the middle of a planet’s core.

      Or in the middle of a star, like one of the first test ships did.

      Three hundred passengers and crew lost just because some idiotic executive was certain the tech was foolproof, and they wanted to make a dick-measuring point that the AI was solid and produced better results than a human could.

      They didn’t make that mistake twice.

      Hence why geeky goobers like me—not just humans, because ether-jump navs are recruited from across many sentient species—are hired to warm the ether-jump nav chair. We pretty much get to set our own rules and routes. Plus, captains don’t dare piss us off, because we can ground their fricking ships. Well, we can lock down their ether-jump engines, which restricts them to sub-light and tachyon drives that are practically like standing still when compared to the speed of an ether-jump engine.

      In fact, I’ve gotten blown by more than one captain who made the mistake of pissing me off. They usually made that mistake only once.

      Who wants their ass kissed when they can get their cock sucked?

      There have been a couple of captains in my history who got bent over their desks and literally reamed out by me, too, if the session on their knees wasn’t enough to teach them, or they pissed me off beyond my sick-of-their-shit point.

      Fortunately, my current captain is a nice guy, so I haven’t had to go the behavior correction route with him. Plus, I like him. Captain Xhogrhan is a quirky fricking Shalfin who wants to make money, but not at the expense of his life, the life of his crew, or his ship.

      When we first met, before I could launch into my usual spiel to lay down the law before formally accepting the offered commission, he stuck out his hand, told me he hoped I’d agree to sign on with him, and that if I did sign on with him that he’d operate on the presumption that his ship was in my hands, and he’d stay out of my way so I could do my job.

      Have to say, that’s the first time I’ve had that happen. Usually, I have to detail to the captain the pecking order. Especially if they’re former military officers and not used to having a civvie ether-jump nav on board.

      No, not all ether-jump navs are as bitchy as I am, but I have the right to be, if you’ll look at my successful record. There’s a reason I’m the highest-paid ether-jump nav out there, in terms of base salary. There’s a reason that, as a freelancer, every time I post I’m available, a bidding war kicks in with captains and corporations trying to seduce me to their vessels.

      So far, I’ve stuck with Maxim Colonies ships, or ships contracted to them.

      Yes, I’m a cocky prick. Because the only personnel scarcer than ether-jump engineers and techs are ether-jump navigators. Just because you can fix and operate an ether-jump engine doesn’t mean you’re qualified to plot a course with one.

      Besides, my record speaks for itself. It’s not bragging if it’s true.

      By coalition law, you must have an ether-jump-certified navigator on board to ether-jump. We not only run the jump, but approve it, too. Captains can lose their licenses if they try to dodge that, and the ship’s owner can face massive fines and penalties, including having their entire fleet grounded, if they don’t adhere to the law.

      Maxim Colonies is extremely strict about adhering to that particular law. To the point that any vessels contracted with them, like the PR, are required to have proprietary ether-jump nav lock-out systems in place. When I physically depart the ship, even just for shore leave, I set the system so it can only be overridden by another Maxim Colonies-certified and approved ether-jump nav.

      That means the ship can’t leave without me, or at least without another certified ether-jump nav aboard. I mean, they can, but they can’t ether-jump if they do. They can travel to a jump portal and go through that way without me plotting the course, but if there isn’t one located close to their point of origin or their destination, it doesn’t help them very much. Large cargo freighters like this one tend to make lots of runs to places not yet served by jump portals, or they are larger than older jump portals can handle.

      Meaning I have job security.

      The ether-jump navigator law came about when one of the early ether-jump ships ended up emerging from their jump too close to a massive space station. The space station had over eighty thousand souls on board at the time, in addition to three hundred ships in berths and dry-docks. It was a literal near-miss that could’ve proven catastrophic.

      The only thing that saved them was the nav making calculations and tweaking the emergence point, overriding the co-ordinates where the computer wanted to emerge. A minute gravity wobble, thanks to the planet’s sun impacting how its three moons orbited it, was the cause. The computer literally would have landed them practically on top of the space station, too close for the captain to make a course correction in time to avoid a collision.

      It’s also why ether-jump nav techs in general command such a high salary. Maxim Colonies keeps me happy, and I stay with them. Besides, their ships have, overall, the best safety records, and the strictest safety regs of any other major fleet, including the military.

      I won’t accept inherently dangerous runs. In my early career, I was sort of forced to accept whatever commission I was told to take. No shit, some of those missions were pretty damned hairy, and made me glad I hadn’t enlisted in the military.

      I really didn’t have a choice then, because I was under contract. I still got paid damn well, both in salary and in bonuses, but I chafed under the restrictions and the moments of fear had me puking in terror more than once.

      Part of being a freelancer now means I can turn up my nose at postings and routes that put me at risk. It means I don’t make a fraction of the money that I could in bonuses, but considering I’m only thirty-three and I could now retire planetside somewhere and never lift a finger again in my life, and still have more money than I can count, I’m good with that trade-off.

      I like to have fun. I like routes where I get to see new places, or at least revisit interesting places that are exciting, but in the good ways.

      Not the dangerous ways. I’ve seen enough of danger in my life already, thank you very much.

      I could even have my choice of instructor posts, if I wanted to go that route. Working for Maxim Colonies, obviously, since they’re the biggest, or as a civvie contractor for the coalition military.

      But that would be booorrrring.

      I’m enjoying life.

      I mean, am I lonely?

      Define lonely.

      I don’t have to worry about a home, because I live light and can literally transport everything I own in a couple of rucksacks and small cargo totes on my personal porta-sled, which stays in my quarters with me.

      Whatever ship I’m on is my home. Or, like I sometimes do—and maybe will this time—I move into a hotel on a station or planet while between runs, or when awaiting my next commission.

      Once we’re docked, I’m literally not needed until forty-eight hours before departure. That will give me enough time to go through the nav systems and perform my calibrations. Well, this time, I’ll return a couple of days early because of the comms system overhaul. I want to make sure we’re thoroughly debugged before leaving the dock. I don’t understand why they’re overhauling the comms system when it’s fairly new to begin with and seems to be working just fine, but it’s not my ship or my money.

      The ether-jump AI uses the comms system for location beacon pinging off hyper-com portal buoys. If there’s a snafu, I want to find that out before my pucker tenses mid-jump and I’m sweating the accuracy of my jump-in point.

      I’ve never been to the planet Pfahrn before. Our ship was transferred onto the Pfahrn run to take up the slack for another ship whose jump engine went down.

      I might go planetside instead of staying on the station the entire time. I have a personal com, so the ship can reach me if I take shore leave down there and they need me back in orbit. I’ve got just under six months left in my current commission contract with this ship. I haven’t yet decided if I’m going to renew my commission on this ship or take another posting. We’ll be making several runs back and forth from Pfahrn for the next six months.

      If we end up taking over the other ship’s exact route permanently, the processor they were making regular delivery runs to is approximately four weeks away from Pfahrn, one way. I’ll plot multiple jumps to complete the trip, because I personally don’t like to make a jump longer than a week. Not for this particular vessel, jump engine, and route, if that’s where we’re assigned. That interval seems to be the sweet spot between too-short to make it worth a jump, and just long enough before the ether-jump system starts to get squirrelly and begins amplifying minute AI errors and compounding them, forcing me to have to get creative on the fly with my quantum math.

      Doable, but, honestly? Not worth the stress for the risk-reward ratio. Especially when I am responsible for twenty-eight lives, including my own.

      Needless to say, I’m pretty dang partial to my life.

      I pull the stylus from behind my ear, reach over to the communications console, and activate the large fore-center vid screen by tapping the button with the end of the stylus. I was trained to use a stylus when punching in data and graphing potentialities on the AI screens. Some navs like to use their fingers, but my speed and accuracy are better with a stylus.

      Why screw with what works?

      As of right now, we’re on the dayside of Pfahrn. I stare at the image that fills the vid screen. Pfahrn is a gorgeous little rock ball. Has a couple of oceans, and widely temperate regions. I stand there staring at it, fascinated.

      Most of what I get to see in my travels are moons, massive asteroids, and space stations. Usually, I see the moons and asteroids through a vid screen or small viewport. Because like hell am I spacewalking without a fricking good reason, such as the ship is disintegrating around me, and it’s a damn sight safer outside in the cold, vast infinity of space.

      The space stations I normally visit are usually meh. Most of them are commerce hubs, or industrial, mining, or military ports, not fun vacation spots. Although I do get to visit planets a few times a year.

      I was raised on a space station, so planets fascinate me. Not enough to permanently settle on one yet, but I’m keeping my options open. Every planet I visit, I keep certain criteria in mind. Some are fun for a visit, but not to live there permanently.

      There are a couple I’d like to visit more than a few times, though. Because they’re on my short-list of potential retirement locales.

      When I finally settle down, I want it to be someplace where I can enjoy my time outside. Walking around in nature would be nice. Meaning no polluted, toxic shitholes, or places where everything outside, including the flora, wants to eat my ass in the not-fun kind of way.

      Preferably a place where I can settle down with someone, where the plants won’t be toxic to them, either.

      I mean, because that would suck, to meet the love of my life and lose them because of an allergic reaction to the grass or something. But I’ve been on my own since I was thirteen, so it isn’t like I don’t know how to get along with nothing but my own company.

      I slide into the captain’s chair again and stare at the vid screen while walking the stylus through my fingers. It’s an unconscious soothing action I’ve been doing since I was a kid.

      At one time, I’d seriously considered working my way back toward Earth and maybe settling there, but I prefer to have the finer conveniences mixed in with my nature-wandering. Doesn’t help that the few native Earthers I’ve met are stuck-up snobs who think people are stupid for not wanting to live primitively, the way our ancestors lived.

      Bitch, please. If I wanted to do that, I’d have joined the farking military and got my ass sent all over the damn universe while getting shot at. I want my eventual retirement to be easy and fun.

      I’d also like to maybe not be alone when I finally do it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          OLARTE

        

      

    

    
      I do not watch through the viewport as the shuttle departs the planetside transport depot on Pfahrn to begin our flight to the orbiting space station. This is far from my first journey.

      Working on the Maxim Colonies regional space station for the past ten years has made me realize two things—that I wish to live full-time on a planet once my financial situation eventually allows for it, and that there are perhaps better financial opportunities available to me elsewhere in the known universe.

      Unfortunately, for now, my life is tied to the planet Pfahrn. I cannot afford to leave, because I contribute to my family’s household expenses. Also, I have not yet sufficiently managed to emotionally distance myself from my parents, or from my three younger siblings, to allow me to leave.

      Thus, here I remain.

      I was not fortunate enough to be born into a wealthy family, much less earn a birthright for my existence despite being the eldest offspring. I do feel blessed that I am loved and thought of fondly by my siblings, and by our parents. Both of our parents live with us. Phey formed pheir contractual union around an emotional bond, not simply out of necessity, or as a reproduction contract.

      While familial love is important, and family is a blessing, I do not wish to spend the rest of my life living with all of phem. Even though I am gainfully employed, my current job is not exactly a career that will lead me to riches or improve my status if I remain on Pfahrn. If I leave, I could possibly seek other employment and earn more money elsewhere, due to my experience and training.

      It also means that it would decrease my own chances of finding a permanent mate and having offspring. Which are things I would like to do.

      But I do not wish to mate simply as a contract to produce a child. We were fortunate enough that our family is friends with another family with four offspring. When we all reached maturity, our family and pheirs arranged contracts for us each to temporarily bond with one of phem to see us both through that period. We are all on amicable terms, yet none of us extended or renegotiated our contracts past the initial periods.

      Even though I greatly appreciate that contractual arrangement between our families, it is not how I wish to spend the rest of my life. Outside of that period of time, I have not yet met a suitable partner who appeals to my emotions.

      I would not even be averse to a non-Pfahrn partner, should an intriguing one cross my path. Except I also realize that would mean an end to one of my own dreams, of bearing offspring.

      Unfortunately, unless I improve my lot in life, bearing offspring will not be practical. It is not like I have a large estate to protect and preserve, with a birthright to hand down.

      When working at the space station, I spend several weeks at a time living in my assigned quarters there. Which, while the apartment is small, it is not uncomfortable. But when I take my leaves, I travel to my family home on Pfahrn, because that is my true home. My job allows me practically unlimited shuttle tickets to and from the surface.

      Working for Maxim Colonies is not unsatisfying. I could always volunteer to take advantage of more lucrative job postings elsewhere, but as I said, I have not yet worked up the initiative to explore those options. My family would not be opposed to me doing so, either. Except I realize once I leave Pfahrn, I am unlikely to return. At least, not within a short time period.

      I would miss my family if I left, and I know phey would miss me. I would also feel guilty about leaving and no longer contributing to pheir welfare.

      Our parents, Myarte and Kholarten, are very involved in our lives, in a loving way. Phey both work for a local estate.

      My next youngest sibling, Colarmin, makes almost as much as I do, and works as a conservation specialist overseeing mining companies’ operations in regions where there are sensitive and endangered species of plants and animals. Phey also coordinate with law enforcement to help prevent outsiders from poaching certain animal species, which, because of their rarity, are becoming quite popular with illegal collectors on other worlds.

      Dholartin, the third youngest sibling, works for the government as an orbital transport controller, helping prevent collisions between shuttles and orbital ships and stations. Although pheir position is at the transportation hub station on the ground in the city closest to our home, phey rarely travels into space.

      My youngest sibling, Olartmin, works with our parents on a nearby estate, helping run the household and operations there.

      None of us make extraordinary salaries. However, we can live reasonably comfortably because we all contribute to the household finances. It also gives us a stronger emotional bond.

      Perhaps one of the double-edges of coming from a lower-status family is having little other than love and affection to bind you to each other, so you place a higher premium on it than others might who were born with more privilege and wealth.

      When you do, however, that love is fiercely strong and difficult to imagine living without.
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        * * *

      

      I work as an engineer crew supervisor in the space station’s mining berth sector. This means that, among other operations, we dock, load, and unload mining vessels, cargo vessels, and deal with related logistics. Sometimes, this entails loading or transferring mining ore, or equipment, or other cargo. It is not unusual for mining vessels to ferry cargo to the station, so they are not traveling empty, and then they pick up a load of ore. We also handle moving vessels to and from dry dock berths when they need repairs or overhauls.

      In the official course of my duties, I deal with a wide variety of crews of different species. Most of our vessel traffic is owned by Maxim Colonies, or are ships contracted with them.

      Today, I am returning to the space station to settle in ahead of my next shift starting in two days. I like to return early so I can readjust to the different gravity and the different sleep pattern I will no doubt encounter by being back in orbit, attenuate myself to the space station’s time, and resume my usual personal routine ahead of returning to duty.

      I do not socialize much while on the space station. It is not that my coworkers are overly objectionable to spend time with, but I see them all day. I am with people all day. I cannot spend time in nature while on the space station, so I use my off-duty time to find my necessary solitude in other ways.

      Usually behind my apartment’s closed door.

      Most of my crew of twenty-five workers are fellow Pfahrn, but I also supervise two Shalfin, two Onyx, three humans, and a Carmidian. None of the non-Pfahrn are objectionable to work with, usually. Although one Shalfin in particular is proving himself to be a detriment to my team, even though he has only been in my department for a little over six months.

      Once we have reached the space station, I shoulder my large carryall and debark with the other passengers, most of whom are also station personnel, or family of personnel. None of the personnel traveling on this shuttle work with me or my crew, and I barely know any of them, even in passing. The space station employs over ten thousand full-time personnel. At any given time, there are usually an average of twenty thousand or more souls on board, depending on how many ships are berthed, or how many personnel dependents are aboard.

      Considering my duties, it is not surprising I know few outside my department.

      When I return to my quarters, I pause in the doorway, as I always do, and survey the apartment.

      It is sufficient. Those of us from Pfahrn are housed in a section where the rooms and fixtures are designed to take our greater height and size into account. In most places on the station, the ceilings are adequately high regardless, although we Pfahrn still find ourselves ducking through doorways so frequently that we usually stoop automatically, even when unnecessary, to protect our foreheads.

      But it is not a home. It is not my home. Not to me. Perhaps there are some who thrive here.

      I know I am not one of them.

      Yet staying on Pfahrn for the rest of my life will mean settling for scraps.

      I desire more for myself but cannot yet will myself away from everything and everyone I’ve ever known. Loneliness defines so much of my life. Leaving Pfahrn will only compound that.

      Once I finish putting away my belongings, including several tubs of food sent back with me by my family, I sit down at my small table to eat.

      Growing up while in school, other children of lower status such as myself would talk of dreams of making a fortune and finding pheir way off Pfahrn. Our planet had not long before entered the coalition and opened up a vast landscape of options our ancestors could have only dreamed of.

      I never allowed myself to indulge in fantasies such as those. I did not wish to face the inevitable disappointment later of realizing such things were impossible for phose like us.

      I hold no resentment over my lot in life—I am loved. That is itself a blessing I would not ever wish to lose or take for granted. Still, it does not alleviate my desire to have a family of my own. Siblings are wonderful but phey cannot help ease lonely nights.

      My preference is not to raise a child alone, either. If one cannot be wealthy and high-born, at least phey can be loved. I wish for my child to have two parents, not simply a reproduction contract between myself and another.

      Besides, it is difficult enough to make ends meet when one is not wealthy. Adding a child is an extra financial burden it takes two parents to shoulder. I know I could enter a contract to produce a child and my family would help support me and my child, but that is also another burden I do not wish upon phem.
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        * * *

      

      I have finished my meal and am cleaning up when I am surprised to receive a com call in my quarters. It even takes me a moment to realize what the noise is, I am so unused to receiving such calls here.

      My personal com unit is currently switched off and charging, because I did not wish to be disturbed.

      I reach over to the panel and answer the call.

      “Olarte.”

      “Oh, thank the Quazi’i you’re back! This is La’loorn. We have a problem during today’s afternoon shift!”

      One thing I have learned in my time working on this space station is that creatures of various intelligent species share certain mannerisms which transcend language and physiological differences.

      Closing one’s eyes and sighing is usually a sign of resignation. I know I am doing it right now as my second-in-command prepares to detail a crisis that I am already reasonably sure is not one.

      Especially since it is likely one of his own creation.

      This is far from the first time a similar situation has occurred. I am truly beginning to believe the Shalfin is manufacturing or embellishing the severity of critical situations just to have me come on duty sooner and to relieve him of having to make command decisions.

      This is also something I will remember when it is time to conduct La’loorn’s performance review.

      In fact, at that time, I will likely be demoting him and promoting Fullstein, one of the Onyx. Fullstein has been doing exemplary work and deserves the chance to succeed and advance his career. But when I was promoted two years ago, I inherited an older crew from my previous supervisor, who retired. Since then, three more reached retirement age, requiring me to fill those positions.

      This Shalfin is one of those. Except he transferred in from another sector, and his accumulated time working in the berthing department put him automatically in line to be my second-in-command when the vacancies and his transfer occurred.

      I interrupt La’loorn’s rambling. “I have just returned from Pfahrn and have barely settled my body. Is this really something you are unable to deal with on your own?”

      La’loorn hesitates. I have never approached an issue with him in this manner before. Except today, I am tired, and perhaps feeling a little lonely and heartsick as well.

      “Well, protocol dictates I defer to my superior. That is you.”

      I do not care for his attitude, or his sarcasm. “If I appear there shortly, perhaps you will wish I had not. I will ask you once more if this is truly a situation warranting my personal attention at this time.”

      “Y-yes. It is.”

      I close my eyes and rub my forehead. “I shall come, deal with this, and then leave. I am not clocking in for a shift at this time, and you will not cut your shift short, either. I still have two days of leave remaining. You and I will be discussing this next week, however. I am not pleased that this has happened again.”

      I punch the disconnect button before La’loorn can reply.

      That action is rude in nearly any culture, I know, but now I perhaps understand more clearly why a supposedly experienced worker was so readily offered to me for one of my crew.

      The Shalfin is, as some humans would say, a major pain in my green ass.
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        * * *

      

      All I really wish to do is go to sleep, not traverse the space station’s corridors and haul myself to the other end of the facility.

      As a restricted personnel lift whisks me from the large central hub level up toward the mining berths, I lean against the wall, the metal feeling pleasantly cool against my bare shoulders. I rarely wear tunics when I am off-duty, unless I am cold. I prefer defaulting to wearing only my brahkhen when not on duty, as many Pfahrn do. This one is fashioned from the same grey material our sector’s uniforms are made of. I have heard humans refer to them as “kilts,” because apparently it is similar to one of their traditional garments.

      I defaulted to keeping only one “civvie” brahkhen in my belongings here on the space station, to help conserve precious space. Therefore, I am usually wearing a uniform brahkhen, even when off-duty. When I am officially on duty, I also wear a light uniform tunic that carries several patches which quickly identify me and my sector and department. Right now I am bare-chested and have my ID badge hanging on a lanyard around my neck.

      I expect this confrontation will not be pleasant for any of the parties involved.

      Most especially not for La’loorn.

      The farther I travel and the closer I draw to my destination, the angrier I feel.

      Anger is not an emotion I often experience, but there it simmers, right below the surface of my mind.

      Anger, and resentment. The only times I can remember feeling truly angry in recent years have occurred over the past several months, and are usually directly due to La’loorn’s actions.

      Perhaps I have allowed La’loorn’s behavior to continue for too long. It is not something I am very experienced with personally. I have no issues like this with the Pfahrn who work for me, or the other non-Pfahrn. As a culture, Pfahrn loathe these kinds of silly interpersonal machinations.

      I will also look into transferring La’loorn to another post, or to another sector’s crew, if not terminating him outright. I do not wish for my team’s morale to suffer over one member. Suffer it will, if this behavior is left unchecked.

      One of the unfortunate things about working for Maxim Colonies is that they do not have a contract system in place such as we use on Pfahrn, and which prevents time-wasting situations such as the one I now am dealing with. But they pay my salary, the work is agreeable—normally—so I must comply with their company regulations.

      That means I cannot simply terminate La’loorn for failure to perform his duties in a satisfactory manner. I must “coach” him first. If I do not follow the proper personnel protocols, he can file a grievance and petition for a review by my supervisor.

      When that lift terminates below the berthing level, I make the walk through that level to the dedicated and secure berthing personnel service lift. After I swipe my ID and key the biometric lock, the door opens and I step inside. It will take me to the level where the control room for our berthing sector is located. I could also access it via the public lift system, but that means going through Customs, and it will take longer.

      As I enter the control room, that is where I find La’loorn literally wringing his hands over one of the master control panels for our berthing sector. I believe that is another reason I am frequently put off by his behavior. He is frequently given to bouts of melodrama.

      It is as if he has never met a Pfahrn before, if he believes that is a successful manipulation tactic to use upon me.

      “Explain yourself,” I immediately demand upon striding into the control room.

      As he begins to ramble about a personnel shortage for that afternoon’s shift, I only let him get midway through his story before I cut him off.

      “You created the schedule this week, did you not?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “And our personnel needs have not changed since that schedule was created, have they?”

      “No, but—”

      “Was there an emergency created by a serious injury or illness, or an unscheduled ship arrival?”

      “No, but—”

      “Then why would you deliberately create a shortage of personnel in the afternoon shift when you know you will not have enough coverage with an X-Kaffer class cargo freighter scheduled for tractor? Our staffing guidelines clearly state we require a minimum of five engineer technicians dedicated to the berthing of that vessel. Their arrival has been on our schedule for over a week, because they are meeting with the comms retrofit team, who asked we notify them as soon as they are berthed.”

      “Because Bakely said that his son’s girlfriend was coming for a visit, and—”

      I hold up my hand, silencing him. “Bakely was on the work schedule for today. You gave him leave when he was scheduled to work without requiring him to provide coverage for his shift first?”

      “Well, I thought it was—”

      I hold up my hand again. “Stop. Now.” I lean in, press my hand to the biometric lock on the control console, and pull up the daily roster. “Why is Bob not here?”





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/farborn-bk2-xl-lowres.jpg
He's not from around
here...

& | ESLT
RICHARDSON

USA Today Bestselling Auttor Tymber Dalton






