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Description



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.
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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.


* * * *

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 view port. 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.

* * * *

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.

* * * *

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 perform 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.

* * * *

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?”

“Bob” is the short name for another Shalfin who is on my team, but as they frequently do, he has taken a Standard name because his Shalfin name is far too long and complex for the average Standard-speaker to pronounce.

“He said he wasn’t feeling well this morning, and—”

“Where is his medical clearance form? If he is ill enough to miss his shift, then he is ill enough he must go to medical and submit a form. Why is it not here? And why did you not call in a replacement for his shift when that occurred?”

I look at La’loorn and spot blue high in his cheeks. I know from research I have undertaken that it is commonly a physiological sign indicating emotional discomfort, if not outright lying, in a Shalfin.

“I-I t-told him it was okay for him to—”

“Stop.” I straighten. “Call Bob and Bakely and get them in here. Now.”

“But Bakely will be upset with me! And so will Bob!”

“If I call Bakely in, he will be even more upset with you by the time I am finished with him.” I log out of my connection. “There are your two missing personnel.” I head for the door. “Problem solved. I will expect you in my office promptly at 0800 in three days, upon my first day returned from leave, for an immediate disciplinary discussion.”

“What?”

I stop at the doorway and turn. “You have made a habit of creating completely preventable issues when I am due to return from leave, and it will not happen again. I verbally warned you the last time. This time, you will be written up for it and demoted.”

His mouth gapes. “You can’t do that!”

“If you do not like what I am going to do, then you should have considered the full ramifications of your actions before behaving so recklessly with company time and personnel. An X-Kaffer is the largest vessel we deal with, and you cannot short personnel for berthing.”

I am…beyond angry. His actions reflect poorly on me, and on others in my crew, and I cannot tolerate that.

Anger is not an emotion I am used to feeling, and I do not like it when it grips my system.

I walk out of the control room and down the docking arm where the mining vessel Palmarian Rubayne, a gigantic cargo freighter, will be berthed upon its arrival.

I find Fullstein on duty, diligently manning the tractor control panel of the beam that is currently drawing the large vessel toward us. There is a control tower at the end of the station, which oversees and directs all berthing and departure activity, and manages the tugs that help guide the vessels in once they are closer.

“This is to inform you that, as of when I come back on duty in three days, you will be promoted to second-in-command for our crew. Please study the personnel handbook in the interim and be sure to notify me what additional training you shall require for your new duties.”

He looks up at me, his bushy grey eyebrows arching in apparent surprise. “What about La’loorn?”

I quickly detail what has happened, and he snorts in anger. “I knew that was a story he was giving me earlier.”

“What do you mean?”

“He told me you approved us being short-handed, and then I threatened to contact you myself if it wasn’t resolved immediately.”

“He did, did he?”

“Yes.”

“Interesting.” Inside, my anger blossoms anew.

“If you play back the control room logs, the conversation should be there. This happened within minutes of me coming on shift two hours ago.”

“Thank you.” I return to the control room and La’loorn wheels around at my entrance, the blue now even deeper on his cheeks. He stands at the master console.

“Move,” I order.

“Wh-what are you doing back here?”

“Trying to control my temper.” I activate the biometric lock again and pull up the logs, playing them out loud and not through a headset.

The Shalfin’s face is a shade of deep blue by the time I hit the button to end the playback.

I stare at him, not speaking.

He finally breaks first. “I just want them to like me!”

“Your job is not about being liked. Your job is about berthing vessels. If you are incapable of performing those duties, then I suggest you find another line of work before you are terminated from this one.”

“But you can’t fire me!”

“I believe you are incorrect on that point. Especially after you have just falsified a statement to me, and I have it on record.”

“Please don’t fire me! I need this job! If I get terminated, I won’t be able to find another job on the station, and I don’t have enough money to move!”

I reach over to the intercom and page Fullstein at his console.

“Yes, Olarte?”

“You are officially promoted as of right now. I am sending La’loorn down to relieve you. Please report to the control office immediately.”

“Right away.”

I end the connection. “As of this moment, consider yourself on notice of pending disciplinary action. We will still be having our meeting when I return from leave. Go relieve him. Now.”

The Shalfin scrambles to comply.

I walk to my terminal, unlock my UI, and type in notes, as well as flag all of these conversations for preservation in the record.

This is completely unacceptable behavior on La’loorn’s part, but at least I now have enough that I can terminate him if I so choose. I will give him one more chance, however, because it means less aggravation for myself in the long run.

When Fullstein arrives minutes later, I quickly fill him in, as well as play the conversation I just had with La’loorn for him. “I trust you can call in Bob and Bakely and order them to report for duty? Or do I need to do it?”

The Onyx nods. “Absolutely, I will do it.”

“Excellent.” I make the personnel notations, remove La’loorn’s management permissions, and install Fullstein’s before locking my terminal again. “I am going to resume the rest of my leave. Please prepare a full status report before my return in three days. If La’loorn gives you additional trouble, or if Bob or Bakely refuse to obey you, contact me immediately. I will help you create the next work period schedule the morning of my return, following my disciplinary review with La’loorn. I will also expect you to attend that meeting, so please make sure we have complete personnel coverage during that time. Starting at 0800, and then for at least two hours after. Adjust as necessary, including overtime for someone, if required.”

He nods again. “I will.”

“Thank you.” I leave, feeling angry and unsettled that my peace was so rudely, selfishly, and needlessly disturbed.

Unacceptable.

I would gladly promote one of my fellow Pfahrn to the role, except none of phem have the seniority or experience of Fullstein. But I also have never had any issues with the Onyx, either. Fullstein is approximately four feet shorter than me. With bushy black and grey hair that sticks out from his head, pale grey skin, and six fingers on each hand, he also possesses a prehensile tail that is a callback to the Onyx’s early ancestors in much the way that Pfahrn still possess thick, armor-like skin across our backs and shoulders.

Instead of immediately returning to my quarters, I opt to take the lift down to the level where I can access the walk around the outer rim of the widest section of the hub. We are about to pass into nightside, and there are plentiful viewports all along that scenic section of hub from which I can view Pfahrn.

I stare down at my planet. I could try to find a job down there, but the salary would be much poorer given my status, education, and work experience.

I take a deep breath and study the darkness broken by very few lights twinkling up from the dark surface. This is not the side of the planet I am from, but it is as equally beautiful as my own lands.

While I have never travelled farther from my home than this space station, in my spare time I frequently watch vids of other worlds. I know that, compared to others, Pfahrn is a much more natural planet than many. We have technology comparable to that on other worlds, but we have yet to exploit it at the expense of our planet’s health, despite a small but vocal cadre of wealthy mining rights owners who wish to exploit our natural resources. Thus, at night, you can usually look to the heavens from the surface of Pfahrn and see a spread of stars across the sky and not a glow of lights. Only in some of our largest cities can lights be spotted from my current vantage.

Our species does not reproduce very quickly, just enough to maintain our populations. We are selective about that, and due to our physiology, accidental births simply are not possible, unlike some species, like humans or Shalfin.

Not every member of our species will reproduce. In fact, at last report, less than half of our kind ever have even one offspring. My parents are the exception, but both of phem were only children, and phey have stated phey will not sire any more offspring.

Two of my siblings, Dholartin and Olartmin, the two youngest, have both said phey do not wish to have offspring. Colarmin, like myself, does not wish to have any offspring if phey are unmated. That leaves a chance we might never have any.

My parents have already told me if I want to invest in the services of a matchmaker, that I should do so, because phey wish for my happiness.

But I do not want to take that money from my family. Not right now. Perhaps if I am still alone in many years, I might decide to pursue that path.

Then I would likely be past the point of fertility being an issue for me, anyway.

After taking a few more long, deep breaths to try to regain some of my departed equilibrium, I finally continue my journey back to my apartment.

I wish that I was not already counting down the days until I can next return to Pfahrn.






















Chapter Three

Davies




I was going to head aboard the space station shortly after we were securely docked, but then Captain Xhogrhan shows up on the bridge to check our status, we start talking about the comms upgrades, and…

Yeah.

Before I know it, I’ve agreed to hang out on the ship until tomorrow to talk to the techs before they begin the comms system retrofit process.

Davies McKellan, you’re too damned nice.

I’ll still have over two weeks here, probably three, and maybe even four, depending on how the retrofit goes, the load process, the schedule set for us by MC, all of that.

They won’t be leaving without me, that’s for sure.

Once my shift ends, I return to my cabin and take a shower. Now that we’re berthed and connected to the space station by umbilicals, I can take a real shower with water, for as long as I damn well want, in my private head that’s attached to my stateroom. Sure, it’s tiny, and an all-in-one, but it’s mine and I don’t care that I’m practically standing on the toilet when I’m in the shower.

One of the perks of my rank.

Most of the crew have to share facilities and rack space. Only the captain, his XO, myself, and McMurtry down in Engineering get our own private cabins. The others are bunked together in four rooms that hold six racks each, with a full head for each room.

I haven’t had to share quarters since I graduated and received my ether-jump nav certification. Again, perk of the rank. All captains want their nav well-rested and at the top of their game. Plus, I need a dedicated nav terminal in my bunk, since during jumps I technically don’t get to go off-duty.

After my shower, I throw on civvie clothes and head down to the mess for breakfast. The food isn’t bad on this ship. At least the guy who does most of our cooking, a human named Gentry, knows his stuff in that department. He’s also got my eggs ready for me when I walk into the mess. I like them scrambled a certain way and taught him how to do it my first day on board.

Hey, it’s the only thing I can cook, and it’s how my mom taught me to cook them. It’s sort of a personal thing, okay?

Shut up.

“There you go, Davies,” he says, sliding the plate over to me.

“Thanks, man.” I grab several of the protein strips that sort of remind me of bacon, and a couple of pieces of Onyx toast made from a grain that’s kind of like wheat but naturally sweeter.


And coffee. Ooooh, yes, please, the coffee. I head to my usual spot at the far corner of the room and sit to eat. When McMurtry walks in, the short Onyx scans the room and gives me a nod when he spots me. Then he gets in line to grab his chow. Sure enough, he walks over and sits across the table from me.

“Good jump,” he says as he scratches the top of his head with the end of his prehensile tail. He can be ornery, but the reason he’s tolerable is because he also has this side to him—encouraging and nice, even.

I nod. “Thanks.” It’s just him and his quirky ways. He says the same thing to me every time we arrive somewhere. I mean, maybe it’s an Onyx thing, I don’t know, but he always says at least one nice thing to everyone on the crew every day, so it more than makes up for his sometimes irascible moods.

I wish more humans were like him.

Maybe I wouldn’t be so fucking lonely right now if they were.

* * * *

After breakfast, I enjoy the luxury of taking a long nap on a full tummy before I wander back up to the bridge to see if there’s any word yet on our retrofit schedule. Only the captain and Zorbja, our Chel’ldar XO, are on the bridge.

“Ah, there you are,” the captain says to me. “I was going to summon you.”

“I’m off-duty. I didn’t know I was needed.”

“Not exactly needed, but I wanted to discuss our schedule with you…”

Nearly an hour later, I’m the only one left on the bridge, while Captain Xhogrhan and Zorbja head down to engineering to talk to McMurtry. The retrofit crew is supposed arrive in a couple of hours to talk to me.

I mean, it’s not like I have much else to do right now.

I climb into the captain’s chair and spend my wait time catching up on my reading on my tablet. I’ve been working on a novel and haven’t had a lot of time to read lately. That’s one of my quirks, that I don’t mind watching vids while mid-jump, but I don’t like getting absorbed in a book. It’s easier for me to pull myself out of a vid than a novel.

Even when docked, we always keep someone on watch on the bridge to monitor the systems. Yes, I take my fair share of those watches, too, when I’m not on shore leave. Even though, technically, I could beg off doing them altogether. While we’re mid-jump, I’m basically on duty all the time. Unlike the rest of the crew, who take shifts. I take naps and sleep, but I have a special console in my bunk where I can tap into the nav system at any time and verify our course trajectory and projections. Only when we’re securely docked, or not in an ether-jump, do I truly get to go off-duty.

That’s not a complaint, either. It’s part of the gig, and the pay is damn sure worth it.

It’s not quite lunchtime when I finish that novel and then sit back to download and read an informational brochure about the space station. Meanwhile, I realize I’ve been spinning my stylus through my fingers the whole time. I use it to tap my way through the guide.

The space station is a Maxim Colonies facility, and it’s also the commerce base from which they conduct business with the Pfahrn. Mostly mining, but some other industries as well. Apparently, since the Pfahrn are a relatively new species to join the coalition government, Maxim Colonies’ scientists are eager to learn as much as possible about them.

I can’t blame them, either. It’s no secret the company built its fortune on patents for a variety of things and in a wide swath of specialties, from medical to mining to agriculture, and beyond. Why wouldn’t they want to be one of the first into this sitch, too?

Maxim Colonies has already started building a lucrative agricultural trade relationship with the Pfahrn, mostly plants, but apparently studying some of the fauna from the planet, as well. None of that is my area of expertise, though.

I mean, all of that sort of goes over my head, right? I deal with the concretely abstract world of quantum mapping and multi-verse physics, man.

Honestly? The price of the Pfahrn version of wheat means absolutely jack shit to me.

Likewise, I couldn’t give a crap about patents, or anything like that. I don’t even give a crap about mining, beyond calculating the mass of the cargo load we’re hauling so my projections are accurate when we jump.

I shut down my reader when the captain and XO return and relieve me of my watch before I finish the informational brochure. I gratefully return to my cabin to chill before lunch. There’s another nap and probably more masturbation in my immediate future following our afternoon meal.

I mean, a guy’s gotta have priorities, doesn’t he?

* * * *

The mostly Shalfin communications retrofit crew doesn’t appear until late that evening, and it takes us over an hour to go through everything. At this point it’s not worth me leaving the ship tonight. I decide I’ll hang around until tomorrow morning.

After evening mess, I’m thinking about settling in my bunk to watch a vid when the captain pages me to the bridge.

Dammit.

I grab my tablet and personal com unit and head there, my stylus working through my fingers the entire way. I don’t like disruptions to my plans.

When I arrive, I find Captain Xhogrhan talking with another Shalfin I’ve never met before.

“Ah, Davies,” the captain starts. “Can you take a watch, please? I have business to attend to on the station.”

I shrug. “Sure. How long?” I notice the other Shalfin stays quiet, and there’s more than a tinge of blue high in his cheeks.

“Just an hour, until Gentry comes on watch.”

“Okay.”

“Excellent.”

He and the other Shalfin leave. I don’t take offense at the captain not introducing me, because if I needed to know who the dude was, that would’ve happened.

I’ve learned over the years that, sometimes, I should simply keep my mouth shut and life runs far more smoothly for me that way. My job is getting the ship safely from point A to point B.

Being nosy isn’t part of that plan. It’s in my contract that I will not work for anyone engaged in illegal activities, and if any occur, I’m not liable for them. That I can literally shut the ship down, call for an emergency Maxim Colonies or military transport, and walk if I know there’s anything illegal going on. So I’m good there. That’s all in a standard Maxim Colonies nav contract. It helps protect us, so we can’t be forced to be complicit in any illegal activities.

No captain wants their ship stranded out in the hinterlands, weeks or even months from the next supply port. Hell, their crew would mutiny if they did that.

Not that I think there’s anything illegal going on. I haven’t seen any signs of that. Maxim Colonies tends to weed out troublemakers from the ranks of their private contractors and freelancers pretty quickly. The company doesn’t want illegal activities drawing the wrong kind of attention to them, anyway.

Who can blame them?


I pull up the station brochure again and peruse it, flipping through pages with my stylus. What I’m hoping to find is at least one or two brothels, real, holo, or both. I’m not really a big fan of brothels, but if it means I can get laid and I strike out elsewhere, I’ll try them. Most space stations that have a high percentage of humans passing through have at least one holo brothel.

I luck out—this one has six, both holo and real ones. They’re run by Maxim Colonies, too, meaning they’ll adhere to basic minimum health standards.

Excellent. I’ll keep that in mind in case I find myself needing a back-up plan.

Tapping through the nightlife and dining section reveals several bars and nightclubs on the space station. I might have some luck there. I do want to hit any museums or art galleries they have. I tend to run into a better class of guy in those.

On second thought, maybe I’ll shoot for a bar first. I never drink when I’m on duty—and I’m always on duty during a jump. I don’t even bother buying alcohol to take aboard with me. Some navs don’t mind drinking a little between jumps, but I take my responsibilities seriously. I need to be at the top of my game and not half drunk off my ass in case an unexpected situation comes up.

I finally remember to log into my official Maxim Colonies communications account and download any new messages, information, or commission offers I might have received since my last download. There’s not many, and all of them relate to official business.

Not like I’m expecting personal correspondence, because I’m alone in the universe. I know I have some scattered cousins on both Mom’s and Dad’s sides of the family, but I’d be hard-pressed to name them, much less tell you where they’re located now. When my parents died, one of my mom’s coworkers and her husband took me in until I finished primary and then headed off to secondary school.

It’s times like this that make me both wistful and grateful that I’m an only child. No siblings to try to keep track of, no guilt over not connecting with them more often.

I’m free to wander and do as I please without having to plan my life around anyone else.

Although the universe certainly is a little lonelier for it.






















Chapter Four

Olarte




My sleep that night is more disturbed than it usually is after returning to the space station from the planet.

I am still upset by La’loorn’s actions.

The longer that I ponder his actions, the more the situation angers me.

This is not something that has happened before. I have never dealt with an incident like this among my crew. Everyone else on my team is reliable, diligent in their ways.

Alone in my bed, I stare at my darkened ceiling and replay the entire exchange in my mind and make sure I did not miss anything which would indicate I was at fault.

There is nothing. It is La’loorn who clearly violated our company’s guidelines.

I am incapable of understanding why La’loorn would act the way he did, and I am used to working with humans, who can sometimes prove temperamental, at times.

The events of today are unparalleled, however.

Dread fills me as I contemplate the disciplinary meeting in three days. I am sure La’loorn will cite a litany of excuses as to why he believes his behavior was justified.

The fact that I have Fullstein’s support is meaningful, to me. It means I am not alone in my thinking that La’loorn’s behavior is out of line.

My preference is not to bring this situation to my supervisor, if I can avoid it. I have earned this position through hard, diligent efforts, and do not wish to make my supervisor regret promoting me and giving me these duties.

As a result of these tumultuous thoughts, I sleep even more poorly than I usually do. By the next morning, I realize that I will need to deal with this issue sooner than I had anticipated, because otherwise, it will not leave my thoughts.

I use my handheld to log into the system and call up the work schedule. La’loorn is scheduled to work today. The X-Kaffer class cargo freighter did safely dock yesterday, and it looks like Fullstein got Bob and Bakely back to work as I instructed.

At least Fullstein is reasonably dependable. He has never exhibited any behaviors to make me believe he will fail to perform his duties adequately.

After consuming my breakfast, I dress in my uniform, including tunic, and make my way to the berthing sector control room. Fullstein is already on duty, a full hour earlier than required.

Needless to say, that eases my mind and confirms I made the correct decision by promoting him.

“You are not scheduled to be here today,” Fullstein says.

“I know. The events of yesterday still concern me. I wish to talk to La’loorn today instead of waiting.”

He scowls. “My apologies, but I have not prepared the staffing for this to occur today.”

I wave off his apology. “It is all right. This is unofficial, and more to ease my mind.”

We both turn at the sound of the control room door opening.

There stands La’loorn. His cheeks flush blue at seeing me standing next to Fullstein.

“I want to speak with you,” I tell him.

“B-before we do, p-please allow me to apologize,” he stammers, his gaze uncharacteristically downcast. “I was out of line. I-I have been going through some personal issues I have not and do not wish to discuss.”

That gives me pause. Everything about him speaks to this, from the sound of his voice to his very demeanor.

“Will this continue to be an issue with you performing your duties?” I finally ask.

He nods. “It will. That is why I would like to request an unpaid leave to deal with these issues.”

Relief fills me at that, and I adjust my approach. “Starting when, and for how long?”

“Immediately, for approximately twelve weeks. Perhaps longer.”

I do some quick mental calculations. “When you return, you will be put in the general employment pool. It can mean a loss of your seniority.”

“I understand.”

I nod. “Very well. Fill out the forms, and you can take your leave starting today.”

“Today?”

“Yes. Immediately. I am prepared to go on duty right now.” The loss of two leave days of my own is well worth it. I can add it to my next leave period and take them then. I turn to Fullstein. “We can begin your training today, it would seem.”

He nods. “Very good.”

La’loorn is still standing there. I point to the computer terminal. “You need to complete the forms now.”

He finally nods and walks over to do it.

Thank all the old ones, my problem has solved itself.

That happens rarely.

* * * *

La’loorn wastes no time filling out his forms and departing. As soon as he is gone, I put in a request to have a new worker transferred to my sector, even if I need to accept an untrained one from the general pool. It truly seems to be my lucky day, because they have a suitable new hire they can transfer to my sector immediately, if I am willing to train them.

Absolutely, I am.

It means I will not have to train bad habits out of them later.

It also means La’loorn will no longer be my problem. I go into the system and mark him as being returned to the general pool because my sector is once again at permanent full capacity.

Certainly, upon La’loorn’s return he could petition to be assigned to my sector, but I sincerely doubt he will.

If he is a fraction as frustrated with me as I am with him, he would do well to ask for assignment elsewhere.

Then again, considering how he transferred to my sector to start with, perhaps no one will want him, and he will be assigned to a totally different job.

That would be fine with me.

I spend the morning training Fullstein in his new duties, as well as training the new employee they send to me. She is a Carmidian maintenance dock worker who recently arrived on the space station after several years spent working for another Maxim Colonies shipyard. While she is new to mining berthing procedures, she has some skills and knowledge that easily transfer over to her new duties.

Fortunately, I find her capable, quick to learn, amiable to work with, and more than able to immediately commence her new duties with little direct supervision required. I assign her to shadow one of our experienced crew members, who is currently supervising the off-loading of the Palmarian Rubayne’s cargo, the X-Kaffer class freighter which arrived yesterday. That vessel will be undergoing a communications overhaul while berthed, before we load the mining ore.

All of this means that, by the time I return to my apartment to partake of my afternoon meal, I have nearly forgotten about my aggravation of the day before. I feel at peace now.

Yes, it was worth giving up two of my leave days to have this ongoing irritation removed from my life.

I am nearly ready to return to work when my personal com unit buzzes.

It is one of my parents, Myarte. I answer pheir call. “Yes?”

“Did you arrive safely and settle in?”

I sigh. “Yes, I am well, and settled. I returned to work today.”

“Apologies. I did not mean to call you at work.”

“You did not. I am currently in my quarters and eating my midday meal.”

“Ah. What happened?”

I quickly detail my troubles and when I finish, phey make a sympathetic sound. “Does that mean two extra days with us, then, on your next leave?”

“I suppose it does. I must return to work now. Please give my affections to all.”

“I will. Love and well wishes,” phey say. “Stars and sunrise. Hopes and health. May truth walk with you.”

“As does my heart,” I reply. I end the call and take a deep breath. As one of my human co-workers might say, who am I kidding? Leaving Pfahrn right now would be nearly impossible for me.

There is enough loneliness in my life. Why would I add to that by isolating myself from my family?

* * * *

The rest of my day should be uneventful. With the arrival of the Palmarian Rubayne yesterday, our sector is currently full now. That means we are limited to maintaining vigil over the vessels berthed in our sector, coordinating loading and unloading, and those types of activities.

I decide to take a walk down every berthing arm in our sector and talk to my personnel. I like to do this periodically to make sure everything is running smoothly and to see if anyone has any concerns they wish to discuss. It is not uncommon for me to stop by even in the middle of the night, to talk with personnel on the other shifts. I like to be proactive and involved. I am responsible not just for the daytime crews, but the nighttime as well. Ships are berthed at all times of the day and night and the only factors that decide if there are delays or not are the availability of suitable berths and of tractors and tugs.

Which is one of the reasons why La’loorn’s behavior angered me so much. There was no excuse for it.

I save the Palmarian Rubayne’s berthing arm for last. Their hold is currently pressurized and the cargo is being removed via a side loading door. Once they are ready to take on the mining ore, that will be loaded via a large top loading hatch after the hold is depressurized. The ore containers will then be moved via large magno-lift sleds, which are remote-controlled by one of our berthing engineers. From there, the ship’s load specialist will move the ore containers into position, also via remote control, and lock them into position so they do not shift.

It is a relatively straightforward process.

I have just finished speaking with my specialist on duty when I hear the tell-tale chime of the airlock sound. As a safety precaution, there is a pressurized airlock between all berthing arms and the passenger ports. This helps maintain a safety barrier in case there is a leak somewhere. It is also a decontamination unit, to prevent the spread of pathogens.

I turn just as a human emerges from the airlock entry. He—I am guessing he is a male, based on his appearance—is towing a personal porta-sled behind him and he pauses when he sees me. He is rather tall for a human, but still shorter than I am, maybe a little over six feet tall, and with pale skin. This one has brown eyes and brown hair, and he wears a silly little smile when he stares up at me. He also carries a stylus tucked behind one ear, which I think is rather strange.


“Hellooo there,” he says in Standard.

I have a regular translator augmentation that can interpret every language I will likely encounter in the course of my duties. Not the most expensive model, but good enough, and upgradeable. Besides, most people who are travelers like this speak at least some level of Standard, or have an augmentation to translate their language to and from Standard.

I nod. “Hello.”

He sticks out his hand. He certainly seems like a friendly enough human, remarkably so for their kind. I have never encountered this particular one, which is unsurprising, to me. Especially considering his vessel has never berthed here before.

When I shake hands with him, I am mindful not to squeeze too hard. His hand feels warm, his grip firm.

He does not release my hand, either. In fact, he cocks his head to the side as he studies me, with an intensity flashing across his expression that I am not used to seeing in humans.

It strikes me that this human appears interested in me in a way I have never noticed a human paying attention to me before.

I find that…curious. Intriguing. Especially since I do not understand what that means.

Or why I am paying particular attention to this human in a way I usually do not pay attention to them.






















Chapter Five

Davies




Believe me, I’m well aware that humans are far from the only—or far from even the most evolved or most intelligent—species in the known universe.

Sometimes, however, reading about a species, or seeing vids, does not and cannot adequately prepare you for meeting a representative of that particular species in person.

Such as me, right now, standing in front of this Pfahrn.

I stare up at the green…

Guy?

I honestly don’t know if Pfahrn have genders. I guess I should have read that fricking brochure a little more carefully. Meanwhile, I’ll default to “they,” unless corrected. That tactic’s always worked for me in the past.

Their skin isn’t a solid green. It’s a little darker in places, and while they’re wearing a uniform tunic top and what looks like a kilt, their skin appears vaguely scaly around their shoulders. They don’t exactly have hair, but what would be called hair on a human is a reddish color.

Their eyes, though. Fuck me, a gorgeous, dark golden color. Very expressive and right now, hardening my cock as they stare down at me.

I mean down. I’m six-two, and this Pfahrn is well over a foot taller than I am. Maybe even two feet taller than me.

They’re…tall.

Shiiiit. I’ve never thought I’d ever have a thing for a partner bigger than me, but…I’ve gotta admit, there’s something about this Pfahrn’s vibe that’s kind of got me hot and more than a little stiff and sticky inside my briefs.

“How’s it hanging?” I ask as I finally release their hand.

Their forehead scrunches a little. I don’t know if the idiom threw them, or if they don’t understand Standard.

Or maybe both.

“How is what hanging?” they finally ask, with just a hint of the tell-tale delay of an implanted translator. Probably not the newest or fanciest of bionanotech augmentations, if it didn’t translate the Standard idiom, but that they have a translator at all speaks to either their income, their employment status, or perhaps both.

Umm…

But worse, for me, is the fact that the low, deep rumble of their voice is making my cock throb.

I clear my throat. “Sorry. How are you doing?”

“I am well, thank you.”

Aannnd…that’s it.

I don’t sense them being standoffish, more like this is their…default, maybe?

Like I said, I’ve had plenty of experience with non-humans, but never before with a Pfahrn. I don’t want to do or say anything to offend them, but…

Daaaaaamnnn…

When I deeply inhale, something about their scent—I don’t get the impression it’s a cologne, more their natural aroma—is really driving me crazy in a good way.

They might not like it if I start licking them.

But if I lick them they’re mine, right? Isn’t that the rule?

I reeeeallly want to lick them. I even stop myself when I start to lean toward them.

Except, I suppose I should ascertain if they have a partner first, huh?

I mean, that would be the polite thing to do, I guess.

Right?

Normally, I do not have these kinds of issues.

“I’m new to this space station,” I finally say. “This is the first time I’ve left the ship since our arrival. I’ve never been here, or to Pfahrn before.” I offer them a smile. “You’re the first Pfahrn I’ve ever met in person.”

They slowly nod. “Then I am honored. Although you are not the first human I’ve met. I have several humans who work for me on my crew.”

There’s no hint of what I’d call snark in their tone. Then again, that could be due to the translator and differences in languages. Who knows?

I finally remember my manners. “Davies McKellan. You can call me Davies. Nav officer for the MV Palmarian Rubayne. We just docked yesterday.”

“I am Olarte. We do not usually use family names, but mine is H’arjahrn. And I know when you docked, because it was my crew who docked you.”

Wow. Staring up into their eyes is starting to send chills pinballing through my system. In a good way, don’t get me wrong.

“Your crew?”

“Yes. I am the supervisor in charge of this berthing arm.”

“Wow. That’s…that’s really cool.” I sound like a babbling idiot. I’ve never had this much trouble talking to someone before, human or not. “So, listen. Anything fun to do around here?”

“I am assuming you mean on the space station and not on this particular berthing arm?”

I laugh, but I know it’s veering into desperate-sounding territory.

Mostly because I’m feeling pretty damn desperate right now, and I don’t even know why.

The rational part of my brain, which deals with processing complex quantum equations on the fly, knows that I really need to chill the fuck out before I freak this poor Pfahrn out.

My lizard brain, however, wants to get really friendly, really fast.

“On the space station in general,” I finally manage.

“Are you looking for anything in particular to do?” Olarte asks.

You. I want to do you.

No, of course I don’t say that. I might be an idiot, but I do have a little common sense left in my skull.

“What do you like to do in your free time?” I ask.

Please be single. Please be single!

“I usually spend time alone in my quarters,” they say.

Okay, whew, there’s one point in my favor. “Anything else?” I ask.

“I do find a walk around the scenic observation hub path relaxing, on occasion. There is a beautiful view of Pfahrn from there.”

Perfect segue. “Don’t suppose there’s any chance of me talking you into showing me that when you get off work later?”

“It is easy to find. I can tell you how to get there.”

Nope, I’m blowing it again. “I mean, I don’t know anyone here. I would like to buy you dinner, if you don’t mind.”

“Buy me dinner?”

“I mean, yeah. You know, last meal of the day? Or, heck, I could buy you breakfast, if you’d prefer.”

“I do not require you to purchase me a meal to spend time with you.”

Wow, it really feels like I’m blowing this. “Where I come from, when someone wants to get to know someone else a little better, they offer to buy them a meal. Like a gift.”

“You wish to get to know me better?” I don’t blame them for sounding confused.

So am I.


“Yeah. I mean—” I take a deep breath. “Socially, at the very least.” I offer another smile. “Look, I’m new here, I’ll be here for several weeks, and I’d love to make a friend.”

“And you buy someone a meal to make them your friend? This is not a contract structure I am familiar with. Pfahrn do not require purchasing meals to be friends. The humans on my crew do not require that, either.”

“It’s a pleasantry. A social construct among humans.” The longer I stand here, the more I’m fighting not to lean in and lick them. “If that makes you uncomfortable, though, would you like to go eat somewhere with me?”

They seem to be considering it. “You are obviously born far from here, are you not?”

“Yeah, I guess I am.”

They make a soft noise sort of like an amused sigh. “Do you already have a hotel selected?”

“The one on the twelfth level, main hub. The Borridian.”

“I have never stayed there but I have heard positive things about it. There is a restaurant two units down from it. The Ch-loran. I could meet you there after my shift ends. The food is good, the prices are reasonable, and they have contracts. That should give you ample time to check in to your room and get settled.”

Hope soars within me, even though I think the phrase about contracts might be a translator glitch. “Great! Thank you, Olarte.” After confirming local time, and when they’ll be off their shift, I shake hands with them once more before I head toward the Customs area to get checked out.

No escaping that process. Fortunately, because I never carry anything off a ship which will trigger an alert, I’m through Customs in a matter of minutes and making my way to the public lifts.

It takes me about fifteen minutes to make my way to the hotel and locate their main desk. Nice thing about having my own porta-sled is that I don’t ever have to deal with luggage carts or bellhops. It’s narrow enough to fit through nearly any standard doorway or hatch I encounter. The rare times it hasn’t fit, I just unload it, flip it on its side, move it through, and reload it. That’s only happened to me twice, on two ships I served on early in my career.

The room is nice, with a holo-vid port that simulates having a real viewport. In all honesty, I prefer having the vid over the real. It means I’m not on the outside of the station. I know I travel through space all the time in a ship far smaller than this space station is, but I like that little extra bit of protection.

Were I actually on Pfahrn, damn right I’d be paying extra for a room with a view. If I’m on a planet, I want to be able to stare out a real window at the local landscape.

I haven’t decided if or when I’ll move to the planet’s surface yet. I want a day or two off from the ship’s schedule to decompress.

After setting an alarm on my com unit so I don’t lose track of time, I treat myself to a soak in a tubful of hot water and damn near fall asleep in there. I’m in the restaurant fifteen minutes early, sitting out in its vestibule and eagerly awaiting Olarte’s arrival.

I don’t know why I’m feeling like this about them. It literally isn’t something I’d normally do when faced with an uncertain outcome from someone who apparently is clueless that I was cruising them. It’s even more confusing to me because I’m not having this reaction to other Pfahrn I’m encountering.

Is it because Olarte is the first Pfahrn I met?

I’ll unpack that later.

Because now that they’re walking up to the restaurant, all I want to do is talk with them.

“Hi!” I realize I’m sounding crazy again. “Glad you could make it.”

“This is something different for me to do.”

The Pfahrn greeter hands Olarte a tablet and they read through its contents before signing with their finger.

“Do we have to pay first or something?” I ask as I watch the process. I’m a little confused.

“Non-Pfahrn usually do not require a contract,” the greeter tells me. “Although if you would like, I can offer you a contract.”

As with Olarte, I’m unsure of their gender, so I mentally default to “they.” Like Olarte, they have similarly green skin, the reddish hair, and are taller than me. Although they are shorter than Olarte. And their eyes are closer to brown than the gorgeous golden color of Olarte’s.

“I…don’t need one?” I half-ask, half-comment.

“It is a social construct amongst Pfahrn,” Olarte says. When I look up, I suspect the way their lips are slightly pursed means that they just made a joke, referencing what I’d said earlier about buying them a meal.

I nod despite still having no clue what they’re talking about. “Gotcha.”






















Chapter Six

Olarte




No, I am not sure why I agreed to take a meal with Davies. None of my coworkers have ever offered to buy me a meal.

Then again, as their superior, that might be seen as improper.

Perhaps it is relentless loneliness that makes me accept. I do not know.

But it amuses me watching Davies’ expressions after we are seated at a table and I explain the basics of our society to him.

“So…let me get this straight,” he says. “You have contracts for everything?”

“That is essentially correct, yes.”

“What about your family? To cook you a meal, they’d have to have a signed contract with you?”

“For immediate family, such as between mates, or parents and children, there is a basic implied, perpetual contract in place, unless it is specifically cancelled or amended by one party or the other. Although mates do have detailed contracts that govern their relationship, expectations, requirements, and the like.”

“That sounds really complicated,” he says.

“Not particularly,” I reply. “It was a jarring adjustment for me when I started working here. I did not understand how some of the businesses on the space station had no provisions for contracts with their customers. It took me a while to get used to doing business with non-Pfahrn establishments who do not have contracts available.”

“But how can you have contracts for everything?”

“How can you not?” I counter. “What recourse do you have if a business fails to provide what they promise, be it a product, or a service, or a meal?”

“It sounds like you don’t trust each other very much,” he says.


“On the contrary. It is the rare Pfahrn whose word cannot be trusted. Our word is our honor. If one does not have honor, they have nothing. In our society, it is a far worse shame to lie than it is to be caught breaking a law. And as you can imagine, deliberately breaking the law rarely happens.”

Davies scowls. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“Wow.” We peruse the menus. “You sure I can’t buy your meal?” he asks. “I can afford it.”

“I mean no offense, but I have already signed a contract with the restaurant. Let us enjoy our meal together this time. Perhaps in the future we can discuss that.”

Davies smiles at that. I wish that were a gesture Pfahrn were as free with, but it was not until I started working with humans that I learned what the expression meant. They curl the outer edges of their lips up in a variety of manners, depending on whether or not it is for humor, or pleasure, or any number of emotions, including what I have learned is called sarcasm.

Pfahrn facial structure is slightly different at the muscular level. While we have a similar expression, it does not usually mean the same as when humans do it.

“Does that mean you might have dinner with me again before I ship out in a few weeks?” Davies asks.

“Perhaps. I am finding you intriguing and your company pleasant thus far.” Our server returns and takes our orders.

Once we have our beverages and are alone again, Davies leans in closer and drops his voice. “No offense intended, but do you have any preferred pronouns?”

“Unlike humans, Pfahrn do not use gender the way other species do. We are a nonbinary intersexed species. Pfahrn use phey and phem when talking to and about each other. However, it is my experience those terms can be confusing for humans. It is the rare Pfahrn who will object to the Standard terms they and them, although I am never offended when I am referred to as he by someone who is ignorant of our ways. Especially if it is someone I only have the briefest of contact with.”

“And you’re single?”

“Unpartnered and unmated, yes. Why?”

“Okay, so tell me to fuck off if this is rude,” Davies says, “but I’m curious for a specific reason. How do you handle hook-ups?”

“Hook-ups?”

“Sex. Do you have sex for fun, or does it have to be in a closed partnership? Is there a contract for that?”

“There is a contract for everything.”

I do not understand why Davies now looks a little disappointed. “So no afternoon blowjobs, or one-night stands, huh?”

His idioms are somewhat confusing to me. “Are we still discussing sex?”

“Yeah. Unless it’s too personal a topic. Then, like I said, tell me to fuck off.”

I know that humans and other species can and do have recreational sexual encounters. Pfahrn tend not to, unless they have a standing contract with someone for that purpose. Although I do know of at least two Pfahrn working on the space station who have adopted looser sexual boundaries.

Mainly because they propositioned me.

I turned them down. Not that I was not attracted to them, but I am not yet ready to look at my life in such a fashion as to be seeking temporary physical solace.

“I would not be comfortable engaging in recreational sex with someone I did not have an existing friendship with first,” I reply.

I have never been with a human. Before today, while I had considered the possibility of a non-Pfahrn partner, I never had considered being with a human. Not in a serious way. The thought of having a non-Pfahrn partner was a mental exercise, not a practical one.

Until now.

I will not deny something about this particular human intrigues me.

“Ah,” Davies says. I would be willing to bet that is still disappointment on his expression. “Too bad.”

“But we can continue as friends, for now.”

Davies nods. “Of course. I never have enough friends.”

Once our meals arrive, we settle in to eat. Meanwhile, we have a lively conversation. He asks me about life on Pfahrn, and our culture, while I ask him about his experiences traveling around the universe. In human years, he is thirty-three, a few years younger than my age of forty years. But he has already had an enviable life in many ways.

One thing I do not envy, however, is how he was orphaned at a relatively young age. I think of my own parents and siblings. Despite how it can sometimes feel smothering when I am living with them, I would not wish to lose them or give them up.

Which is why I am still here.

My first impression of Davies is solidified and reinforced by the time our meal draws to a natural close. He is intelligent, quick-witted, and humorous. Something about him intrigues me in a way I do not usually feel about humans.

I also find I am not yet ready to say good-night to him. It is still early.

He still has the stylus tucked behind his ear, and now takes it in his hand and walks it through his fingers. That is mesmerizing, and he has done it several times during our talk tonight. I suspect it is what humans call a nervous tic, much the way other species plays with their hair or their tail.

“Would you mind showing me that observational hub path you were telling me about earlier?” he asks after we have paid for our meals.

“I would be agreeable to that.” It is a relief to not have to reach for an excuse to continue our evening, or have to admit it outright and risk being turned down.

I cannot remember the last time I had such an enjoyable social occasion. Usually, once I am on the space station, the last thing I wish to do is engage in meaningless social interactions. I save that for when I am on Pfahrn and with my family.

Conversation with Davies, however, seems to have recharged me emotionally. He does not drain my mental energy.

If anything, I feel invigorated talking with him. Another unusual point about the unusual human.

As I lead the way to the public lift, Davies easily keeps up, walking next to me and happily chatting.

I glance down at him as we make our way past other people strolling through the common space. As all humans are, he is shorter than me, but not unusually so, for a human.

Is it wrong of me to imagine what sex with this human might feel like?

Sometimes, I wish I had engaged in a contract with someone for regular recreational sexual contact. Unfortunately, my duties on the space station mean I am not available for spontaneous sex the way I was when I was coming into maturity and still living on the planet.

The lift ride to the observation level is short. I make a quick calculation and lead us toward the section that will look down upon Pfahrn, not out into space.

He can see space anytime.

There is an unusual welling of pride within me as we approach one of the large observation alcoves and he gets his first truly unimpeded direct view of my home world.

The stylus, which he had been manipulating through his fingers throughout our walk, falls still. “Wow!” he reverently gasps. “It’s even prettier like this.”

I nod. “It is a beautiful sight. I frequently come here when I am not on duty. It is even more beautiful seeing it in person.”

“I’d love to go down there.”

“There are multiple shuttles daily.”

“Are you going there soon?”

“I have just recently returned from leave. It will be a few weeks before I travel to my family’s home.”

“Oh.” Once again, I hear what sounds like a twinge of disappointment from him.

“Why?” I ask.

Davies shrugs. “Always nice to have a tour guide who knows the area.”

“Humans are not uncommon on our world. You could hire a guide, if you desired.”

Davies leans against the wall, but he is staring up at me now and has tucked the stylus behind his ear again. “Is that a polite way of giving me the brush-off? I mean, it’s okay if it is.”

“I do not understand.”

Davies’ focus returns to Pfahrn below us. “I’m gay. And I’ve had plenty of non-human sexual partners. I’m really attracted to you, but I don’t want to be an asshole and hit on you if you’re not interested in me.”

“Hit on me?”

“Make a pass at you.” He looks up at me again. “A sexual advance. I mean, I get not jumping right into bed with me the first night we meet. No problem with that. If there’s zero hope of me having anything other than friendship with you, it’s okay to tell me that.”

This leaves my mind spinning with curiosity. “You are sexually attracted to me?”

Davies laughs. “Yes. If you said you wanted to, I’d hop into bed with you right now.”

“Really?”


“Absolutely.” Now he looks confused. “Hasn’t anyone ever hit on you before? I mean, you must get that a lot working on a space station.”

“In the past, I have had two Pfahrn approach me and inquire about contracts for casual relations, but I did not enter into agreements with either of them.”

“Why not?”

“At the time, I was not desiring that kind of relationship with anyone, not just them.”

“And now?” There is an intensity in his gaze as he stares at me that …

Let me admit that it produces an interesting reaction within my own body, one that I have not felt about another person since…

Well, since I came of maturity and slaked those biological needs with my contracted partner.

Certainly, Pfahrn masturbate. It is not that I never feel sexual urges.

I just never feel them about another person.

I have never felt them before about a human.

Until now.

“You intrigue me, Davies,” I eventually admit. “I do not understand why that is, but I find it pleasant. I will not have sexual relations with you tonight. However, I am definitely interested in spending more time with you during your stay on the space station. Getting to know you better.”

“Great!” he says, and his smile over that admission…intrigues me.

Many things about Davies intrigue me, and I feel I will need some time to figure out why that is.






















Chapter Seven

Davies




I will take the damn win and be tickled green for it. Do I wish we were ending this night in bed together?

Duh.

Second-best thing is spending more time together.

We walk along the observation hub path, which also has trees and plants arranged on both sides to mimic a natural path as best it can, given its location. One of its main purposes, besides being a little bit of nature in space to provide recreational time for the station’s residents, is as a natural air scrubber. All air is forced through this central hub as part of the ventilation system, meaning the filters don’t have to work as hard. Some of the ships I’ve crewed on have had miniature gardens on them, frequently close to the galley, where the crew all spend time every day. Usually, those gardens do double duty to provide fresh produce for the crew.

Some of the plants I recognize from elsewhere, and some bear labels that they are native to Pfahrn and have been approved for use off-world because they don’t pose a pathogen risk. Such natural areas are a standard feature on space stations. Even the one I grew up on had a similar area, although it was much smaller than this one and the station’s planners didn’t bother trying to make it look “natural.” It was made up of plants held in spartan, industrial planters, with little effort made to disguise that fact.

During our walk, I notice Olarte ducking as we traverse doorways, even ones that are plenty tall enough for them to pass through without issue. I start to realize it’s a natural reaction, a learned instinct. They’ve probably smacked their forehead more times than they can count.

As we walk we talk, and I learn more about Olarte’s family. They are close to their siblings and parents, and when at home on the planet, they all share the same dwelling.

I can see there will be a cram session in my immediate future about Pfahrn the planet, and the people and their culture.

Time passes quickly. Too quickly. I can’t remember the last time I had such a deep, thoroughly enjoyable conversation as I am right now. We pause at another of the observational alcoves to study the planet below us.

“I have had a very enjoyable evening,” Olarte says. “Unfortunately, it is getting late and I must return to my quarters.”

I struggle to rein in my disappointment. I’d long since come to terms with the fact that I’m not getting laid tonight, but I really am enjoying myself. “I understand.”

Olarte pauses. “I would like to repeat this, if you are agreeable to it.”

“Oh, absolutely, I am. Name the time and place.”

“That same restaurant is satisfactory, if you enjoyed it.”

“Great! Same time tomorrow night?”

I mean, I hope I’m not coming off as too needy.

“That would be acceptable.” Olarte pulls out their com unit. “I will give you my com number.”

We exchange numbers and part ways at the lift station in the center of the hub after Olarte tells me how to return to my hotel. I stop on my way back and buy a bottle of Ankarian liquor.

If I’m not getting laid tonight, at least I can get drunk.

* * * *

Back in my hotel room, I settle in bed with a glass of Ankarian on ice and my tablet to do some research. I start by re-reading the brochure I’d glanced through while aboard the PR. Now, portions of it make a lot more sense than they had upon my first reading. There are also other publications referenced in the brochure, so I download those and do more reading.

The Pfahrn are a peaceful, technologically advanced race, but there’s an eye toward protecting and maintaining nature in their society, which has kept them from flattening their planet and chewing up its natural resources. Mining is big, and how the planet has made a fuckton of money and become a serious player within the coalition.

Not just on-planet mining, but also mining their orbiting moons and large asteroids in a belt within their solar system. Their anatomy, and careful population control as a result, has helped them maintain an above-average living standard on their planet in terms of ecology and health. They have long lifespans compared to humans, too.

I’m on my third glass of booze when I finally let loose with the search query that none of the materials I’ve read have yet to address.




Pfahrn genitals




Slowly sipping my drink, I peruse the top result, a scientific article written by a Dr. Mafer H’looder in one of the Maxim Colonies science divisions.

From the number of letters following the guy’s name, which I assume mean degrees, I’m guessing he’s really fricking smart.

Pfahrn aren’t reptilian, but they aren’t exactly mammals, either. They don’t have testicles, or assholes, not to put too fine a point on it. They have a pouch sort of setup, and a phallic-like appendage. They don’t poop—they eliminate everything through the end of that phallus, which is also used for reproduction.

And pleasure, obviously.

Apparently, they eat very little meat, although they can eat meat. Fish and seafood are a common part of their diet, but they mainly stick to a plant-based diet. Most of their domesticated farm animals are used for milk and milk-based products, like cheese, or for clothing fibers, or in the case of poultry, for eggs.

Normally, they carry their phallus tucked inside their pouch. The entire pouch area is sensitive to stimulus inside and out. For reproduction, one Pfahrn basically fucks the other in the pouch, with the bottom’s phallus tucked inside it so they can fertilize the egg the one on top lays inside the pouch. They apparently can have sex like that for fun, too.

Or they can pull their phallus out and jerk off like humans do.

If they’re trying to reproduce, the bottom carries the egg in their pouch until it’s ready to be born, and then the egg is physically carried in a sling, protected against their body, by one or both parents taking turns, if they’re a partnered couple, until the baby’s ready to be born several months after that. Literally, they can’t have accidental pregnancies. Even if an egg is laid, the bottom has to fertilize it. Even then, when they’re trying for that, it can sometimes be difficult for them to achieve it.

And there’s some sort of biting thing they do when they mate, a kind of sexy, hormone-laden venom that connects the two partners.

I like being bit.

Just sayin’.

When I finally hit upon a picture of a naked Pfahrn, I realize yeah, I could absolutely hit that.

In fact, I pull out my own cock, spit in my hand, and start stroking.

With my other hand, I do what any horny guy in my condition would likely do, and that is I use my stylus to type in another search term.




Pfahrn sex videos




What comes up isn’t exactly porn, but it’s hawwwt, thank you very much. There’s a nearly animalistic intensity to their sex, raw and hard and demanding, that hits a whole row of buttons in my soul. I’m usually more of a top in bed, but damned if I wouldn’t let one of them plow me hard.

Olarte, specifically.

I’m keeping myself fluffed more than trying to beat off immediately. I refine the search even more.




Pfahrn having sex with human




I mean, come on. If a species is a coalition race, I guarantee at least one human has already fucked them, or been fucked by them, and another has made porn of them doing it. We’re kinky motherfuckers as a general rule, and I, for one, am not ashamed to admit it.

Variety is the spice of life, right?

My search skills are nearly as good as my nav skills. I hit upon a video of a Pfahrn and a female human.

Meaning I refine my search further, because human pussy won’t do a damn thing for me except kill my boner.




Pfahrn having sex with human male




Bingo.

The human guy’s hot, and built—and hung—and next to the Pfahrn he looks little in stature. Had I not just spent the evening talking to a Pfahrn, I would have assumed the guy was short.

That’s when the guy drops to his knees and pulls out the Pfahrn’s cock. My hand freezes.

Holy…shit.

Limp, the Pfahrn’s cock is a good twelve inches long and a two-fisted handful.

I whimper with needy hunger as I watch the human spend a few minutes eagerly gobbling the Pfahrn’s knob while their cock slowly starts swelling. By the time the Pfahrn is completely erect, he’s probably sixteen inches long and easily as big around as my two fists clamped together.

Fuuuuuuck!

I don’t know what they prepped the human guy with, or if he is just that experienced, or had some bionanotech assistance, or what. But by the time they get to the actual fucking, the human is taking the Pfahrn’s cock like a champ and is moaning in pleasure.

So am I, because I’ve started stroking again.

I know I damn sure couldn’t take a cock that big. Not even with a lot of prep and a gallon of lube.

Doesn’t mean I don’t envy the guy.

I time my own orgasm so that as the guy’s cock explodes all over his abs from the force of the Pfahrn’s orgasm inside him, I’m jizzing all over my own stomach and hand.

I hit pause on the video and lie there catching my breath. The O-face on the human damn sure doesn’t look faked.

Now I really want to get to know Olarte better.

Is that…creepy? I hope it’s not creepy.

I also hope I’m not setting myself up for some weird emotional self-maiming that I’ve managed to avoid up until this point in my life.

* * * *

I clean up and return to bed and watch the video again. It’s a little too soon for me to make a full recovery, but I hold my cock with one hand and slowly squeeze it as I watch. I really want to know how the guy took the Pfahrn’s cock so easily.

Turns out I don’t have to look very far for that info, because the human actor left a helpful promotional link in the video’s description.




Thanks to Dr. H’looder and the Maxim Colonies team! Needless to say, we’re VERY happy customers!




Followed by his name and, presumably, the name of the Pfahrn in the video with him.

Hmm.

I watch the video a third time and realize not only is the human hung, he’s really hung, like maybe he received some enhancements in that department, too.

A little more research, and it turns out the human and Pfahrn aren’t just making porn, they’re also partners in real-life. The video was filmed a little over a year ago and it’s not the only one they have.

Just for the hell of it, I click on the information link in the video’s description. Another tab opens, and that takes me to a page on the Maxim Colonies’ website.

Huh. Look at that.

Reproductive adaptations and compatibility services.

Not just for partnering humans with Pfahrn, but with other species, too. And for non-human species looking to partner with different species.

Since I’m already down the rabbit hole, I select Human—Male and Pfahrn—Nonbinary from the option boxes and click the search button.

I’m immediately taken to a page of available augmentations. Not just modifying a human bottom’s…eh, bottom, either.

Including bionanotech that can…

Wowza.

No wonder that guy was hung.

I guess I never really thought about it before, but sure, it makes sense. Humans and other species have been doing cosmetic shit to themselves for thousands of years. Everything from makeup and tattoos, to piercings, to facelifts, boob implants, and more.

Why not for this, too? That’s not even taking augmentations for health reasons into consideration, like implanted medical devices.

They also swear that all the listed augmentations are reversible.

Many of the procedures are kind of pricey, and I can see that the average person probably couldn’t afford them. But they also list an option to contact them in case someone is interested in “underwritten research opportunities.” Apparently, they’re very eager to expand their wealth of knowledge regarding Pfahrn-human pairings.

By that I’m assuming they mean become a guinea pig for them.

Dr. H’looder, it turns out, is one of the local cluster’s pre-eminent experts in reproductive health and research.

What’s more, in the contact section, it lists that he’s based out of this very space station.

Isn’t that convenient?

That’s when I realize if he’s currently involved in Pfahrn research, of course it makes sense he’s working out of a space station surrounding Pfahrn.

Duh.

He’s a Veraci, according to his bio. I’ve worked with one before, on the first ship I crewed out of nav school. He was the head nav officer and I was training under him. Mouth like a damned sailor, as the old saying goes, but squishy as mashed potatoes.

They usually wear a bio mech suit for protection, because their bodies are literally physically fragile, and their physiology is extremely vulnerable to accidental injury. They have males and females, and the guy I worked with was funny as hell, but tended to look down on his human coworkers who weren’t nav officers.

Veraci also tend to be brilliant. Make great nav officers, if you can get them to go out and about. Lots of researchers, scientists, mathematicians, logistics and tacticians—anywhere you need a body with a damned big brain that isn’t also needed for their brawn.

Between the liquor and the full tummy—and a second orgasm that I rub out to a different video of the human and Pfahrn fucking—I fall asleep and don’t awaken until late the next morning.

Thanks to my night full of sexy dreams of getting plowed by Olarte, it takes me a minute standing in front of the toilet for my cock to soften enough to actually pee.

I’m really going to need to get laid during this leave. It’s been well over a month since I have, and that’s a long time, for me. I mean, I’d even contemplated talking to McMurtry about a quickie, except I really don’t want to reopen that metaphorical Pandora’s box.

Sleeping with coworkers isn’t forbidden in this case, but it could make things reeeeally awkward for all involved if it ends poorly. Fortunately for us our temporary situation ended amicably.

And now that I’ve seen what a Pfahrn can possibly do…

Nothing against the Onyx, or their kick-ass prehensile tails, but a Pfahrn is to me what I am to an Onyx.

What the heck is it about the way Olarte smells, anyway, huh? I mean, like I can feel my mouth watering just remembering the faint aroma that hovered around them.

I wash my hands and return to bed and contemplate either going back to sleep or ordering breakfast through room service.

Or…

I pull up the space station brochure again. It turns out there’s a holo brothel on the same level as my hotel. So as I lie there alone in a really damn good bed, I spend serious time and mental energy contemplating going to the holo brothel.

I mean, it’s not really having sex with someone else, which is both good and bad.

It’s virtual reality masturbation with the assistance of some freaking good hardware. So while it feels great physically, I’m usually left emotionally empty on the other end of the activities. Hell, masturbating with my hand is more emotionally satisfying, to me, than a holo brothel session.

I personally find sex with another person is fun. Not just the physical release of it, but snuggling after, talking, the flirting before—all of it.

No amount of VR can replace a living, breathing being. Not for me, anyway. Maybe some guys are cool with that because it means zero emotional investment on their part, and zero chance of not scoring. Far less mental effort to expend, with a guaranteed payout.

Unless not scoring is their personal kink, then rock on, but if I’m doing that I want to get my rocks off.

And the more I think about it, I realize I’m not yet ready to go that route. Not when I’m having dinner with Olarte tonight.

Grabbing my com unit, I’m a little disappointed that I don’t see any messages from Olarte.

I think about it for a moment before typing one to them.




Thanks again for last night. I had a lot of fun, and I’m really looking forward to tonight.




There. That doesn’t sound creepy, desperate, needy, or pathetic, right?

Right.

Send.

I set my com unit aside, grab my tablet and stylus, find one of the porn videos from last night, and wrap my hand around my cock. If I’m not getting laid, then I’d better make a damned good attempt to drain my balls dry before I have dinner with Olarte tonight and make a fucking idiot out of myself.






















Chapter Eight

Olarte




When I return home from my dinner with Davies, I immediately head for the shower, as is my normal routine.

Except today, instead of thinking about my day while I bathe, or what will happen tomorrow, I think about…him.

Davies.

That is definitely not usual for me.

What is even less usual is when thinking about Davies and recalling our evening spent together once again stirs urges within me in a way no other human ever has before.

Now, however, I am alone, and in my shower, and can take care of those urges. I reach down and cup one hand over the front of my pouch, and with the other I free my cock and slowly stroke.

Normally when I feel the urge to masturbate, I have no specific thought or person in mind.

Tonight, Davies is the absolute focus of my fantasies.

I take my time, savoring this new emotional sensation, which only intensifies the physical sensations. Once I was through my initial period of reaching maturity, I thought I would no longer feel deep, visceral urges like this.

Apparently, I was wrong.

It is not a mating heat, yet it feels almost like a craving that the strength of which unsettles me.

If I feel this way about a human I just met, does it mean it is possible to feel this way about someone else of my kind?

Or does it mean I am not meant to be with one of my kind?

Closing my eyes allows me to recall Davies’ face, to better remember his voice.

And I am to have dinner with him again tomorrow night.

I slow my strokes, squeezing my fingers around the shaft of my cock near the base to hold back my release. This moment is too good to waste on a fast orgasm, the pleasure of which will fade too quickly after spilling.

Obviously, Davies is interested in me sexually. Perhaps it is time I give serious consideration to exploring a casual sex contract.

Would he even sign one, is another question.

Maybe if he is as interested in me as he claims to be, he would.

I lose track of time as I pleasure myself in a way I never truly have before. Usually when I masturbate I do it quickly, to get it over with.

Amazed, I lean against the shower wall and pretend it is not my own hands on my body. I wonder what Davies’ mouth would feel like around my cock, what his cock would taste like.

I wonder how he would moan if I bit down on his shoulder and envenomated him the way our kind does.

I pretend he begs me to bite him, to claim him as my own, to—

The strain is too much for me to hold back. I choke back my cry of pleasure as I orgasm and my cum spurts from my cock to spatter all over the shower wall.

Winded, I linger there long after the physical echoes of my release have faded.

That leaves the emotional echoes still pulsing strong, throbbing through me.

I must be careful. Rash action can lead to lifelong regret, if one is not cautious.

I must know more about Davies and spend extensive time with him before giving in to physical urges.

If he is someone worthy of me reconsidering how I live my life, he will not mind me being cautious.

If he does mind, then I suppose he is not worthy.

* * * *

It is unsurprising that I sleep well that night.

What is surprising to me is how eager I feel upon awaking the next morning, and how my first thought is not of my morning routine, as is usual for me.

My first thought is of Davies.

Yet another new experience for me.

If I ever awaken thinking of someone else, it is usually my family, because I miss phem. Or, as I recently experienced, because someone—such as La’loorn—annoyed or vexed me at work, and I know I will be dealing with them today.

There is definitely no annoyance in my thoughts regarding Davies. I am eagerly anticipating our dinner tonight.

When I arrive at work, Fullstein is in the master control room and studies me with a dark scowl on his face.

“What is wrong?” I ask him.

“I could ask you that, boss.”

“What do you mean?”

“What happened to you?” he asks.

Confusion fills my thoughts. “I do not understand.”


He motions at me. “You look…happy.”

“I do?”

“Yes. I’ve never seen you look like this before. Did getting rid of La’loorn really make that much of a difference in your mood? Because if so, let’s keep him gone. Permanently.”

I think about Davies, our dinner last night, and our appointment to eat dinner tonight. “I had a pleasant meal and conversation last night.”

“Oooh?” Fullstein turns from the controls, grinning now. “Do tell.”

His obvious interest confuses me. “There is nothing to tell. I had a pleasant dinner last night.”

“You said that. You also said conversation. I want details. You’ve never looked like this the morning after having dinner.”

“Those are the details. And we talked as we took a walk along the observational hub path.”

“We? See, there’s a detail. You also didn’t mention a walk the first time around. You had a date, is what you’re saying?” The Onyx looks all too happy, for some reason.

“I do not understand.”

“Did you get laid?”

That I understand. “No. I do not engage in random or casual sexual encounters. We had several hours of pleasant conversation during and after dinner. Is this a proper conversation for us to have at work?”

Fullstein grins again and ignores my last comment. “So, who were they? Or were they a she? Or a he?”

“He. A human from the Palmarian Rubayne. Their nav officer.”

The Onyx’s bushy eyebrows shoot up. “Wow. You went on a date with Davies McKellan? Seriously? Are you fracking kidding me?”

More confusion on my part. “I had dinner with him and we talked, yes. And a walk along the observational path after dinner. How do you know who he is? I did not tell you his name.” Maybe Fullstein scanned the berthing log and looked at the ship’s manifest. He does have a very good memory.

“For starters,” Fullstein says, “who doesn’t fracking know who in holy hell’s brains Davies McKellan is? I mean, granted, my brother worked with him on a different ship, so I’m more likely to have heard of him than you, but the guy’s famous, man. And we work on a busy cargo station. Are you telling me you’ve never heard of him? He’s a hotshot. He holds the standing record for the highest certification scores ever among ether-jump navs.”

He cocks his head. “You really don’t know who he is?”

“I had never heard of him before yesterday. I have not travelled the way you have. Yesterday was the first time I encountered him.”

“Okay, again, wow. Olarte, that guy is like a celebrity among ship captains and crews in the local cluster. Any captain with an ether-jump engine would readily sacrifice a vital body part to have Davies sitting in their nav chair. If ether-jump navigators have a patron saint they pray to, it’s probably Davies McKellan.”

I think about that. “He did not act like he is famous.”

“And how many famous people have you met in your life?”

“Possibly more than I previously realized, since I did not even know Davies was famous.”

Fullstein rolls his eyes and turns back to the control console. His prehensile tail flicks at me as if it has a mind of its own. “You’re something else, Olarte. I’ll give you that.”

I am not sure what Fullstein thinks I am, but I let the conversation end. It makes me vaguely uncomfortable to realize Davies is…well-known?

At no time last night did I get the feeling he was some sort of celebrity.

Then again, I did not ask him if he was because I had no reason to.

I am in the privacy of my small inner office later in the morning when my com unit alerts me to an incoming message.

It is from Davies.




Thanks again for last night. I had a lot of fun, and I’m really looking forward to tonight.




I sit back in my chair and try to process the unusual thrill that rolls through me as I study his message.

Should I have messaged him this morning? What are the expectations of this type of social interaction?

While it is not frowned upon if people take personal messages while on duty, as long as they are not engaged in critical functions, I tend not to do that.

Except for right now.

I ponder a response until I finally settle upon one I hope is correct.




Thank you. I had fun as well. I am also looking forward to tonight.




It is complete truth, and I do not believe it gives away too much, or implies anything I do not mean.

I send it and tuck my com unit away. But even as I am trying to study the energy consumption rates of the ships docked in my berthing arm, my mind wants to think about the way Davies’ brown eyes practically gleamed last night as he talked about what it is that he does.

He is passionate about his work, seemingly determined and focused regarding the path his life takes.

I envy that.

I envy his freedom, his spontaneity.

I am also afraid these next weeks might pass far too quickly for my liking.

* * * *

Apparently, there is an interesting temporal distortion that occurs when one is eagerly anticipating an event. The closer the time draws for the event to occur, the longer it seems to take.

I am nearly ready to clock out for the day and head to the restaurant when Fullstein appears in the control room.

He wears a playful grin. “You look like someone eager to be somewhere else.”

“I am meeting Davies for dinner again, and—”

“Whoa!” He looks shocked and holds up a hand to stay me. “You’ve got another date with him and didn’t tell me that this morning?”

“I did not realize I needed to tell you that.”

His eyes widen. “Dude, seriously?”

“What? I do not understand.”

No, truly, I do not.

Fullstein stares at me, mouth literally agape. “You’re dating Davies McKellan?”

“I am not certain eating two dinners together can be considered ‘dating,’ Fullstein.”

“Uh, yeah, it can. Holy hell’s brains, that’s crazy!”

More it would seem that his sudden interest in my personal life is of questionable sanity. “Why?”

“Because he’s famous, duh!”

“He is simply a nice person, that is all.”

“Uh, no. It’s not that simple.” He cocks his head at me. “I know Pfahrn have a different way of looking at the universe when it comes to personal relationships, but you really don’t get it, do you?”

“Get what?”

“McKellan isn’t just the best ether-jump nav out there. He also has a rep as a major player. I’m talking sex. Someone not looking for a permanent partner, just a good time. My brother said McKellan hooks up with people in nearly every port, usually non-humans.”

“Are you saying he is not honest?”

“No, I’m not saying anything about his veracity. I’m saying that he’s got a thing for sleeping with species who aren’t human. Unless there’s something different about you than most Pfahrn, I also know he’s probably not looking for a long-term relationship. Don’t rush into any decisions you might regret later, that’s all I’m saying.”

I know I am scowling because it is an expression I am quite sure I have excelled at in my time dealing with La’loorn. “How is having dinner with him rushing into anything?”

“Sex, Olarte. I’m saying he likes strings-free sex with non-humans, without any commitment. Nothing wrong with that, of course. But last time I checked, that’s sort of anathema to how most Pfahrn are. Have fun, but be careful. And guard your heart.”

* * * *

Fullstein’s words ring in my mind as I take the secure personnel lift down.

Am I putting myself into some sort of emotional jeopardy that I am not recognizing?

I replay the conversation of last night and cannot see where there was any ambiguity on either of our parts.

Perhaps Fullstein is simply being overcautious on my behalf?

I do not know. When I arrive at the restaurant, however, I am shocked at how my pulse races when I spot Davies awaiting me. A brilliant smile appears on his face when he sees me approaching.

Unlike many humans, he does not seem to mistake other Pfahrn for me, which is refreshing. His focus is immediately upon me as soon as he spots me approaching.

“Hey!” His smile widens. “Good to see you again.”

“It is good to see you, as well.” I offer him a handshake, but it is as if he starts to hug me.

So I start to hug him, but he’s already offering to shake my hand, and then he laughs.

“Sorry,” he says. “Hug, or handshake?”

“A hug would not be objectionable.”

Thus, we hug.

It is definitely not objectionable. I find I enjoy it far more than I realized I would. Perhaps I did not recognize how much I long for the touch of others until now.

When we finally step apart, he motions to the restaurant entrance. “Don’t suppose you’ll let me buy you dinner tonight, huh?”

“You do not have to buy me dinner, Davies. I am here because I wish to be.”

“It’s just I don’t normally meet someone like you.”

I shove away the confused rush of emotions that swirl in with the memory of Fullstein’s warning to me. “I do not normally meet someone like yourself, either. Perhaps another night I will let you buy me dinner, and then I can return the favor.” We head inside.

“You know, among humans, buying a dinner is sort of like a gift.”

“You said that last night.” I take the offered tablet from the Onyx greeter manning the entrance tonight, scan the contract, and sign where indicated. “But we have just met, and I am not yet certain gifts would be appropriate at this early state of our friendship.”

Davies smiles. “Okay. Can’t blame a guy for trying.”






















Chapter Nine

Davies




I mean, it’s not like I think I’m going to get Olarte into bed tonight. I’ve already accepted that I won’t. I think I yanked my cock damn near raw today while beating off to more human/Pfahrn porn.

But I’m feeling a lot calmer tonight than I did last night.

No jittery nerves to make me act like a blithering idiot. I’m hoping I can hold up my end of the conversation with them now.

Except…

When I hug them, there’s that scent again, their scent, and it makes my cock twitch with interest.

Fuck.

I’m convinced it’s their natural scent and not some sort of product they’re using.

Once we’re seated at a table and have our menus, I lean in and drop my voice. “I hope this doesn’t sound weird, but has anyone ever told you that you smell good?”

“Thank you. No one has ever told me that, but I do not think it sounds weird. You do not smell objectionable, either.”

“I mean, there’s something about the way you smell that I…respond to.” I’m watching their eyes as I say it. Did I mention their eyes are this gorgeous dark golden color? Sort of like an amber honey. Human’s eyes aren’t that color. Not naturally.

They make a gesture a little like a shrug. “I presume it is natural pheromones. I am glad that it is not objectionable to your senses.”

We have another pleasant dinner with the conversation just as enjoyable as last night’s. That wasn’t a fluke, apparently.

“Have you decided if you’re going down to Pfahrn yet?” they ask as we’re waiting to pay our bills.

“Not yet.” I take a sip of water. “To be honest, I was hoping to wait and time my first visit to the planet to when you could be there.”

They cock their head. “Really?”

“Yes, I’d love to see the planet. But I think it’d be more special experiencing it for the first time with a guide who so obviously loves their home planet as you do.” They look a little confused by that statement. “What? Did I just finally freak you out?”

“No. It is that I suppose I never thought about Pfahrn in that way before. I do love my planet, because my family lives there. Unfortunately, I am not wealthy, or from a wealthy family. I have long thought I would need to eventually leave Pfahrn to make a better life for myself. That would mean being parted from my family and I am not yet ready to do that. Plus, I contribute part of my salary to the household funds.”

“Would they be upset if you left?”

“Not because of the money, no. They could get by without that. They wouldn’t be upset, exactly, but they would miss me as much as I would miss them.”

“Must be great coming from a large family.”

“It has its benefits. Although, as the oldest sibling, I really do not remember a time when I did not have at least one sibling. Olartmin, the youngest, has the closest relationship with our parents, for phey work with phem on a nearby estate. Olartmin spends the most time with phem. Colarmin travels a lot due to work, but rarely into orbit, and phey are home several days a week. Dholartin lives at home and commutes to work every day, but phey also have many friends phey spend time with, so phey are not always home until late in the evening.”

“I kind of envy you having both parents and several siblings. I’d love to meet all of them.” Oops, there I go, making it weird again. “I mean, if you or they wouldn’t object to that. I don’t often get to spend time with families.”

“You said you were taken in by a family, though.”

“A couple. They didn’t have kids of their own. Yeah, they were nice, but we haven’t really stayed in touch. They moved a couple of years ago, and then I lost their new contact information. I really should try tracking them down.”

“Family is a blessing, whether it is one you are born into or one you are adopted into.”

I know Olarte didn’t mean to make me feel guilty, but I do.

Mostly because it’s something I’ve felt before, that I didn’t try harder to stay in touch with them. They were nice people who didn’t have to step in the way they did.

“Once I started working,” I say, “I kind of thought it was good that I didn’t have any brothers or sisters, because then I didn’t have to keep track of them.”

“You have no other living family?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. Probably distant cousins, somewhere. I’d have to research and find out. Hasn’t been at the top of my list of priorities.”

“On Pfahrn, it is impossible not to know who you are related to. We carefully track everything.”

I chuckle. “Sounds like it.” Sounds like a complicated, pain-in-the-ass system, to be honest.

Likely meaning Olarte and I will never hook up. I’m not signing a contract for sex. If I’m going to do that, I might as well buy a membership card to a brothel chain, if we’re reducing things to a transactional basis.

Where’s the romance and spark in that?

But, damn, the thrill of talking to Olarte sure feels good in a way nothing has in as long as I can remember.

Certainly not since before I lost my parents.

This is better than sex, in some ways. It’s different, it’s emotionally satisfying, and it bears the promise of a personal connection that any countless number of hookups I’ve had over the years do not and cannot.

With our bills paid, we leave the restaurant, but I’m nowhere close to being ready to say good-night to Olarte yet. Fortunately, they have the same thought.

“Would you like to take another walk?” they ask. “Or, if you’d like, we could go to my quarters and sit and talk there.”

If Olarte was a human, I would assume that was a cue they wanted to get busy. Except they’re not a human, and I already know that casual hook-ups aren’t on their mind.

“I would enjoy that, thanks.”

“I will not be drinking alcohol tonight, because I must work tomorrow. But if you wish to stop and buy some for yourself, I would not object to you drinking in my quarters.”

“Thanks. That sounds like a great idea.” We stop by the same liquor store I hit last night. Instead of something hard, I pick up a bottle of wine from the chiller, and see from the label that it was bottled on Pfahrn.

Olarte nods at my choice. “I have sampled that brand before. It is a little sweet with just enough tartness to make it pleasant to drink.”

“Perfect. I don’t like dry wines.” So I grab another bottle to have it on hand.

Save it for later.

Maybe for drinking in their quarters tomorrow night, if I’m lucky.

Hey, it’s one of my unofficial mottos. If I can’t get laid, at least I can get drunk. Not like I get blitzed and tear up a bar or something, either. I like to get my happy on, and sex and booze are my only vices. The booze usually doesn’t happen on the nights I’m getting sex, either.

We take a lift down a few levels, and I follow Olarte along one last corridor, until we reach their door. They activate a biometric lock and motion for me to go first once the door slides open.

I do, stepping to the side so Olarte can walk past me. They lock us in and turn on the light.

It’s…small. I mean, not a fraction as small as some personnel quarters I’ve been in, but my quarters on the ship are almost as large. It’s tidy, with little in the way of personal effects on display. They also have an exceptionally large holo-vid port, which is currently dark.

“What do you usually display on your window?” I ask.

They look where I’m pointing. “I usually set it to glow green or blue. Or, sometimes, I set it to show pictures of my family. It never feels real when I set it to look like a window. Those colors are soothing to me. It’s too distracting otherwise.”

Note to self—green and blue…

I have a thought. “If you want to get your shower, I don’t mind hanging out for a few minutes. Just point me to where you keep your glasses.”

“That would be ideal.” They walk into the kitchen area and open a cabinet. There are only a few glasses in there, and mugs. “I do not have wine glasses. I opted for the basic kit that came with the apartment.”

“You don’t entertain much, I take it?”

“No. Colarmin has been here before. I let phem stay with me for two days while phey awaited a vessel phey were here to catch for a brief off-world mission.”

“Your family doesn’t come up and visit you?”

“It is not necessary for phem to. When I have leave of more than a day or two, I return home. Otherwise, I cannot spend much time with phem if phey are here, because I am working. Please excuse me. I shall return momentarily.”

They step into the bedroom area and slide the divider shut. A moment later, I hear water running.

I grab a coffee mug from the cabinet and set it on the counter. Out of curiosity, I peek in their fridge and see a few tubs of homemade food in there. On the counter, clean and neatly stacked, are two empty food containers that match the ones in the fridge.

If I had to guess, Olarte’s family sent food back with them after their most recent visit.

The stinging prickle of tears in my eyes catches me totally off-guard, making me angrily twist the cap off the wine bottle and fill the mug nearly to the brim. Seeing concrete proof of a loving family does something to my insides. Not about Olarte personally, but about the fickleness of life in general.

My last memory of my parents is them hugging me good-bye and telling me they loved me. I told them I loved them, too, but I was in a hurry to get to school early so I could possibly spend a few minutes talking to Loche Pracke, who was a fifteen-year-old guy in my Quantum Math II class, and I had a crush on him.

Obviously, had I known it’d be the last time I’d see my parents alive, I would have held them longer, tighter.

Told them I loved them over and over.

Begged them to take me with them so I wouldn’t be left alone and terrified.

The wine was in a chiller in the store. I take several long, deep swallows, welcoming the cold bite of it against my taste buds to divert my thoughts.

Family.

There are a lot of things my brain can get me in this universe—money, recognition, respect for my skills, bragging rights, and laid—but the one thing that’s always eluded me was a sense of belonging.

Of family.

* * * *

I don’t make too much of an ass of myself, I suppose. Not when, a couple of hours later, Olarte agrees to have dinner with me again the next night.

This time, with a delightful catch.

“I could give you a shopping list and tell you which shops to go to, if you would meet me here after I am finished working for the day. I will then cook dinner for us.”

I grin. “It’s a date! And I won’t even ask for a contract for it.”

“I believe you agreed to an oral contract,” Olarte says. “I offered to cook, and you agreed to buy the ingredients.”

“Well, whadaya know? You sure did. See, that kind of contract is sort of normal among everyone. I mean, I can only cook scrambled eggs. So I’m cool with buying the groceries and letting you do the work.”

They retrieve their com unit and type up a shopping list and send it to me. My com unit alerts me almost immediately.

The text is a little blurry since I’ve downed an entire bottle of wine and nearly half of the second all by my lonesome, but I can read it. “Fantastic! This’ll be fun.” I try to focus on them, but they’re now looking a little blurry, too. “Thank you.”


“You are most welcome. I do not get to cook for others very often when I am here. I rarely cook beyond very simple food for myself. My parents sent back nearly a week’s worth of meals when I returned from my last leave. They are always worried about me not eating enough. It will be a nice change to cook for someone here.”

Everything goes blurry, and I only realize it’s because I’m crying when Olarte looks alarmed.

“Are you all right, Davies?”

“Yeah, yeah.” I sniffle back my drunk tears and wipe my eyes with the back of my hand. “You’re lucky, all right? Love your family. They obviously love you. You have no idea how much being alone in the universe sucks. And if you don’t have to leave Pfahrn, don’t. I speak from experience that being alone is no picnic.”

“I thought you said you enjoyed your chosen life?”

“I do, usually. But a guy can only spend so many nights alone before he starts realizing maybe there is more out there than exploring the universe. Unfortunately, it feels so damned out of reach.”

“Could you not meet someone and settle down, if you wished to?”

I force myself to look them right in the eyes.

Those fucking gorgeous…sexy, dark golden eyes.

“Maybe I have met them, but I’m worried they might have zero interest in getting to know me better like that.”

“You mean me?”

“I mean you.”

Olarte holds my gaze for a long moment without blinking. “You have just met me,” they quietly say.

“I know.”

“And, according to you, you are very experienced in having romantic partners.”

“Sexual partners, but yeah. Can’t exactly call what I’ve been doing romance, though.”

“Then how could I possibly be different than all of those others?”

It’s a fair question for them to ask.

“Because I’ve never felt like this about anyone before you. The very fact that this does feel so damned different is what makes me want to beg you to give me a chance.”

I let the silence settle between us. It’s not an uncomfortable one, either, and Olarte continues looking me in the eyes.

“I do not think you are ready to sign a mating contract,” they finally say in that soft voice.

“You’re right—I’m not. Not tonight, obviously. But maybe it’s time you start thinking about whether a contract is more important to you than having someone in your life to call your own.”






















Chapter Ten

Olarte




I sense that our evening has taken a more serious tone than either of us intended for it to.

There is a quiet intensity in Davies’ brown eyes as he watches me that makes me remember the pleasure I felt last night as I thought about him.

Something about this intriguing human resonates with me in a way I have not felt before.

In a way part of me desperately wishes to continue past tonight.

I also do not know if it is the alcohol he has consumed, or his true emotions bubbling to the surface.

“You might be facing quite the hangover tomorrow morning,” I note.

Leaving me to also wonder if he’ll even remember this conversation tomorrow morning.

“I’ve never had one yet from wine. Takes a lot more than this to make me sick. I’ll remember every word in the morning.” He tips his mug back and swallows, draining it.

“Honesty is first,” I say. “I do not know what I feel for you. I am curious to see where this goes, but I am not yet ready to declare myself your mate for life. Even if I was to do that, there is still the matter of a contract.”

“Yeah, yeah.” He slumps back on the sofa—which is small for me but more than comfortable for him—and stares up at me where I am sitting in a chair just across the low table in front of him. “We can be friends though, right?”

“Absolutely. At the very least, I find myself enjoying your company and do not wish miss any opportunity to spend more social time with you.”

Right now, though, he is very, very drunk. When he attempts to stand, he sways a dangerous amount. “I do not think you should attempt to walk back to your hotel right now.” I am not sure he can even walk, much less successfully navigate his way around the space station.

Davies squints at me. “You might be right. Mind if I crash on your couch?”

“Will you be comfortable on my couch?”

He slides down onto it once again. “I’ve slept on far worse in my career.”

Still, that does not feel right to me. “If I let you sleep in my bed with me, will you behave yourself? Because I cannot sleep on my couch. It is barely comfortable for me to sit upon.”

He tips his head back to look up at me. “You smell really good, dude.”

I cannot help but be amused. He is adorable like this. I suspect he is far more complex than anyone knows, and usually keeps a defensive wall around himself when he is sober.

“So you said, but that does not answer my question.”

He draws an X over his chest with a finger. “Cross my heart. I’ll even keep my clothes on.”

“That is appreciated.” He starts to stand again, but wobbles so dangerously that I stand and scoop him into my arms.

He drapes his around my neck and stares into my eyes with a deep wonder in his gaze. “Duuuuude. That…that’s like fricking romantic!”

My pulse races. If this did not also feel so…right, I would face no conundrum right now.

“Then perhaps if you behave yourself tonight, we can repeat this experience. As friends. Unless we eventually agree to more at some future time.”

He nods and then lays his head against my shoulder. By the time I have taken the few steps from the living room into the bedroom, he is softly snoring against me.

Painful loneliness tugs at my heart. Perhaps it was not complete altruism on my part that prodded me to extend the invitation for him to share my bed tonight.

Perhaps it was the desire to see what it might feel like sharing a bed with another person for a change.

I carefully lay him on my bed and then remove his shoes and set them on the floor next to him. When I round the bed to get in on the other side, I realize I have a problem.

Usually, I do not wear clothes in bed. Nudity is not frowned upon in our culture, and beyond not pleasuring one’s self in public, there is no requirement for modesty. Clothes are worn more as an issue of practicality—pockets to hold things, or to keep one dry or warm in inclement weather, or to offer a modicum of protection when doing work in fields or a workshop. In the cities, clothing in public is generally accepted as the default, now that we have such an integration with non-Pfahrn species on our planet.

But even then, at schools, during recess in warm weather it is a common sight to see schoolchildren dashing about without clothes as they play. It saves parents having to wash garments as much.

Growing up, at home it was not uncommon for us all to go without clothing. That is not uncommon among many people. I can remember visiting with close friends and clothing being the exception rather than the norm.

I am not going to sleep in a brahkhen when I am in my own quarters. That is just silly. It will bunch up around my hips and be uncomfortable.

I turn off the lights, remove my brahkhen, and slide under the covers.

As if sensing my presence, and before I can even find a comfortable position, Davies has rolled over and draped an arm around me from behind.

His body is warm and no, he does not smell objectionable to me, either.

I close my eyes and feel a mixture of longing and peace settle within me.

* * * *

When my alarm goes off the next morning, Davies is, unfortunately, no longer draped over me. He is sleeping with his back pressed against mine, though.

But he does not stir until I sit up to silence the alarm.

That is when I feel him startle. I glance back to see him staring at me.

“Holy shit,” he mutters. “Do I owe you an apology?”

I shake my head. “You were not improper with me. I did not wish to send you out last night drunk and unable to function. I did not mind sharing a bed with you. I would do so again, even if you were not drunk. I found the experience pleasant.”

“Still, I’m sorry if I did or said anything that made you uncomfortable.”

“You did not. It was nice not being alone in bed.” I grab my brahkhen and rise to go use the facilities, closing the door behind me.

The more I think about it…

Yes, it was very nice not being alone in bed. There was something comforting about his presence.

When I emerge, Davies is sitting on the edge of the bed and running a hand through his rumpled hair. “We still on for dinner tonight?”

“Yes. As long as you buy all the groceries we will need.”

He stands and stops in front of me, looking up at me for a long moment. When he next speaks, his voice sounds soft and somber. “If I promise to stay sober and keep my hands to myself, can I spend tonight here, too?”

“I would not object to that.”

I make sure he has a cereal bar to eat, and drinks plenty of water, before I leave for work. He leaves with me, and we part ways at the lift station, where I point him to his correct lift to take him to the level where his hotel is located.

Then I step into the personnel lift and I am left with the memory of the parting image of him giving me a long, lingering look before he stepped into his lift car.

I do not know what is in store for us, but it promises not to be a boring few weeks while he is here.

* * * *

“You have no idea how much I do not want to get on that ship tomorrow,” Davies says to me when I emerge from the bathroom. He is propped up in bed.

Over the past four weeks that he has been on the space station, we have spent ten nights together—not sexually, just sharing a bed—either in my apartment or, like tonight, in his hotel room.

We have eaten at least one meal together every day, meaning we have seen each other every day.

Tonight we ordered takeout and brought it back to his room so we could talk and Davies could have a couple of glasses of liquor.

I wonder now if perhaps that is also coloring his view of life.

All of his things are packed and neatly stowed on his porta-sled, except for what he will wear tomorrow. The sight of his room now looking like little more than the hotel room it is fills me with apprehension.

“Why is that?” I ask as I cross the room to join him in bed. After our third night sharing a bed, I picked up a couple of pairs of undergarments called boxer shorts, even though Davies didn’t ask me to. They are not a garment I would wish to wear regularly, but they are not too uncomfortable to sleep in.

It is only fair, since I asked him to not be totally naked in bed.

“I think you know why,” Davies softly says.

I settle in bed, facing him. “Please do not make drastic decisions based upon me at this time.”

“Do you realize you are the longest relationship I’ve had with someone?” he asks.

“Is that what we have?” Fear trills through me that perhaps I have misled him in some way.

“Sure it is. Even though we’re only friends.”

Only. That is a very charged word, because it feels like we are on the cusp of something far more than that.

A cusp I would greatly like to explore more with him.

Tomorrow my leave starts, and I will travel down to Pfahrn to see my family.

Usually, I would be filled with excitement over that.

Right now?

I feel…sad.

“We do not have a contract,” I remind him. “You are not tethered to me in any way beyond our friendship.”

He snorts. “Sure.”

“I do not understand.”

He looks at me. “Four weeks there, one to two weeks for load-ops to empty and refill us, and four weeks back here.”

“Unless you decide to change ships once you are there.”

He stares at me. “Are you trying to talk me out of returning?”

“No, I am simply reminding you of your options. You do not have to get back on your vessel tomorrow. You said you could cancel your commission with them since you are a freelancer, and this is a Maxim Colonies space station.”

Davies rolls onto his side and stares into my eyes. “You going to want to see me when I return?”

“Of course I will. I have enjoyed our time together immensely. I do not recall when I have ever enjoyed friendship this much.”

He looks a little sad over that. “Friendship, yeah.”

“I will never lie to you, Davies. Friendship is what I offer to you at this time, and under these circumstances.”

He sighs as he rolls onto his back again. “I know.”

“When you return, we can continue this, if you wish.”

“I do wish.” Except he is staring at the ceiling as he says it, and I wish his voice did not bear such heavy sadness within it.

* * * *

“Still won’t let me buy you dinner, huh?” Davies teases as he walks up to where I am standing outside the restaurant.

He is wearing that familiar, cocky smile I will no doubt be thinking about as I pleasure myself in my shower tonight.

This is his first night back on the space station. In the year we have known each other, this has become our routine. His first night back on the station, we eat here, the first restaurant we ever ate at together.

And, no, I have not yet let him buy me dinner. Although he will buy many groceries during his stay, and I will cook dinner for him many times. I am trying to teach him how to cook, and he is a willing pupil, but he is not good at it despite his best efforts.

He can make great scrambled eggs, though, and has cooked me breakfast a few times.

We still do not have sex, although after his last visit I wondered if perhaps I should rethink that.

I open my arms for a hug from him and, as he always does, he lingers, tightly hugging me.

It is enjoyable for us both.

“I have missed you,” I softly say.

“Missed you, too, big guy.”


We still maintain our hug.

There are many nights when I am alone in my quarters where I close my eyes and imagine what giving in to my urges would feel like if I asked Davies to have sex with me.

Then I will hear something, either from the news or from friends, about a situation that reminds me why the way we do things as Pfahrn means so much.

There is a safety in contracts. It is not simply bullshit, as humans might say.

Closing my eyes, I bow my head so I can inhale the scent of his hair. He always remarks about how I smell good to him.

He smells good to me, too.

If only I could convince myself this is what love is supposed to feel like. Unfortunately, I still think about what Fullstein told me of Davies’ reputation.

I do not wish to be another sexual trophy.

But if that was all I was to Davies, would he not have given up long before now?

How long should I live in fear before I embrace possibilities?

I finally release him so we can go inside to eat dinner.

Later that night, as I lie awake in bed next to him in his hotel room, with him gently snoring next to me, I wonder how long he will patiently wait for me to make up my mind about what it is that I want.

It has been over a year since he has had a partner, something he willingly admitted to me when I asked him tonight.

A year since we met.

A year since this started.

A year in which the highlight of my life has become my time spent with Davies.

A year that now makes me wonder if perhaps it is time I change something in my life and make permanent room for Davies in it.






















Chapter Eleven

Davies




Returning to Pfahrn fills me with…anxiety. Not going to lie.

I’m still trying to figure out where the hell I stand with Olarte. I mean, talk about some seriously mixed signals they’ve thrown at me over the past two years. I’m still not sure if that’s a cultural thing, or what. Part of me wants to just grab them and kiss them.

But if I’m wrong, that could go badly for me in a variety of ways.

Considering Olarte’s nearly two feet taller than me, I can only imagine a worst-case scenario that would end with me stuck in traction in the infirmary.

No, thanks.

I have no desire for that kind of pain.

At allll.

I mean, a slap on the ass, a little choking? Sure, I’d be down for that, as long as I trust my partner.

Biting?

Yes, please. I loooove being bit and biting during sex.

I’m a huge proponent of passion and spontaneity. Of taking the bull by the horns, as they say, and jumping in there.

Except I’m an equally huge proponent of consent. If Olarte really isn’t into me, and won’t ever be into me, I don’t want to make things weirder than they already are.

If I wasn’t so attracted to them, I’d say fuck it, and walk away.

But…I am.

To an incredibly unusual degree. For me, that is. I’ve never had someone get under my skin like this before. Fantastic sexual partners? Absolutely I’ve had more than my fair share. But I was always able to walk away from them without a look back.

Hell, we haven’t even had sex during the past two years of whatever the hell friend-zone limbo this is, and yet I can’t get Olarte out of my mind. All we’ve done is talk, and share meals together, and spend a lot of time together.

And sleep in a bed together, but nothing sexual ever happens.

Not for lack of wanting to on my part, that’s for sure. Except other than that first shore leave when I met them, I have not even talked to them about sex, much less pressured them for more than what we have. I’ve refused to be a dick about this, because every nerve ending in my body screams that Olarte is my forever love, if I’m just patient enough to wait them out.

I’ve even had a couple of discussions with Dr. H’looder about augmentations. He’s eager to work with me, but I’m not going to take that step unless or until Olarte and I sort out whatever the heck this is between us and…progress to another level.

I can close my eyes and inhale and imagine Olarte’s scent is right there, wafting through the air and filling my lungs. It’s a scent I didn’t first smell until I was in my twenties and on shore leave on a planet, spending a few days at a rustic inn.

Fresh-mown grass, or hay. A warm, sweet, earthy scent that makes me crave Olarte like…

Well, like crazy.

This is crazy.

All of this is crazy.

The very fact that I’m sticking around and have re-upped with the same ship several times now is more than noteworthy, if you take a look at my history.

I just… I don’t stick around.

Before now, I’ve never had a reason to. I haven’t even visited a holo brothel or cruised bars for a hook-up while I’m away from Pfahrn.

That’s right, kiddies. Davies McKellan hasn’t been laid in over two fucking years, and counting.

By willful choice.

Because I can’t get Olarte out of my mind.

I mean, other circumstances being different, I might have had a fling with Olarte and got them out of my system, but that’s not ever going to be a thing with Olarte. That’s not how they roll, and I respect that. If I thought this was nothing more than a simple infatuation, I’d go find myself someone else to pound me into a bunk, screw myself into exhaustion, call it a day, and move the frack on.

It’s not that simple.

I don’t want to be a dope, permanently plant myself on this space station, and give up my career based on nothing more than our current situation. But every time I say good-bye to Olarte to begin another run, I feel a nearly painful tug deep within my soul as the ship slides out of the berth and we leave Pfahrn behind us.

An aching tug that hurts worse every time.

I spend every free second of my days away from Olarte thinking about them.

Missing them.

Longing for them.

Definitely not a set of emotions I’d feel for someone who’s “just” a friend.

And the rush I feel to return to Pfahrn and see Olarte again is something else I’ve never experienced before. The closest thing I have to it was completing my ether-jump nav certification training and nailing my targets perfectly every single time.

Knowing that my final certification scores were the highest to date, and still stand as the record to this day.

I know, because I keep checking.

I’m not petty—I’m competitive. And you can’t say “competitive” without saying “petty.”

Depending on your accent, that is.

Hey, it keeps me sharp. There’s no room for error when you’re running ether-jump ships. If someone better than me shows up, I want to meet them and talk to them and pick their brain to find out how they got that good.

I’d want to learn from them. Because I’m not so damned petty that I don’t have an open mind. Improving and staying at the top of my game is a priority, for me. Because the older I get, the more likely I will be to slip, until that point in time when I won’t be able to work any longer. Not doing this, anyway. Maybe as a portal-jump nav, traditional nav, sub-jump or tachyon drive nav, or an ether-jump nav trainer, sure.

I’m nowhere near that point yet, thankfully.

Doesn’t hurt that I have a considerable financial cushion in reserve.

I set the ship’s nav course so that our jump-in point is three days from Pfahrn. I use a not-quite bullshit excuse that it’s due to the planet’s orbit, and other current jumps registered in the system, shipping lanes, all that.

The truth is, I need a little time to figure out what the hell I’m going to do once we arrive. Two years is like forever in my life. I can’t keep living my personal life like this.

Unresolved.

At this rate, it’ll start negatively impacting my work. But I’m not sure if I’d be willing to reduce my confused emotions over Olarte to a complex and dryly worded contract, either.

Because what if I’m not good enough for them?

What if they’re not happy with me?

What if, at the end of the day, they do sleep with me, the novelty of having a tiny human sex pet wears off, and they realize they weren’t in love with me after all?

Could I handle that?

Having to break a contract would break my heart.

In some ways, this limbo is almost preferable because I don’t have to face that reality.

I get the irony, trust me.

Our jump proceeds without a hitch—naturally—and after we jump in, we make our way to Pfahrn under tachyon drive. Olarte and I frequently exchange messages while I’m away, but this time I haven’t given them a firm timeframe about my return.

Mostly because I’m still trying to sort things out in my head.

As the tractor is once again pulling us toward the space station, where we’ll be berthed in Olarte’s sector, it’s late at night ship’s time and I’m once again alone on the bridge. I sit in the captain’s chair and nervously drum the fingers of my left hand on the edge of the console, while my lucky stylus walks back and forth through the fingers of my right hand.

We’re close enough I could call Olarte and have a real-time conversation with them.

If I can sac up and do it, that is.

Which, right now, I’m not sure I have the huevos to do that.

I don’t like being shot down.

Damn sure don’t like rejection.

I mean, yeah, those are the same thing, I suppose. But they’re on slightly different levels. Like, if someone says they don’t want to go out for dinner, but maybe we can work out something else.

Okay, no problem.

But if they say, hey, I’m not interested in you romantically, sorry, then that’s it, right?

Finito.

Door forever closed, unless the other party decides to reopen it. And even though I’m not getting laid, it would fucking suck to lose the rest of what we have, and I’m not even talking about sleeping together. The friendship, the connection I have with them.

I just…

I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing. I’m so confused over this whole situation. I don’t like feeling this way, because in nearly every other area of my life I’m highly confident and in control. I’ve been described as cocky, and I’ll fricking own that. I have a rightfully earned reputation.

Again, it’s not bragging if it’s true.

Is it better to arrive, knowing Olarte will know I’m aboard, and then casually stroll in there? Or should I strike up a private com conversation now that we’re within real-time distance and pray they don’t break my heart?

I can—and have—dealt with a metric fuckton of shit in my life. This should be easy, right?

Wrong.

After checking the station’s server and aligning our ship’s clock with local station time, I discover it’s only early evening there.

Really, I don’t have any excuses at this point, besides my fear.

Maybe it’s better to get it over with now. Rip the bandage off, right? If Olarte blows me out of the water, I can find someone to get horizontal with once we reach the space station and, hopefully, distract myself until we leave again.

Then I could jump ships once we’ve reached our destination and never look back.

McMurtry’s already called me to ask if we’re in the tractor, so I should be uninterrupted.

Yes, maybe I scheduled our jump to put us here at this time so I’d be the only one up and awake and…

Yeeeeaaah. I’m a serious chicken-shit.

I grab a com headset and put it on so I can make this conversation private, in case someone does wander onto the bridge. Then I open a private connection to Olarte’s personal com.

Part of me’s hoping they won’t answer. And part of me’s—

“Hello?”

I swallow hard because, honestly, I was not expecting them to answer. “Um…hi.”

I can almost imagine their green brow furrowing in confusion, and…

Fuck. Now I’m hard.

“Is this Davies?”

At this point, I’m already squirming in my seat and fighting the urge to start masturbating. “Yeah. Hi.” I clear my throat. “How are you?”

“I am well. I did not see your ship berthed today. Or are you now on a different vessel?”

“No, still on the PR. We’re being tractored in now. Just a few hours way.”

“I see. I have not yet looked at tomorrow’s scheduled arrivals. You must have entered the tractor after I clocked out.” There’s a hesitation I start to fill when they speak again, making me shut up and listen. “I had wondered if it was growing close to time for you to return once more. I have been thinking about you much, as of late.”

My mouth refuses to work for a moment. This is total bullshit—my freezing up, I mean—and inside, I’m absolutely screaming at myself to quit acting like an idiot. “You have?”

“Yes. I wish to buy a meal for you, once you have arrived.” I’m still trying to process that statement when Olarte speaks again. “I will be paying for it, if you are agreeable to that. It is a gift I wish to give you.” It sounds like they take a deep breath. “If you wish to receive it.”

“Yes,” I say before I can say something stupid and blow this opportunity. “I would love that. Thank you.” My turn to breathe deep. I feel like I’m about to hyperventilate. “I’ve been thinking about you, too.”

“You were?” Olarte asks.

“Yeah. A lot.” I take another deep breath. “I have a condition for our meal,” I add. “I want this to be a date-date. A romantic date. I want us to be an actual romantic couple and not just friends. Go out with me, please?”

There’s a pause. “Perhaps we have many things to discuss upon your arrival.”

Have I finally caught a break? “I think so.” I opt to nudge this in the direction I want it to go. “I would like to do way more than talk with you.”

I swear it sounds like they sigh. “I wish to do more than talk with you as well. In private.”

It feels like my throat dries up, even as my cock is throbbing. “Really?”

“Really. Would you like our date to be for us to go out for breakfast after your arrival? I will be off tomorrow and the next two days.”

Fuuuuuuuck! “Yeah! Absolutely, I’d love that.”

These pauses are killing me, man. But Olarte eventually speaks again. “I do not understand why I cannot stop thinking about you when you leave if we are only friends. Meaning that I know what I feel for you is more than friendship. But I also realize that, while what I feel for you confuses me, I prefer that confusion rather than not having you here in person to think about.”

I’ll fucking take it. I fight the urge to scream in triumph. “The feeling’s mutual, buddy,” I tell them.

“Can you take leave upon your arrival?” Olarte asks.

“Yep.”

“Have you yet arranged for a hotel room?”

My heart pounds. “Not yet.”

“I believe my apartment would be large enough for both of us and all of your belongings, should you prefer to spend this leave staying with me.”

I pump my fist in triumph. “Are you saying I should pack to stay over at your place during this shore leave, then?”

“If you would like to. That would be pleasant. Perhaps we can go down to Pfahrn, and I can show you around.”

Fuck it. I’m jerking off. My hand slips inside my waistband as I close my eyes, listen to their voice, and conjure their scent in my soul. “Please tell me you’re saying you want to talk about taking our relationship to the next level. Physically.”

“I do wish for a physical relationship with you. That is something I will discuss with you. If you are agreeable to such discussions at this time.”

I stretch back in the captain’s chair, yank down the waistband of my trousers, and start stroking. “Ooooh, am I agreeable,” I hoarsely say. “I can’t stop thinking about you.”

Maybe a contract won’t be so bad after all.

“I do not know what is customary in these situations between humans. I have come to realize you are correct that I will need to adjust my expectations in certain areas if I do not wish to remain lonely.”

That makes me pause. “Expectations?”

“Contracts. It is not fair of me to force others to adhere strictly to my beliefs.”

Fuuuuuuck!

Do I dare to hope for this? “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

“I do not know what you think at this moment, Davies. But if we can reach a mutually satisfying verbal agreement between us, perhaps on a trial basis—”

“Yes. Whatever it is, I agree.”

There’s a pause. “You have not heard what I wish for the terms.”

“Don’t fucking care. I agree.”

“But…you need to hear my terms first.”

Okay, whatever. “What are your terms?”

“I wish for this trial period to be exclusive between us. I do not know yet what we will do together, but we will not have any sexual contact with others while we attempt to sort this out.”

“Done.” Fuck yeah, I’ll be exclusive with them during this trial period. Hell, I already have been exclusive.

Even better to hear them ask for that. While I rationally knew they wouldn’t want to play the field, part of me was worried they might want to keep their options open or something.

They pause yet again. “How much leave time do you have?”

“At least two weeks.”

Or forever, maybe, if Olarte asks me to stay here. I literally could retire right freaking now, if I wanted. My contract allows me to bail at any official Maxim Colonies space station.

Whelp. Looky there. Here we are, at one right now.

I mean, we will be shortly. Almost there.

“I could take additional time off,” Olarte says, interrupting my rapidly expanding mental plan to nuke my career over someone I haven’t even kissed yet. “I have leave that is due to me, which I have been accruing.”

“You have?” I ask, completely aware how needy, eager, and pitiful I sound.

“Yes. I hoped to be able to perhaps spend much of it with you.”

My pulse races. “Then that’s what we’ll do.” I’m trying not to let my mind race ahead.

Too late. I want to buy sheets with them, pick out dishes, learn how to cook—whatever the hell it is people do together to…nest and be domestic.

“I am glad you have returned, Davies. I have been trying to decide how to best approach you about this. It has weighed on my mind ever since our last visit together, and even longer than that, perhaps.”

“It has?” I squeeze my throbbing cock again and nearly explode.

“Yes. I shall see you in a few hours, then?”

I nod and realize what I’m doing. “Yeah. I’ll let you know once I’m free to leave the ship. You still in the same quarters?”

“Yes. I shall see you soon.”

“Yeah. See you soon.” I’m not even sure if the connection’s ended when I’m ripping off the headset and furiously pounding at my cock. Dammit, now that I have the sound of Olarte’s voice fresh in my brain, I need them.

This is totally not like me.

I mean, it never was before I met them.

Apparently, it is now.

I use my other hand to pull up my shirt in time for my cock to explode all over my stomach.


For a moment, I sit there with my eyes closed and think about the sound of Olarte’s voice, their scent.

This is crazy and maybe borderline stupid, but I need them. I need them in a way I’ve never needed anyone or anything ever before.

I crave them.

I’d be willing to uproot my entire life for them.

Because while I don’t have a “home,” I realize any time I think about the concept, my mind now automatically returns to Olarte.

I think they are my home.

Worse?

How stupid is it that I think losing them might break my heart?






















Chapter Twelve

Davies




Why is it that this is the one freaking time our tractoring and berthing don’t go smoothly and quickly? They have to hold us just off the station because they’re having trouble with another ship in dry dock. Apparently, they were in the process of relocating it to a different berth when one of the tugs broke down, and they had to hold everything that was in- or outbound in tractor to keep all the vessels and the station safe until they could free up and move another tug to take care of both the first ship they were moving, as well as the now-disabled tug.

That means it feels like the longest damn six hours of my freaking life until we get the all-clear signal from the berthing crew that we’re docked and connected and can debark after Customs finishes with us. We still have to go through Customs when leaving the ship, because some things are allowed on board, but not allowed to be brought off the ship, depending on the port we’re at. Plus, when Customs boards our ship, they’re more interested in our ship’s cargo than they are individual crewmen.

On our ship, the first shift has come on duty, and I’ve already been cleared by the captain to take my shore leave.

You better believe this bitch right here practically runs to my freaking cabin to grab a shower, change clothes, and pack. Part of me worries that might seem a little weird, to show up at Olarte’s door looking like I’m ready to move in, when all we’ve agreed to so far is breakfast and talking.

I mean, wouldn’t it?

But they did volunteer for me to stay with them, so they want me there.

Right? Don’t they?

This is, unfortunately, something I suck at.

One-night stands?

Hello, I’m the fucking queen of those.

Well, I used to be.

Emotional entanglements are foreign territory that leave me desperate and queasy. Like I’m trying to verify a course trajectory mid-jump, but half the quantum AI array is offline and I’m blazingly drunk. No one before now has ever inspired these kinds of emotions in me.

Except for Olarte.

No one’s ever made me want to dive head-first into the dangerous morass of…

Dare I say it?

The L-word.

Is that what this is? Or is this some sort of weird hormone-driven infatuation I’ll be rid of once we settle down to the business of bumping uglies?

I’ve never experienced delayed gratification like this, either. Especially sexually. Isn’t that a…a thing? That the harder you have to work for something, and the longer it takes you to achieve it, the more you want it?

I felt like that about getting my nav certification. I knew it would take care of me for the rest of my life, if I did.

I mean, as long as I didn’t do something stupid, like get myself and a crew killed with a bad jump and end my life prematurely.

I have traveled countless miles in my life. I’ve seen a lot, ventured far from where I was born to find myself here, in this spot today.

Like hell am I going to waste this opportunity.

Admitting I’m lonely is tough to do, because that means admitting I’m vulnerable.

That’s something I hate to do.

I’ve never liked showing any kind of weakness.

Olarte is definitely my weakness.

I suppose the only way to find out if this is infatuation or this is for infinity is to dive in.

* * * *

Now that I’m an adult, and before I met Olarte, I rarely spent much time in station personnel quarters when on space stations. My encounters before have mostly occurred in hotels. But as I wind my way through levels and sectors until I reach the section where Olarte’s apartment is located, towing my sled behind me, I only now realize this space station seems more adequately apportioned than usual in this normally non-public section.

It wasn’t something that really crossed my mind before.

Personnel quarters are a necessity, not a luxury. The station builders generally save weight and space where they can and apportion it toward the public or commercial areas. It’s rare indeed for a space station to trick out personnel quarters.

While these halls aren’t a fraction as fancy as I’ve seen in some space station hotels, it’s definitely no slum. It doesn’t feel like a sad afterthought, or that the personnel are treated like second-class citizens.

Not like where I grew up.

No cramped, dimly lit, dirty halls where the maintenance sweeper bots maybe made passes once a year, if you were lucky.

And you were charged extra for the luxury.

This station is a far cry from that kind of situation.

I can only imagine how bad some families and personnel had it where I came from if my parents were toward the upper tiers of the income and status bracket. The untrained “expendable” maintenance and service workers probably had it a lot worse than we did.

I even remember my parents commenting about how “lucky” we were in comparison to others.

Maybe back then it felt lucky, I don’t know.

I remember sneaking around through the retail and leisure sections when I was little, longing for luxury items far beyond my parents’ budget and wanting that for me and my family.

Feeling vaguely triumphant when I was approached about becoming an ether-jump nav.

Knowing that, if I didn’t screw things up, my future was likely set, and I’d be able to take care of my parents.

Then my parents died when I was thirteen, almost fourteen. One dream of mine died with them.

I remember swearing when I stepped off that space station and onto the shuttle that ferried me to secondary that I would never live on another space station.

Ever.

With time and experience, I’ve tempered that opinion somewhat. There are good places to live, when you can afford it.

Except I’d prefer to put down roots.

Real roots.

I could support the two of us for the rest of our lives on my savings and pension. We could live a sweet, easy life.

Olarte could have the house they want, a little bit of land for a garden.

Walks in the woods.

Maybe whatever passes for domestic pets on this planet.

Family.

Olarte’s family, because my parents have been dead for so long that I can barely remember the sound of their voices without watching vids of them and me. That me was just a kid. I lived through the vids I watch, but some of them I can barely remember when they were taken now, like I’m watching strangers interacting and being happy, laughing.

Being a family.

They have been dead now longer than I was alive when I lost them.

It was supposed to be a routine shuttle trip to the other side of the moon the space station orbited. Mom had to go check on something on another space station under construction. Dad had the day off from work and went with her, just to hang out.

They were supposed to be home before I returned from school. Instead, I was met at the apartment by my mom’s teary-eyed coworker and a military rep, who was the organization providing law enforcement and related services for the space station.

My parents’ life insurance helped start my nest egg, though. Even if I hadn’t gone to secondary, I would’ve been okay doing something else for a living.

Losing them made me even more determined to follow through with school. They were so proud of me for being singled out for my talents and courted to be an ether-jump nav.

Part of me feels guilty I’m alive and they aren’t, but I take comfort knowing they were together when it happened. They wouldn’t want me to die—they’d want me to live. To be happy. To chase my dreams.

It’s what they always encouraged me to do, after all.

They were my biggest cheerleaders.

They wanted me to be happy.

Olarte’s presence in my life has exposed the glaring error in my thinking throughout the years.

I thought I was happy before I met Olarte, but I wasn’t.

I’ve been existing.

There’s a huge difference.

Maybe at one point I was happy. Something in me, some switch flipped—no pun intended—when I met Olarte.

Now?

I strongly suspect my life is about to undergo a series of drastic changes.

I can only hope they’re good ones.

But if my past experience is any indication, it probably will be a damned bumpy ride.

Finally, I reach Olarte’s door. I feel a little silly standing out there in the corridor with all my shit on a porta-sled and taking up most of the walking room. Fortunately, it’s still early in the morning, before most of the station’s residents are arising to go to work, so I haven’t had to dodge a lot of people like a fish swimming upstream.


Terror fills me and tightens my throat as I reach up and press the door chime button.

When the door slides open, I’m already looking up, where I know I’ll see their golden gaze staring down at me.

Without thinking it through, I reach up, drape my arms around their neck, and pull them in for a long, passionate kiss.

And they return it. They taste even better than they smell and I have to force back the deep, greedy moan struggling to break free from my throat.

Fuck, they’re not the world’s greatest kisser, but it’s the best kiss I’ve ever had.

The one I will remember the most, I’m sure.

Because it’s the first kiss we’ve ever shared.

Two freaking years of unrequited passion are threatening to spill over inside me.

“I love you,” I whisper as I stare up into their eyes. “I’ll wait as long as I need to, if it means I have a chance with you. Just tell me what you feel for me so I know I’m not spinning my wheels, here.”

Olarte draws in a deep breath. “I believe what I feel for you is love also.” They hook their arm around me and hold me against their body. “Can you be patient with me while I try to adjust to this new dynamic between us?”

I feel myself grin. “Buddy, I haven’t had sex with anyone since we met. I don’t think waiting a while longer is going to kill me.”

Their eyes widen. “You…have not?”

“Nope.”

“But…you did not have to do that. You could have had sex with others, if you wished. We did not have a contract in place.”

“I know. Problem is, my heart is already yours. Oh, I’ve masturbated countless times, but I haven’t been in anyone’s arms or bed but yours. And I’ll keep waiting, if that’s what you need me to do to prove to you how I feel about you.”

“I do not intend to make you wait any longer than today for sex,” Olarte says. “I meant can you be patient while I adjust to whatever the next step will be in our relationship after this stage?”

“Buying me dinner instead of breakfast?” I playfully wiggle my hips against them. I don’t even care that they can feel how hard my cock is right now.

There’s an intensity in their eyes that really turns my crank. “I am serious, Davies.”

Yeah, that much I feel. I put all joking aside. “So am I. I’m not going anywhere, unless you tell me you want me to leave and never come back. I mean, besides runs on the ship, obviously.”

Unless they ask me to stay for good, but I don’t want to overwhelm them tonight with that.

Baby steps.

They nod. “That is good. Let us bring your things inside before I end up doing something to you in this hallway that might get both of us in a lot of trouble with the authorities.”

Cool. Let’s do that.






















Chapter Thirteen

Olarte




I can still taste Davies’ lips upon mine, and it is an experience I wish to repeat. I know what kisses are, but I have never been kissed before. It is not something Pfahrn normally do.

I find I enjoy it quite a lot.

Also, an unexpectedly victorious thrill races through me at the news Davies has not had sex with anyone since our first meeting.

A little guilt as well, but mostly victory.

Perhaps there is hope for us, then?

And perhaps Fullstein was wrong after all, or full of shit. Although it is not like him to speak falsehoods.

Maybe someone lied to him?

I shove those thoughts out of my head. They do not matter. Davies is here, with me. Right now.

That is what matters.

That is all that matters.

We pull his porta-sled into my living room, where it takes up most of the free space.

I do not even care about that. Before Davies entered my life, any kind of extraneous clutter would usually set my nerves on edge.

This is not the first time he has stayed with me, but this time feels oh, so much different. Before today, he would get a hotel room and stage all of his belongings there, bringing just what he needed with him for the nights he spent with me.

Tonight, it feels like he is truly mine now.

I never realized how deeply that would strike within my soul.

“What’s wrong?” he asks.

I shake my head. “Nothing is wrong. It feels like perhaps everything is finally right.”

Reaching out, I pull Davies to me again for another kiss. I am certain this will become one of my favorite things. His mouth feels warm, his lips soft against mine, his body molding to mine as his arms hold me.

We are both breathing heavily when he lifts his lips from mine. “I think I’m about to cream myself,” he says.

If I understand his meaning, I believe I might be close to doing that as well. “Is kissing always this intense?” I ask.

“You’ve never kissed before?”

“Only you.”

“Fuuuuck me,” he mutters, pulling me in for another kiss.


My hands come to rest on his ass, molding around the globes of his cheeks. Instinct takes over and I start to rock against his body, my own cock growing firm within me and my juices flowing.

Forcing myself to lift my lips from his, I look him in the eyes. “I might owe you an apology.”

“For what?”

“I have a feeling that we are not going to make it to breakfast after all.”

He grins. “You can buy me whatever meal we finally make it to after we peel ourselves off each other.”

He tries to kiss me again, but I lift my head. “You agree we have an oral contract between us then, yes? Regarding our relationship?”

“Yes! You’re mine, I’m yours, and we don’t have sex or fool around with anyone besides each other.”

That sounds like a contract to me.

I let him pull me in for another kiss, and in the process, he loses his shirt. I am not entirely certain when that occurred, because I was too entranced exploring his mouth with my tongue. Unlike Pfahrn, human teeth are blunt and shorter, made for chewing and not biting. They cannot envenomate the way we can, and that is a shame.

He seems to have discovered that difference, though. I feel his tongue tracing my teeth, especially the pointed fangs that can pierce tough Pfahrn skin.

He mumbles something into my mouth as the tip of his tongue plays with my right fang.

I lift my mouth from his. “What did you ask?”

“Please tell me you’re going to bite me today.”

I sigh. “I cannot.”

That seems to pull him up short. “What? Why not?” He practically whines the last two words and I find that quite adorable.

“We would need a mate contract for that,” I tell him. “I undertook some research. If I bite you, I will envenomate you, and it will join you to me at a very deep, emotional level. I cannot do that to you unless you are sure you wish to be with me for the rest of our lives.”

His lower lip sticks out. “I like being bit.”

I suck on his lower lip. “I can do many other things to you with my mouth. I can lick and kiss every square inch of your body. Including sucking your cock for you.”

He grinds his hips against me. “Now you’re talking!”

My research also tells me that we might need to be creative with our sexual logistics. Unless he has augmentations he has not informed me of, it is unlikely he will be able to tolerate me fucking him.

And there is nothing wrong with that. It is more important to me to know we have crossed this emotional threshold with each other than it is to worry about specific sexual acts. I know how to pleasure myself, and having his hands or mouth on my cock will only intensify that pleasure. I do not need to breed any specific bodily orifice of his.

Holding him in my arms will satisfy my heart and soul in a way I now crave and long for.

That is the need I truly wish to slake.


I was not wearing a tunic when he arrived. Now, his hands roam my chest and back in a way he never has before. “Do you wish to move to my bed, love?” I ask.

He grins. “I thought you’d never ask, big guy.”

I scoop him into my arms much as I did that night he got drunk here in my quarters. This time, I am kissing him the entire way. And when I gently set him on my bed, he quickly shimmies out of his trousers and underwear, leaving him naked before me.

His cock is smaller than mine, but I also know from my research he is above average for a human, so there is that. It is also hard and leaking clear pre-cum that my mouth waters in anticipation of tasting.

I shove my brahkhen to the floor and climb onto the bed, straddling his legs. “There are certain things we might not physically be able to do because—”

“I know. Huge cock. Got it. There will be augmentations in my future.” He tries to pull me down for another kiss, but I make him wait.

“Please discuss this with me.”

He lets out a frustrated groan. “I’ve already looked into it. The expert on human-Pfahrn pairings, Dr. H’looder, is based out of this space station. I can afford it, easily and many times over. We’ll settle into this between us, and I’ll make an appointment to go in, talk to him, and get it scheduled.”

“You do not have to do that if you do not wish to.”

He sits up and cups my face in his hands. “Dude. I’m in this for life. I don’t know how to make that any more plain to you. I don’t mind getting it done. I’m kind of looking forward to it, if you want to know the truth.”

He sighs. “The question is, will you be okay not having kids with me? We can always adopt. It’s not that I don’t want kids. But they don’t have reproduction between a human and a Pfahrn nailed down yet.”

It feels like I stand on the brink of a precipice. “It is more important to me to have love in my life. You are right—we can always adopt. I do not want children if I do not have my mate for life. I wish that mate to be you.”

We kiss, and time melts away. I suppose the stories I have read get that correct after all. They were human romance books, and in them it talked about emotions and desires and sensations. I wanted to understand sex beyond watching pornography or reading scientific articles.

The world seems to disappear as we kiss. He leans back, pulling me with him, until my arms are braced on the bed on either side of him, my body caging his.

His hands still roam my torso, my arms. “Your skin feels thick.”

“Pfahrn used to have thick, armored scales. We no longer do, but some remnants remain.”

He traces the outline of one such remnant feature on my own skin. “I can see the shapes of them.” He chuckles. “I guess you won’t slip out of my arms in the shower, huh?”

“No, but you might.” I lick from between his nipples up to his neck, to his chin, and he moans as I do. He tastes delightful. “You will prove quite slippery.”

“That’s me, your slippery, cocky slut.” His hands travel lower, to my waist, but his gaze focuses up, on mine. “I want to make you feel good.”

“Having you promising to be mine does make me feel good.”

“I mean I want to make you come. I want to hear you moan. I want to pleasure you.”

I shift my weight to my left arm. Reaching down with my right hand, I take his left in mine and shift it to the side, placing it over my pouch. I cup my hand over his and massage it. When I speak, my voice is hoarse from passion and emotions building within me. “Like that.”

After a few minutes of that, I show him how to curve his fingers up inside me and withdraw my cock. It hardens in his hands almost immediately, already slick from my juices.

He draws in a sharp breath. “Thank you, universe!” Before I can stop him, he’s scooted down the bed and starts stroking me with both hands. To his credit, he does manage to get the head of my cock into his mouth, where his tongue does things to me I have never felt before.

Perhaps I have died and reached Paradise?

I have to brace both arms on the bed again to keep my weight off of him.

Had I thought I knew how to pleasure myself?

I close my eyes and savor every stroke and lick, the warm, wet heat of his mouth, the way he hooks his legs around the backs of mine and grinds his cock against my leg.

“I…I cannot hold back,” I tell him.

“Then don’t,” Davies mumbles around the head of my cock.

I turn myself over to him, pleasure building hard and fast and making me cry out as I spill into his mouth. It leaves him greedily slurping and moaning and covered in my sticky cum, and gently laughing once I finish and he makes his way back up my body.

We kiss, this time my juices all over his face. I lick it from him, feeling dazed and amazed and oh, so deeply in love with this intriguing human.

I pray he does not break my trust.

Or my heart.






















Chapter Fourteen

Davies




Goddamn!

Okay, so that finally happened, and it was even better than I dreamed possible. Olarte tastes as good as they smell in this way, too.

The sound they made as they came for me will forever warm my heart every time I think about it.

They finally roll to their side and I move with them. I want to keep kissing them, loving the way they’re licking my face between kisses, but they have other ideas.

Manhandling me—did I mention I’m really digging how they can just scoop me up like I weigh nothing?—they lift and settle me on top of them, straddling their head, with my cock easily sliding into their mouth.

Umm… Holy shit!

I brace myself against the wall and start fucking their mouth. They hold my ass with both hands, squeezing my cheeks and urging me to go as fast and hard and deep as I want.

Maybe they aren’t very experienced, but damn, they sure as fuck know how to suck a cock!

I don’t bother holding back. This is amazing, and yet another memory that will live within me until the day I die. 

It’ll also have to be a memory to help sustain me during our times apart, unless they ask me not to leave.

At this point? If they asked me right now to sign a mate contract for life, I’d demand they give me a stylus to do it so we can get down to spending the rest of our lives together.

When I blow, I think I might be speaking in tongues. This feels infinitely better than jerking off. By the time they drain me dry I slump over to the side, until they nestle me against them so they can kiss me again.

“Holy fuck,” I mumble against their lips. “That was…fantastic!”

“Do I measure up to others in your past?”

My eyes had been closed, but they pop open at that. I cup their face in my hands again and hold them still so I’m looking them in the eyes. “I have a rule for this—never think you’re going to compare yourself to anyone in my past, because I’m not comparing you to them. I love you, and you have no idea how glad I am we’ve finally reached this point together. Say the word, and I’ll give my notice right freaking now. I’ll call the ship and tell them I’m done. I don’t even need to go back, because all my shit’s in your living room.”

They stare into my eyes for what feels like too long. “I do not wish for you to give up your career. You love what you do.”

“Uh, news flash, I can afford to retire. I’m rich.”


“But you still enjoy the work.”

“I enjoy the work, but I love you.”

I hate that they look uncertain. I wish I could eliminate that fear from them and show them how much I love them.

“Perhaps one day,” they finally say. “Not yet. I do not wish for you to have regrets about what we are doing. We have not yet done anything that cannot be taken back.”

I nuzzle my nose against theirs. “Wrong. I won’t take back any of what we’ve done or said to each other. I treasure every minute we’ve had together. I won’t let you take any of that away from me, ever. Because it’s part of my heart and soul now, the way you are part of my heart and soul.”

* * * *

We spend the rest of that morning, afternoon, and most of the night in bed together. I lose count of how many times we’ve come. I would order food be delivered to us, but they are insisting on buying the next meal we have.

So we end up cooking so we don’t starve to death. We’re going to shoot for breakfast tomorrow morning.

Then we’ll hit the store and stock up so we don’t have to leave their apartment any time soon.

I’m still tempted to call the captain and give him my notice, but that seems a little too much for Olarte to deal with right now. I don’t want to overwhelm them, either.

Thus, I know I’ll be making one more run, at least. 

I spend the entire three weeks we’re there with Olarte. They take off extra time from work, and we go down to Pfahrn.

I meet their family.

And for the first time since I was a kid, I feel like I’m part of a family. I worried they might be standoffish, since I’m a human, but they were all very nice and welcoming. I get to cook dinners with them, and they don’t tease me too badly about how bad a job I do of that.

We’re on a shuttle on our way back to the space station, holding hands and with my head tipped over against Olarte when I quietly say it.

“Tell me to quit. I won’t ever make you quit, if you don’t want to, but ask me to quit and stay here with you.”

They sigh into my hair, where they’re rubbing their face against the top of my head. “I cannot in good conscience ask that of you, Davies. Not right now. I would not feel right asking that of you yet. It is far too soon for that conversation.”

“Two years, Olarte. I’ve had two years to get to know you. I know you’re who I want to spend the rest of my life with.” Fear fills me. “Unless you aren’t sure how you feel about me?”

“I am certain I love you. But let us have a little time in this way first. I am still not certain I can enter a mating contract without a physical contract, and you are not yet certain you can sign one.”

“I’ll sign one right now.”

They sigh again. “That is your emotions speaking for you.”

“Damn right, it is.”

“We have time. I am content in this moment, knowing you are eager to be with me. Let that be enough, for now. I wish for us to have forever together, but I know if we rush things it might not end well. Please let this be enough for a little while longer.”

It’s not enough for me, but I can’t force myself on them.

Sure, I should be grateful for this much, but now that I have it, I want everything.

Even the logistics isn’t that big a deal between us. No, I can’t take their cock up my ass, but I can squeeze my thighs together around it and they can fuck me like that. My cock is a little too small to really do much for them if I fuck their pouch, but I can gently play with them by inserting my hand up there and make their eyes roll back in their head like that.

We get by. We make do.

I’ll be making a call to Dr. H’looder in the near future, I know. Because I want those damned augmentations.

The night before I have to return to the ship, we make love and I fall asleep draped over their chest.

If it wasn’t for the way Olarte gently awakens me the next morning, I might say fuck it all, quit, and curl up and go back to sleep.

Yeah, that’d be a little bit of a dick move at this point, since we’re slated to leave, but still, we’re at an official Maxim Colonies station. My contract allows it.

“You have an obligation,” Olarte gently reminds me. “It is all right, love. I will be here waiting for you when you return.” They smile. “I will make sure I stock up on groceries.”

I reluctantly pack the rest of my things. I put off doing even that because I didn’t want to admit I’d be saying good-bye to Olarte, no matter how temporary.

“I did mention I’m rich, right?” I tell them.

They smile. “You did. At least you can be certain I am not a digger of gold.”

I snort. “Gold-digger.”

“Yes. That.” They kiss me. “I will walk you to your ship.”

And they do. At the airlock we kiss once more. I smile up at them. “Don’t go falling for any other slippery humans while I’m gone, huh?”

They smile. “The only slippery human I want is you.”

I just know I’m going to cry myself to sleep tonight. “Love you,” I say.

They kiss me one last time. “Love you, too. Be careful.”

“I will.” I take a deep breath. “Love and well wishes,” I say. “Stars and sunrise. Hopes and health. May truth walk with you.”

“As does my heart,” they reply, stroking my cheek. That’s a traditional farewell they taught me a long time ago.

But now they know I mean it from the depths of my soul.

They step back as I grab the handle of my porta-sled and head through the airlock.

* * * *

It’s going to be ten.

Freaking.

Weeks.

Until I get laid again.

Although, compared to the past two years, that should be fucking easy to deal with.

I honestly cannot tell you how long it’s been that I waited for another partner like this.

Because that would be never.

Like, seriously, never.

That means this is…what…real, or something.

Right?

Or am I just a stupid asshole?

Other than our pledge to be exclusive, we don’t have any kind of official agreement, or contract, or whatever, but Olarte is the only one I can think of.

I have never felt like this before. Not even a holo brothel for me, despite Olarte telling me they’re okay with that since it’s basically fancy, VR-assisted masturbation and they don’t consider it cheating.

I’d rather lie in my bunk and close my eyes and think about Olarte while I stroke my cock.

This whole situation vaguely terrifies me, in some ways. My parents were in love. It might be over twenty years since I lost them, but I have zero doubt in my mind that they were absolutely crazy in love with each other up until the moment they died.

I wish I’d had them in my life longer. There’s so much I wish I could ask them: how they met, their favorite memory of their courtship, their wedding, their childhoods.

I wish they were around to meet Olarte.

They had no problem with me being gay. I’ve known that since I was about ten or so. They supported me wholeheartedly.

One of the things that sticks in my mind is that they said they only wanted me to be happy.

Olarte makes me happy.

Correction—I am finally happy with Olarte in my life. In a way I never knew was lacking before.

I can see myself spending the rest of my life with them, without hesitation.

We’re still supplying the same ore processor, so at this point, the trip is routine, at least. I mean, I still have to be careful and run numbers, pay attention to what’s going on during our jumps, but it’s not like I have to plot a brand-new course every single trip. And the regular trip intervals helps up the ship AI’s accuracy. Each trip means I have less corrections to make in the system.

Also meaning I can’t get sloppy or lazy, because that’s when mistakes happen.

We’re going to leave port tomorrow. But now that I know this thing between me and Olarte is seriously going somewhere, I have another call to make. And after I have all my gear stowed in my quarters, I grab my com unit and pull up Dr. H’looder’s contact info, which I have stored there.

I wonder if it’s going to go to voice mail. Surprisingly enough, he answers.

“Hey, Dr. H’looder. Davies McKellan. We’ve had some conversations.”

“Ah, yes, Davies. How are you?”

“I’m good.” I take a deep breath. “I’m also ready to sign on the line and get this process started. Tell me what my next step is.” I walk my stylus through my fingers. “And how soon we can get started.”






















Chapter Fifteen

Olarte




I have carefully arranged my work schedule so that when the Palmarian Rubayne is scheduled to berth, I am not only off-duty, but I have fourteen days off.

My family was a little disappointed when I told them I was not coming home to Pfahrn right away, or perhaps not at all during this leave.

That it would depend upon what Davies wishes to do.

That he is important to me, and I wish to spend time with him.

Even though I am off-duty, I am standing there on the other side of the airlock when Davies practically runs out, drops the handle of the porta-sled, and literally jumps into my arms, wrapping himself around me and kissing me.

Who am I to deny him his joy? I kiss him back, fully aware of how some in my crew are now laughing, hooting, and applauding us.

Let them witness our reunion. I do not care.

As we kiss, the rest of the universe falls away around us, with only Davies and me at the center of it.

“Miss me, big guy?” he whispers against my lips.

“Missed you so much, my slippery, farborn love.”

It is probably a good thing Davies is…

I was going to say wearing trousers, except now I realize he is not wearing trousers. He is wearing a brahkhen, and—

“What is that rubbing against me?” I ask.

He grins. “That would be me.” He kisses me again. “I spent a little time with Dr. H’looder while we were waiting on load-ops at the ore processor. He jumped out to our location, and I got a little personal dry dock work done to me. Surprise!”

My eyes widen. “You received some augmentations?” He did not convey that information to me.

“I certainly did. You want to help me test them out? Make sure I’m ride-worthy?” He waggles his eyebrows at me.

“Is that a pun I just missed?”

“It’s actually the second one, but that’s all right.” He sets his feet down and I reluctantly let him stand under his own power. “I’ll explain it to you later.” He grabs the handle of the porta-sled in one hand, and my hand with the other. “Right now, let’s get me through Customs and get back to your place.”

That sounds like a fantastic plan to me.

* * * *

When we return to my quarters, Davies wastes no time stripping and climbing me again. “You like?”

His cock is at least twice as large as it was before. “That is…amazing!”

“Tell me about it. Not the only improvement, either.”

I carry him into the bedroom and don’t even release him as I climb onto the bed and flip onto my back.

He yanks up the hem of my brahkhen, frees my cock from my pouch, and then straddles me.

My hands, which had been resting on top of his thighs, clench as his ass slowly swallows my cock.

Every last inch of it, all the way to the base.

He wears a pleased grin that makes my cock twitch even more than it already is. “You like?”

I am beyond speech and instead resort to eagerly nodding. The sensation is…amazing.

Breathtaking.

Davies wears a cocky, playful smile as he slowly starts to ride me. “This one’s all for you, baby. Don’t hold back.” His cock has inflated and bounces with every stroke. “I’ve been jerking off several times a day ever since having this done and getting the okay from the medical team.”

He leans in, planting his hands on either side of my head and nibbling on my lower lip. “You can even egg me if you want. I mean, I know it can’t be fertilized, but I’ll tell you about those modifications when we take a break to eat. Let’s just say you don’t have to hold back with me like that.”

I fist his hair and bring his lips down on top of mine in a crushing kiss. With my other hand, I plant it in the small of his back to use for leverage as I start thrusting up into him, actively fucking him now instead of him just riding my cock.

I have not done this since I came to maturity. That egg, of course, was not fertilized, either.

We both gasp as my cock connects deep inside him and I feel the egg that has long laid dormant within me begin to pulse through my cock and make its way inside him.

He moans, but there is nothing but pleasure in the sound. “Fuck, yeah!” he groans.

Pleasure explodes within me as the egg emerges, along with the rest of my orgasm. Between us, Davies’ cock explodes, coating both of us with copious amounts of cum. Far more than he ever produced before.

I don’t have time to consider the fact that his testicles are also much larger now, because another wave of pleasure wrings my nerves into a twisted, quivering mass of need and lust.

Inside my mouth, I feel venom seeping from my fangs. It would be so easy to sink them into Davies’ shoulder, and—

No!

My lips are already drawing back to bite him when I realize what I am doing. Instead, I move the hand I had been holding his head in place with and bite down on the side of it.

Pain mixed with pleasure spikes through me and makes me orgasm again. Impaled on my cock, Davies is squirming and not helping my situation much, but that is okay.

I did not bite him.

It is terrifying to me how quickly I almost lost control, and now he realizes it, sees what I’m doing.

“Dammit,” he says. “Why didn’t you bite me?”

I cannot yet speak, because we are still joined and my brain is barely in my skull. Instead, I skim my other hand up his back and pull him down, onto my chest, and hold him still while my body and his do what they are obviously intended for.

It takes about fifteen minutes before my cock releases its hold inside him and I can finally speak. “I cannot bite you without a mate contract,” I gasp. “I will not.”

“I think this proves I want to be with you.”

“It does, but I wish for more time.”

He stares up at me. “Are you afraid of me walking away from you?”

“I am afraid of you regretting your decisions.” I need to distract him. So I reach between us, where his cock is already stirring again. I take him in hand and slowly squeeze. “I do not want to talk about that tonight. I want to feel you inside me.”

He smiles. “You’re trying to distract me.”

“Is it working?”

“Fuck, yeah, it’s working.” He helps me tuck my cock back inside my pouch, and then slides his own inside with it. I shiver with renewed pleasure as I feel his cock ease along mine.

His eyes drop closed as he pauses. “Yeah,” he whispers, sounding almost reverent. “That’s what I hoped it’d feel like.”

My hands rest on his hips as, this time, he is using me for his pleasure.

It gives me pleasure as well, but I can hold back now and watch his face, study the passion growing there even as I feel it build within me.

Nothing I remember from my time of maturity felt anything close to this wonderful.

Now, I know what pleasure is.

I do not know if it is because Davies is human, or because my previous partner was not as skilled.

I do not care.

If this is what I have to look forward to for the rest of our lives together?

Then it will not be a hardship.

Not at all.

* * * *

We eventually fuck each other into exhaustion and fall asleep sticky and sated and smiling.

Eventually, we awaken, shower together, and then cook dinner together.

Mostly, I cook and Davies helps where he can. I no longer expect him to help “cook,” unless it’s scrambled eggs.

I prefer my food edible.

He tries very hard, but his luck apparently is used up on his mathematical and navigational skills.

He is intelligent, funny, sexy, and lovable. So what if he cannot cook?

No one is perfect.

After dinner we make love again, and then lie in my bed with my head resting on Davies’ chest and his arms around me.

“So?” he teasingly asks. “What’d you think?”

“I think that was money well spent, my love.”

He snickers. “Right? I wasn’t sure I could go through with it, at first.”

“Why is that?”

“I mean, it was sort of embarrassing being on my hands and knees in front of the lab techs. To them, it was interesting research and just another day at the office. Me? I was keeping my eyes closed and thinking about you and hoping this was the reaction I’d get.”

“What about the egg?” I finally ask. That is the only melancholy part of this.

“It’ll pass on its own in a couple of days.” He cups my face in his hands, a gesture I love. “I mean it. We can adopt, if you want. I’m all for that. There have to be kids who need homes. What about those ishblane you were telling me about?”

I nod. “Yes.” Ishblane are a mutation in our race. Instead of green skin, they have pink. Instead of red manes, they have blue, and their eyes are usually blue.

They are still shunned in our society, although it wasn’t so long ago they were once killed. Now, there is social progress being made, since more are being born. I have always felt there should be no difference between them and non-mutated Pfahrn. Our parents raised us to treat ishblane with care and respect.

Others are not so fortunate.

It is not uncommon to find ishblane children available for adoption. It is impossible to tell until an egg is born if they will be ishblane or not.

It is also standard in mating contracts to have cancellation stipulations if an ishblane child is born. Both parties usually have to assert that they have never produced an ishblane child, and do not have ishblane children in their family.

“However, that is a discussion for the future,” I add. “Not for tonight.”

“I’ll prove to you I’m here for life,” he says. “Whatever it takes.”

I nuzzle my face against his. “I know, love. Give me time to accept this blessing first, please?”

“You better believe I will.”

As we finally fall asleep, I struggle not to allow my imagination to run wild and free and imagine us with three or four adopted children we will love strongly and fiercely.


Because that would be the nearest attainable perfection I could ever ask for in my existence.

The last thing I wish to do is jinx this fledgling thing we have together.

Thus…I will wait.

But I do not know how much longer I can continue to hold myself back.






















Chapter Sixteen

Davies




No shit, best leave ever. Now our first time together falls to a close second place in my heart.

I really don’t want to get back on the ship, but I know if I quit right now, it’ll give Olarte an anxiety attack.

They need patience, and I love them.

So I get back on the fucking ship after hugging them and giving them one last kiss.

He egged me again last night, a little parting gift that’s already got me hard and horny. Can’t help it, it’s the way it’s pressing on things inside me.

That’s okay. It’s a little memento.

What I held back from them for now is that Dr. H’looder told me they are trying to work on a way to allow human mates to carry fertilized Pfahrn eggs. There might even be another human-Pfahrn couple we can work with to make it happen.

I don’t want to pressure Olarte or get their hopes up in case it can’t happen.

Right now, I’ll settle for them being able to accept that I’m really ready to move forward and do whatever we have to do to make this official. The idea of having to actually sign a contract still chafes me, because I shouldn’t need to do that to prove to them that I love them, or prove to a bunch of goddamned government wonks that I’m serious, but…

I’m almost at the point where I want to say fuck it and sign it so I can spend the rest of my life trying to learn how to fucking cook.

What the actual fuck is wrong with me, anyway, that I can land a goddamned cargo freighter damn near on the head of a pin, but I cannot cook anything other than scrambled freaking eggs?

Normally, when I’m calculating and programming a jump, there’s nothing in the world that can distract me.

Today, as I sit alone in my bunk and study my console, I find myself completely unable to focus on anything I should be focusing on.

Because there’s Olarte, not just their egg in my butt, but their soul right in the center of my soul.

Ten weeks until I can see Olarte again.

Minimum.

Ten weeks until I can talk to them in real time.

Ten weeks until I can inhale and their scent fills my lungs even as they curl their body around mine, and—

Fuck.

Now I’m hard, and I don’t have time to sit here jerking off with my new and improved cock. I have to get these calculations completed and program our course.

Besides, jerking off seems sort of an empty gesture now, when I think about who’s waiting for me.

I actually have someone waiting for me, which is a strange, new thing that I love.

I want to walk in the forest with them, sit down to dinner with their family.

Hang out on their sofa and talk with them, or at least listen to them talking and telling family stories.

I don’t think I’m going to have a difficult time walking away from my career after all. The captain might get pissed off at me, but before we hit our destination, I’m going to break it to him that he needs to find a new ether-jump nav by the time we return to Pfahrn.

Once we return to Pfahrn, I’m going to lock the ether-jump system, file my resignation, walk away from this ship, and head toward my future.

The ship and its future will be someone else’s problem.

Olarte will just have to get used to that.

* * * *

Once we’re released from the station’s control tower, I switch on the aft view on my cabin’s vid screen and wipe away my tears.

That’s my future growing smaller behind us.

Yeah, this will have to be my last trip. I can’t keep doing this to myself. If Olarte really doesn’t want me to quit, then they’ll just have to quit their job and travel with me. I can get a travel waiver for a spouse. Hey, I’m good with retiring. I’m still at the top of my game, still unbeaten in certification scores. That’s a win, right?

Only after I have myself pulled together do I head to the bridge to program in the course for the ether-jump. We’ll be in the clear zone in a couple of hours and able to jump-in. The week-long jump periods seem to be the perfect formula for this ship.

The captain turns the conn over to me as I start counting down, with McMurtry down in Engineer monitoring everything there.

“Ether-jump commencing on my mark,” I announce over the ship’s PA system as my stylus hovers over the button. “Five…four…three…two…one…mark.”

I hit the button and feel the slight wobble that instructors in the academy insist is just in our heads, but I know McMurtry can feel it, too.

Just like that, we’re in the jump.


As I settle into monitoring our jump, I walk my stylus through my fingers while I study my screens. If I had to explain the quantum math to someone who has zero training in this, it’d probably sound like I’m speaking a whole different language to them.

Because I am. It’s numbers and theory and trying to visualize the universe not in three dimensions, or even four, but in multiple dimensions.

It’s complicated as fuck.

When the first prototype jump portal was successfully tested over eighty years ago, it could jump a vessel into and out of what’s been dubbed the “ether” but couldn’t transport living things. It took another fifteen years of R&D to discover how to create a “bubble” around the vessel, so that it looked like it was a string to the universe, but the people inside it noticed nothing amiss, and transport them.

Ether-jump engines naturally emerged from that technology.

The operator—moi—creates branes with strings sandwiched between them, and then we ride. Those branes are what the ether-jump nav is there to ensure aren’t in the middle of a damn star, or in the middle of a planet, or on top of a space station.

Portal jumps are easier because the portals are essentially permanently fixed branes, or points, that talk to each other and transfer the ship—or comms buoy—through them. They remain relatively stationary in space, and only talk to each other. But because they are fixed points in space, they don’t move. Once you set up two of them, they need to stay where they are, otherwise it can fuck things up.

And ships over a certain size, or carrying certain densities of cargo, can’t jump through portals that aren’t powerful enough to transport them.

And it’s fucking expensive to make portals. The companies earn the money back on selling jumps through them to companies who can’t afford ether-jump engines for their fleets.

Ten hours into our jump, I’m about to call it a day and head for my quarters to monitor the systems from my console there when I hear something that immediately sets my own internal alarms jangling.

A warning tone from the plasma com panel, which handles the ether-jump engine’s core.

Before I can make it over to the panel, the tone sounds again, louder, along with a verbal system alert.

“Warning! Plasma core signal dipping into unknown variable. Auto-shutdown of ether-jump system will commence in twenty seconds. Please manually confirm jump-in point now.”

“Fuck!” I scream, diving for my own panel again. I’m aware that the captain’s barking orders at the rest of the bridge crew but I’m too busy to listen to him. I’m scanning the coordinates the AI spit out, verifying them with my own math and with navigational and com buoys, all while the computer’s voice is cheerfully counting down to what could potentially be our deaths, if I get this wrong.

I’ve just about got it.

“Jump-in commencing in ten…nine…”

I tune it out and tap in my command code to approve the jump-in and wrap my hand tightly around my lucky stylus.

Please, please, please let that be right! I want to see Olarte again. I haven’t had to undergo one of these exact scenarios since training, and they always made my ass pucker then, too.

“…two…one. Jump-in proceeding as approved.”

I keep my eyes closed as I feel the wobble, and then I suck in deep, rasping gasps of air as I listen to the captain demanding status reports from the other crew and hear alarm chirps going off all over.

We’re alive. We’d be dead already if I fucked it up.

I open my eyes and pull up our current coordinates.

We’re smack in the middle of a massive void between several different star systems.

In other words, a best-case outcome for a worst-case scenario.

I slump back in my chair, the shakes hitting me as my stylus races through my fingers. I let the system do another check of itself to confirm the first set of numbers, and then I run through them.

We’re good.

I turn to see the captain staring at me, and I give him a thumbs-up.

“What happened?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I have to pass that off to McMurtry if you want a fast answer.” I drag myself to my feet.

“Where are you going?” he asks.

“I need a fucking drink after that. Someone damn well better have at least a shot of liquor to share with me.”

I head for the corridor. Right now, they don’t need me, and I’m no good to them.

At I’m reasonably sure I didn’t shit myself, so that’s a win, right?


Oh, and we’re not fucking dead.

That’s definitely a win.

If nothing else, this seals it for me.

This is not where I want to be.

I want to be home, with Olarte, curled up in their arms and snug in their bed.

Anything else is just kidding myself.

My future is with Olarte, not here. And if I have to sign a thousand contracts to be with them, that’s what the fuck I’ll do.

Just, please, let me make it back to them safely.






















Chapter Seventeen

Davies




Six hours later, I’ve had a several shots of Heimlhen vodka and I’ve finally checked to make sure I didn’t shit myself.

I did not.

Yay, me.

I feel edgy, nervous. It’s not the first time I’ve had to abort a jump due to a mechanical issue, but it is the first time I’ve encountered a situation like this outside of training, or any kind of mechanical issue while aboard this particular ship.

I hate the way it makes me feel. No, it wasn’t my “fault” it happened, but there’s…something off.

And I can’t put my finger on it.

That more than anything unsettles me.

I wander down to Engineering, where McMurtry is scurrying around with his seven techs. I hate to interrupt him, but I can’t ignore my instincts.

“Hey. Got a sec?”

He doesn’t look up from his console. “Not really, Davies. What?”

“Any idea what happened yet?”

“No.” He’s not being brusque to be an asshole, and I know this. It’s partly just how he is, and partly the stress he’s under.

“Oh.”

“Nothing you did, if that worries you,” he adds.

It hadn’t, not really.

Not until he said that. “Let me know when you figure it out, huh?”

“I thought I would keep it a secret forever.”


I realize that’s the Onyx’s way of being sarcastic. “Sorry,” I mutter.

He finally looks at me. “You will be next to know after myself and the captain. Fair?”

“Yeah, thanks.” I return to my cabin because, honestly, there’s nothing I can do right now. We’re stuck at sub-light until McMurtry clears the power-up cycle for the tachyon drive. Even then, the helmsmen on board are certified to run a tachyon drive. They won’t really need me unless or until they get the ether-jump drive back online.

Technically, this doesn’t fuck up my perfect record, either. Mechanical breakdowns aren’t my fault.

I should message Olarte.

Is that what’s behind my unease? That it’ll delay me returning to Pfahrn by possibly weeks, or longer?

Meaning it’ll delay me reuniting with Olarte? And delay me being able to end my commission on this vessel?

Perhaps.

I’ve never before had any kind of urgent desire to be anywhere except where I currently am, so this is also a new sensation for me.

I want to be reunited with Olarte.

I wish they were here, with me, right now.

Now, I’m really wishing I’d asked them to marry me and come with me. My quarters are large enough for both of us. As the nav officer, since we’re a merchant vessel and not a military one, I could have requested Olarte be allowed to accompany me and paid their passage.

This… Frankly, this scares me, how much I find myself needing them.

Wanting them.

Missing them.

So many firsts in my life ever since Olarte entered it.

Right now, we’re much closer to Pfahrn than we are our destination. Especially if limited to sub-light and tachyon. I pull up my nav panel and run the courses and estimated times. At tachyon, we’re three weeks out from Pfahrn, and nearly ten from Plohrganzit Beta.

That’s when a thought hits me.

Dr. H’looder’s ship. I remember he told me it’s not uncommon for them to piggyback ships for ether-jumps.

They could come get us.

Or, rather, come get me.

I plot a jump course estimation using his ship’s stats, and it’s only three days here. They could jump out here, grab us, and carry us to our destination.

Well, damn. That’s hardly anything at all.

I think I’ve made my decision about what to do. Maybe this is just one of those kinds of silent nudges from the universe, you know?

Some sort of sign that Olarte really is my forever plan.

Excited now, I send a quick message to Olarte, scramble it for privacy, and bounce it off one of the hyper-com portal buoys, so they’ll receive it by tomorrow. Then I hurry to the bridge to tell the captain my plan.

I mean, part of it. About contacting H’looder and asking him to come get us.

I’m thinking for now I’ll keep to myself the part about me quitting his crew upon reaching port.

Captain Xhogrhan’s not on the bridge when I get there. It’s just Melba, one of the helmsmen.

“Where’s the captain?” I ask.

Melba’s a Chel’ldar and I can never tell what they’re thinking. It’s impossible to read their eyes, because they’re dark brown and deep-set under heavy, thick brow ridges, and they have a ton of wrinkles in their loose skin.

He shrugs. “Don’t know.”

“He didn’t tell you where he is?”

He shrugs again. “Do I look like an admiral?”


Frustrated, I leave the bridge and head for the captain’s cabin. When I hit the intercom buzzer at the door, he doesn’t respond.

I sincerely doubt he’s in there and ignoring me.

But where the frack is he?

He’s not in the mess or galley, and he’s not in Engineering. The active crew quarters and common areas on our ship aren’t that large, so I start working my way through all the spaces where he might be.

No sign of him.

This is really damned fishy.

Sure, I could page him, but now my instincts are screaming at me something’s really off, and that paging him will only make it worse.

Any time in my life I’ve ignored this instinct, bad things almost happened to me.

Last time, I nearly ended a jump inside an unplotted asteroid field. Fortunately, I adjusted at the last minute before coming out of the jump, and the captain only screamed at me for about thirty seconds for costing us a week of sub-light travel when the very rattled helmsman informed the captain that I’d just saved our lives.

Needless to say, I left that ship immediately upon reaching port, despite the captain begging me to stay, apologizing, and offering to let me fuck him anytime and as much as I wanted.

No, thank you. If you don’t trust me, no amount of me fucking you is going to make things right again.

Especially after giving me a public ass-reaming as thanks for saving our fucking lives. I have my damn pride. Doesn’t matter that he immediately apologized to me in front of the crew, that behavior was uncalled for.

Especially when we still made our deadline with plenty of time to spare.

I return to my quarters and pull up my console again. Because of what I do, in my quarters I have full duplicate consoles for all the ship’s systems, including sensors, life support, all of that. Our crew doesn’t have ID chips like on military vessels, so I can’t tell who exactly is who, just where people are on board.

I start to scan the vessel and realize there’s not one, but two personnel out at the far end of the cargo area, in one of the auxiliary life pods.

What the…

Upon conducting another head count, I realize we have one more person aboard than our official manifest reads.

That’s…

Shit.

That’s highly illegal, for starters. It’s also a blatant violation of Maxim Colonies regs. All passengers must be declared on the vessel’s official manifest.

That’s when I notice something else that takes me aback. Not only are there two personnel in the life pod, there are other life forms where there shouldn’t be any.

Smaller life forms.

Plus, just to make things even more weird, the captain has engaged a command lock-out of life support systems in the cargo hold. It’s pressurized, temperature-controlled, and contains a sufficient ratio of oxygen to nitrogen, and other gasses, to support the life forms on this vessel.

Air. It’s fucking air. Climate-controlled air.

Warm, breathable air, when usually the cargo hold is chilled and depressurized to kill off any parasites or other kinds of bacterial life forms that aren’t supposed to be transported out of their home planetary system without proper permitting and containment and quarantine procedures being instituted. It also helps prevent mold or mildew from forming, in case there’s any moisture in there, and it helps ease the burden on the ship’s scrubber system when we’re not close to solar power sources to run it.

That’s SOP.

We’re a cargo freighter that was purpose-built to haul mining ore and other large quantities of passive cargo. We aren’t equipped for transporting live animals. We don’t have any quarantine pods on board, either, to safely transport live animals. We don’t even have a crew mascot, like a dog or cat or other small animal, the way some vessels do.

What the unholy frack is going on, then?

I take several screen caps of my terminal. It’s a nav software add-on I had installed when I first signed on and came aboard. It allows me to replay sections of the jump for my calculations, if necessary. But I can capture video and screenshots of other ship’s systems, too.

I make sure I send the annotated screen caps to my com unit, as well as I download them to a thumb drive, and send the scrambled e-mail and files to a hyper-com portal buoy to hit Olarte’s e-mail. I keep my message short and sweet.




Hang on to these for me, please.




I want this saved off-ship, because this is serious shit business, right here.

Then I return to the airlock outside the hold and think about what I’m contemplating doing.

One of the last words to ever describe me would be “hero.” There’s a damn good reason I didn’t enlist in the military, and that’s because I’m a chickenshit.

But I find myself slipping into one of the survival suits in the airlock. The suits aren’t made for use out in open space. They’re designed for internal use only, to allow crew to walk around in the cargo hold and inspect or retrieve items without having to pressurize the entire hold or wrangle themselves into one of the bulkier exterior suits.

We all know how to use them, and we even have them in our cabins as part of our emergency kits in case there’s ever a catastrophic loss of pressure. It’s part of our training and being certified as crew. They’re fairly standard, made so that a variety of species of similar height and build can use them, and we have several sizes and types on hand to accommodate our crew.

The last thing I want to do is go out into the hold without a suit. Especially if the captain has illicit cargo on board. Maybe they need me on board, but with the jump engine down anyway, my death would be coincidental and convenient. Besides, I don’t know what the heck, exactly, they might have out there. I don’t want to be exposed to any pathogens I’m not prepared to deal with.

With my com unit in hand and set to silent, I enter the hold through a smaller access door that I know in our current status won’t trip a door alert on the main bridge panel. It’s not uncommon for crew to go out into the hold to inspect the cargo or retrieve supplies we need for the ship. This door only alerts if someone activates it when we’re in a jump, or if the hold is depressurized.

Yep, the hold feels chilly, but it’s maybe sixty degrees.

Definitely not sub-freezing. Plenty warm enough to keep an animal species alive.

We are not currently carrying any cargo listed on our manifest that would require us to keep the hold warm and pressurized. We’re carrying mining ore, and supplies for our own ship.

None of those require holding temps above zero.

Taking the long way around the perimeter of the hold, I hear voices as I approach the auxiliary life pod. Two voices, both speaking in Shalfin. I know, because my translator augmentation understands it.

I also hear noises that aren’t voices.

Non-sentient animal kinds of noises.

In my chest, my heart is pounding as I prepare my com unit to take video. I slowly ease my way around the last cargo container, and I can see through the open hatch of the life pod.

It’s the captain and another Shalfin. I think it’s the one who he brought aboard that very first time we arrived at the space station on Pfahrn.

Around them in the life pod are dozens of crates holding a variety of native animals from Pfahrn.

My hand’s trembling as I take video, just long enough I know that it’s recorded what’s going on and both of the Shalfin’s faces. I also snap a few pictures, then I quietly beat a hasty retreat back to the airlock, grabbing a pint of ice cream from one of the ship’s storage coolers on my way.

Just in case.

I want a viable excuse if I’m asked what I was doing out there. I’ll tell the partial truth, that I wanted ice cream that we were out of in the galley. I can also lie and say I didn’t realize the hold was pressurized until I was already inside the suit. We’re so used to the hold being unpressurized that it wouldn’t be unheard of for me not to check first.

The shakes really hit me hard once I’m in the galley and trying to get myself a bowl for the ice cream. I damn near knock all of them out of the cabinet in the process.

Crap. I really need to send proof of this off-ship, too. Using my personal com, I hastily compose another e-mail to Olarte, attach the video and pictures, and relay it through my bunk terminal so I can scramble it and bounce it off a hyper-com portal buoy.

“Hey—”

I scream, jump, and turn all at once. McMurtry’s standing there, scowling at me.

“Jeez, you scared the shit out of me!” I’m not usually so jumpy, but, ya know, reasons.

“Sorry. No word on cause yet. Seen nothing like it. Strange.”

This guy is probably the closest person I have to a friend on this ship. And I can trust him.

I hope.

I mean, we slept together at one point and parted ways in that respect as friends.

As he walks past me to the cooler, I use my com unit to log into my bunk terminal remotely and switch off the galley com system for a moment.

“Can I ask you something and keep it between us?” I whisper in case someone walks into the mess area just outside the galley.

He scowls. “I thought you partnered with Olarte now, and—”

“No, not something personal like that.”

He studies me for a moment. “I told you I don’t know yet what caused—”

“What if I knew something illegal was going on? On the ship. Involving the captain.”

He pauses, staring at me. “Is this some sort of joking?”

“Joke, and no. It’s not.” I show him on my com unit what’s going on, and his eyebrows nearly launch off his forehead as he looks up at me to verify what he’s actually seeing.

“Hell’s brains!” His hair bristles. “What’s this about?”

“I don’t know. It cannot be a coincidence that we have an undeclared passenger and live cargo that shouldn’t be on board, and we’ve suddenly had a jump drive problem that dropped us in the middle of fucking nowhere.”

He replays the video I took in the cargo bay. At least I am reasonably sure from his reaction that he has no idea what’s going on and isn’t involved in it.

Thank goodness.

I honestly wasn’t sure what I’d do if I thought he was involved. Fortunately for me, Onyx don’t have poker faces.

Seriously, they don’t. It’s why some captains love having them on their crews, and some captains hate them.

Depends on whether or not you’re an honest captain, I suppose. Until today, I thought Xhogrhan was honest.

Then McMurtry pulls his own com unit from his pocket and scrolls through something.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“Looking.”

That’s not helpful. “Looking for what?” I ask.

“For cause.”

“I thought that’s what you’d been doing?”

He slowly shakes his head. “I never anticipated…” His gaze narrows as he studies his com unit.

“What is it?” I ask.

He turns his com unit so I can see the screen. He’s isolated a signal feeding into the ship through the auxiliary life pod command terminal. Apparently, it’s a signal that’s been scrambled through the terminal in the captain’s quarters, meaning it didn’t show up in the usual systems scans his team used to try to diagnose the problem.

Because it wasn’t a problem the ship could normally have.

“It is why our jump drive died,” he says, sounding grim. “Interference oscillation.”

“What does that mean?” I ask.

“Sabotage.”






















Chapter Eighteen

Davies




“Now what do we do?” I ask as the full ramification hits me. “Do we confront the captain?”

McMurtry slowly shakes his head. “Who can we trust? Maybe you and I only ones darkened about this.”

“In the dark.” Dammit. He’s right. I’ll automatically assume we can’t trust any of the Shalfin. We don’t know if they’re in cahoots or not. I mean, not to be speciesist or anything, but it looks like two Shalfin are in on this together, and I know at least two of the other Shalfin aboard are the captain’s cousins or something.

So it’s a reasonable assumption that we can’t trust any of them, for now.

If several of them are involved, it also explains how they were able to more easily conceal what’s going on. Two of the helmsmen are Shalfin, as is the environmental officer who usually handles, among other things, life support monitoring, scanner duties, and other related tasks.

Meaning it’d be easy to conceal what’s going on.

If they’re all involved…

“We need an incidental plan,” he says.

“What do you mean?”

“A…coincidence of our own. Contrived. An intervention.”

I think again about contacting H’looder. “I might have just the contrived coincidental intervention we need.”

We both hear someone enter the outer mess area. “Hello?” I call out.

The captain appears in the galley doorway. “Ah, there you are.”

“Which one?” McMurtry and I both ask.

The captain smiles, and it’s hard for me not to read nefarious intentions into it. “McMurtry. I’ve called for an ether-jump tow since we’re not within a practical distance to reach a jump portal large enough to accommodate a ship of our size. The tow is currently engaged in another retrieval, but it will intercept us within the next three weeks, and will then piggyback us and ether-jump us close to our destination port. From there, we can make our way in under tachyon and sub-light drives. They’ve got a repair facility there with the capability of going through our ether-jump drive.”


His smile doesn’t fade. “We’ll be a little late making our deadline, but not too much. Meanwhile, we’ll continue under sub-light, until the tachyon drive’s online.”

His smile doesn’t make sense when I know damn well his load bonus is based on how much time he can shave off the delivery window. And unlike me, he does take hits to his pay for delivery delays, even if the delay is mechanical and not his fault.

Before now, he would borderline freak out if we didn’t look like we might berth that first day of the delivery window.

Which we’ve always made it well before then, because I’m that good. Still, this is weird behavior for him.

It also doesn’t escape my notice that, if the tow is simply jumping us in and dropping us off to finish the journey under our own steam, then it means they won’t be docking at the station, and therefore not subject to Customs boarding and inspecting them.

I clear my throat. “I have an idea. I’ve been working with Dr. H’looder from Maxim Colonies. He performed some augmentations for me, and he’ll be doing more, once we return to Pfahrn on our next run. I know his ship is an ether-jump ship, and they piggyback other vessels on the regular. I’ll bet that we could talk him into helping us out because he’s really eager to continue working with me. He could probably be here in a couple of days, or sooner. Then we could make our delivery deadline without any problem.”

Deep blue flashes in the captain’s cheeks. I watch him take a breath before answering. Yet when he speaks, his voice now sounds tight, strained. “That is appreciated but won’t be necessary, Davies. I’ve already contacted corporate, and they talked to Maxim Colonies. Since our load isn’t under a critical delivery deadline, they’ve said that we are fine to wait for our jump tow. We won’t be delayed that long.”

One of the things I do when processing a jump is run through multiple scenarios in an infinitesimally short amount of time in my head. Not seeing all the potentialities, or the potentials, could get us killed.

It’s what I’m doing now, with the captain and the blatant lie he’s just told us.

Scenarios ranging from calling him out and telling him we know what he’s done, to blithely going along with this stupid and dangerous charade until we’re safely at port and I can sic the coalition and military and Maxim Colonies on him.

There are no good answers here. No right answers.

Only the answer that will keep me and McMurtry alive.

Because how do we know that the crew of the “tow” he’s arranged isn’t in on this scheme, too?

We don’t. We have no way of knowing.

In fact, if I was to bet money on it, I’m fairly certain they are in on it. It certainly would be a convenient way to off-load illegal cargo without having to clear Customs, right?

Wouldn’t be shocked if, gee, look at that, we didn’t need the tow after all, because one more last-minute check of the systems shows that the problem has suddenly cleared itself.

In fact, I’d even bet good money that’s exactly what will happen, meaning no evidence remaining aboard the PR when we reach our destination, other than my word, the video and screenshots, and McMurtry’s word that he saw the video and screenshots.

McMurtry clears his throat. “I’m still going looking for what caused this to happen.”

“Oh, sure. Of course. You do that.” Blue flushes the captain’s cheeks. “Keep looking. But, I’m just saying, don’t panic. We’re fine. Once we’re underway with the tachyon drive, we’ll make time again. And when our tow arrives, of course, they’ll jump us close to the space station. Don’t stress.”


We stand there watching him as he turns and leaves the galley.

After waiting for a moment, McMurtry looks up at me, his voice soft when he speaks. “His shitter’s full.”

I nod. “He’s full of shit, yeah. I agree. The problem is, what are we going to do about it?”

McMurtry braces his hands on his hips. “I don’t know, but we better decide fast, before they sneak everything off-ship.”

* * * *

I don’t understand how a ship that I had previously considered my “home” could, in the blink of an eye, transform into feeling like the heart of enemy territory. I’m now tense and on edge, wary. Like I need to watch my back literally, not just metaphorically.

This is a thousand times worse than any fear I ever felt during my scariest early missions after graduation.

Before we leave the galley and mess area, I switch its com system back on. McMurtry returns to Engineering. I return to my bunk and lock myself in.

Which is unusual. I rarely lock my door when I’m in my bunk, unless I’m sleeping, or doing something I want to keep private.

Part of me feels…terrified. Not gonna lie.

I don’t know who the stowaway is, or what, exactly, they’ve got in the life pod, but that the co-conspirators would jack around with our delivery schedule like this means there’s a lot of money involved.

That’s my assumption, anyway.

It’s got to be money, or some sort of deadly serious leverage they’re holding over the captain, to make him do this.

Either way, someone like me? Ether-jump nav or not, it’s something far above my importance. Besides if the ship’s not ether-jumping, I’m as useful as tits on a tin can.

Meaning I’m expendable.

This is a pretty damned ballsy way of trying to get around import laws and Customs and all of that.

Pretty damned dangerous way, too. There’s a reason they have quarantines and customs for living animals. For example, there was a reptile-like srahassi which was snuck on board a ship by a smuggler a few decades ago. Within weeks of arriving on Osarian Six, its destination planet, it got loose and then wiped out nearly three quarters of that planet’s domestic livestock population, and half its wildlife. All because of a bacteria the srahassi carried that Osarian Six’s animals had no natural immunity against. If it hadn’t been for the coalition shipping in supplies, the whole planet would’ve starved to death.

I have a sworn duty to report this.

I also have a duty to myself and Olarte to stay alive.

To try to keep alive anyone on board who’s innocent, like McMurtry.

My communications line is private and scrambled. I know outbound is privileged and protected, but inbound…

If the captain was able to rig a sabotage that could escape McMurtry’s keen eyes, who’s to say they can’t intercept my out- or inbound messages?

Plus, that lends more credence to someone on McMurtry’s crew possibly being in cahoots with the captain. Overlooking the data and failing to report it to McMurtry.

A consolidated effort among several people.

I hurriedly compose another message to Olarte.




One more thing. I don’t need a reply to my previous messages to you. If you do reply, watch how you word it. I forgot inbound messages aren’t necessarily private. I’d rather our personal business not end up being used as wank-fodder by our comms officer. *wink* Miss you so much and can’t wait to see you again. Captain says there’s an inbound tow, but it could be several weeks away. Love you.




I scramble the message and send it, bouncing it off a hyper-com portal buoy, all while praying Olarte is fast on the uptake.

I don’t need them caught up in this, too. One more worry on my plate.

I suspect getting me and McMurtry out of this alive will be difficult enough as it is. I’m hoping the fact that we’re still alive means they haven’t unscrambled and read my outbound messages yet.

Which brings me to another point of inquiry. I pull up my nav terminal and start running what will to anyone else hopefully look like a regular systems scan, nothing different than anything I’ve done countless times before. Part of my job. I have to figure in the ship’s systems’ energy usage when calculating jumps.

I can’t see anything like what McMurtry showed me on his com unit. In fact, as I study the setup, I realize there are a few subtle changes I hadn’t noticed before.

Like I can’t see any of the life pods on my scan.

I mean, I can see they’re there and attached, but I can’t view their status beyond that, where before, I could. I just never thought to look at them any closer until now. There’s always a trace amount of energy being used by the pods to keep the systems inside them charged and on immediate standby.

Now? I can’t even see that.

This is new, since after the—

Oh, shit.

After the communications system overhaul and retrofit we received during our first visit to Pfahrn.

I pull up a disk image from the first jump I ever made with this ship. I routinely save them before and after every jump so I can compare data for my calibrations for every jump. I’m afraid if I pull one up from right before the “retrofit” that it might raise a flag. I don’t know what kind of logs the captain now has access to.

I skim through it, looking through the jump drive stats, like I’m reviewing things there, then play back the full systems scan from the start of that jump.

Sure enough, there are the detailed life pod readouts.

Which no longer show up on my scans performed after the “retrofit.”

Do I need to keep using the air quotes? I think we’ve established that was bullshit. It also explains why it didn’t make any sense to me, at the time.

Creating a secure, scrambled message, I add the two images to it and send it to Olarte with a message to hang on to those for me, as well.

Then I lock down my terminal and head to Engineering to find McMurtry. He’s standing at the master terminal, three of his techs busy at work. I catch his eye and tip my head toward the direction of his private cabin. Fortunately, he doesn’t need me to detail what I want.

I follow him and he locks us in. There, I pull out my com unit and type a short message.




We don’t know who is listening now. We can’t risk turning off the com system like I did in the galley. It’s awfully suspicious the captain showed up right then. We might need to pretend we’re involved with each other again so no one gets suspicious.




He reads it and nods.

I delete that and write more.




Whatever they did happened during the communications sys overhaul on our first trip to Pfahrn.




He reads what I wrote and nods.

I erase the message and type again.




I compared system images from my first jump on board. They shut off viewing life pod stats and energy consumption. That’s how they hid the interference signal from you.




Another nod from him, accompanied by a scowl.

I erase it and write another message.




You need to pretend you don’t know what’s going on. I think they’ll offload the contraband to the tow and then the problem will probably “disappear.” An unexplained glitch.




He pulls out his own com and types a reply.




You need to send copies of those system images off-site.




I nod. Done, I silently mouth to him.

He nods back. I write another message.




What now?




He shrugs and replies.




I’m going through log files to make it look like I’m checking the circuits. I’m trying to find out who ran what checks to see if they deliberately withheld information from me. I want to know if any of them are in on this besides the Shalfin.




I read that twice and respond.




You think all the Shalfin are involved?





I mean, that confirms my own suspicions.

He grimly nods and types another message.




I would bet my life on it.






















Chapter Nineteen

Olarte




I do not sleep well that night following Davies’ departure. I find it is exceedingly lonely in bed without his presence.

Achingly lonely.

The type of loneliness I experience within the depths of my bones, and not what I previously labelled as “loneliness.”

If I am truly honest with myself, Davies’ absences have coincided with my sleeping poorly, as of late.

The converse of that is also true—I have the best sleep of my life when he is in my arms. Or, at the very least, when we are sharing a bed.

This is an unexpected development for me. Mostly because it has never happened to me before and I am unsure what or how to think about it.

Perhaps it is time I give serious thought to asking Davies if he wishes to make this arrangement permanent between us, with or without a formal contract. The more that I ponder upon our situation, the more something becomes clear to me—I do not need a contract with Davies, if he is unwilling to sign one.

We have not needed a contract before now, and he has my trust. If I cannot trust him without a contract, I have no business entering into any contract with him.

I should not need a contract to guarantee he will not break my trust. Because if he did wish to break my trust, no contract would hold him to it.

Love transcends what I thought I needed in my life. I would be dishonest to say I do not love Davies.

What else could this be between us? Davies is willing to walk away from everything he is and does to be with me. He has literally put his body through changes for me.

Because of me.

Without me even asking him to do so.

Because he loves me.

He has more than proven who he is to me.

Lonely, I lie in my bed and stare at the ceiling. I cannot help but reach out and lay my arm in the space he would usually occupy when he is here.

If I get up in the night, I will not have to step around his mini sled full of belongings.

Where before that was a slight annoyance, now I find I desperately miss that, too, of all things.

I am a dumbass.

Is that not what it is called?

Why have I not freely and completely opened my thoughts to him before now?

It will be at least ten weeks before I see him again. That is a very long time.

That is, it will be ten weeks if I am fortunate and the turnaround goes quickly. It could be three or four weeks beyond that, if I am not.

Or, perhaps, if I am truly unlucky, one of the very unlikely things that could go horribly wrong will do so, taking Davies beyond my reach forever, and before I have had a chance to even tell him how I feel about him and our relationship. To admit to him that I wish for our futures to be permanently entwined. I suspect he understands I care deeply for him, but I need to speak the words to him.

I need to tell him I love him, and am in love with him, and that I wish to spend the rest of my life mated to him, contract or not.

I cannot keep doing this, saying good-bye to him. I do not desire to live in limbo.

I have to admit to him what I feel and want.

By the next morning, I have barely slept at all and my mood is most foul. I finally give up trying to sleep and I leave for work over two hours early. I would rather be there and manage to be productive than sit around in my quarters and mope.

Or picture in my mind all the times Davies has been in my quarters with me.

As I take the lift up to the berthing sector, I think about Davies. His ship has likely jumped already, meaning that it will take a day or longer for any message I send him to reach him.

When I go home tonight, I know I will compose a message to him. I wish for him to know exactly how I feel.

If he were to ask me to quit my job and travel with him, I would consider doing that.

Happiness is precious, and a mate like Davies is a blessing. It is past time I stop ignoring the signals the universe is sending me and recognize what is in front of me.

Fortunately, we are busy today, which will keep my mind and thoughts focused elsewhere. With the Palmarian Rubayne departed, we will be berthing eight smaller vessels in its vacant space. By the end of my shift, I feel satisfied at a job competently accomplished, but lonely and empty once I remember that Davies will not be awaiting my return in my quarters.

No clumsy attempt at cooking for me.

None of his things cluttering my space.

As I take the lift down to the level where my apartment is located, my mind wanders to what I wish to write to Davies.

I miss you, love.

No, that is not how I should start it.

I love you, mate.

Peace settles within the center of my soul at that truth.

The longer I consider it, the more certain I feel of it.

There is no reason to further deny or delay admission of this truth, to myself, or to Davies.

Born far away and with a life full of experiences far different than my own, Davies is the one meant to be my mate. There is a delightful symmetry in knowing that Davies loves my family. I have always known they were a blessing, but I do not think I adequately appreciated them as much before now, after seeing them through my farborn love’s eyes.

It means quietly accepting that children will not be in our future. Perhaps we can adopt one day. Sometimes, ishblane children are offered for adoption. I personally would not care if they are ishblane. I have never understood why there is such widely held disgust for them. There is nothing different about them except skin color.

Since my own adulthood, I have always sided with those who have strived to better the lot and lives of ishblane Pfahrn. After all, humans have skin color that varies widely from one to another, and can vary even within the same family, depending on their parents.

Perhaps that is our destiny, to share our love with a child unwanted by others.

First, I need to converse with Davies and admit to him how I feel. Before anything else can happen, that must occur. I believe he feels love for me in return. Everything he says and does speaks to that. I have witnessed no contradictions in his actions when compared to his words.

However, I suppose I should confirm that.

After dinner, I spend several hours attempting to write out my feelings in some flowery, emotional language that I think Davies might appreciate.

Nothing but frustration greets my efforts, because I do not feel they are…adequate.

All of which leads me to erasing what I have written and defaulting to simple honesty.




I love you, and I miss you. When you return, I wish to discuss our future relationship and where we go from here. I do not like being separated from you and desire a discussion about perhaps arranging a permanent long-term situation between us. Contract or not, I want to spend the rest of my life with you as mates.




I read and re-read it.

It is simple and short and clear. Unambiguous.

I do not know if it is perfect, but it is perfectly honest.

I send it.

Then I settle in my empty bed and think about my perfect mate, and how much I miss him right now.

* * * *

I do not hear anything from Davies over the next three days, which is not unexpected. Also, it could take longer for messages from me to reach him because of the positioning of hyper-com portal buoys and their batch-forwarding frequencies.

I am preparing to go on lunch break when my personal com alerts me to an incoming e-mail from Davies.

It takes every ounce of will I have not to open the message and read it right then. Somehow, I manage to wait until I am taking the lift down to my quarters. I wish to be alone when I read it.

That is when I realize there is more than one e-mail from him, several sent at different times, close together, but all queued in the same batch that I have just now received.

Including pictures and video.

I sort them by time sent, confused as I try to understand what is going on. As I read all of them, there are instincts within me that scream my slippery, cocky slut is in danger.

And here am I, stuck on this space station and unable to protect him or help him in any meaningful way.

He is in danger, of this I am certain.

Once I am locked in my quarters, I study the messages. Sorted in the order they were sent, it is like Davies adds the warning about inbound messages to prevent me from sending a reply that could trigger suspicions from anyone.

I rewatch the video and zoom in, recognizing the captain…and the other Shalfin.

La’loorn.

I know for certain there was no outbound live cargo on that ship.

Not permitted live cargo. Because there are special permits that must be filed before live cargo is loaded, special inspections that must occur. Because the ship must give me copies of those permits, as is required by law and by Maxim Colonies’ regulations.

I cannot access all the features of my control terminal remotely, but I can access cargo, passenger, and crew manifests. Skimming the PR’s manifest confirms my memory—they had no permitted live cargo. Not even any declared ship’s pets on board.

Strangling indecision grips me. By law, I should report this immediately. Except if there was some bribery involved to allow the crew to pass through Customs with undeclared live cargo, I could be risking not just Davies’ life, but my own.

Wait…

The captain is a Shalfin.

A hunch grips me and I pull up La’loorn’s credentials.

Curses on high!

He had returned from his leave and ended up working in a different berthing sector. Because of that, his access rights to any of the berthing sectors, other than the military ones, are not restricted.

Meaning he can use the personnel lifts.

His last reported movement in the system has him entering my berthing sector through the restricted lift—which bypasses the customs scanners—and then crossing through the airlock and into the PR crew hatch mere hours before it departed.

And he did not return.

Stunned, I sit back and ponder the full ramifications. No telling how many conspirators are involved in this scheme, or what the value is of the illicit cargo they are carrying.

The “tow” that is currently inbound is likely working with them.

Before I realize what I am doing, I place a personal com call to Colarmin and pray our family relations are as strong as I believe they are.

When phey answer, my voice chokes. “It is Olarte. I have desperate need to speak with you about a grave matter for which I need an oath of secrecy.”

Phey hesitate. “Regarding…?”

“Please.”

“Stand by for a moment. I must go elsewhere.” Phey mute the call and, a couple of minutes later, phey return to the connection. When phey speak, pheir voice sounds low, pheir words quick. “You are putting me in jeopardy by asking this of me, are you not?”

“If it literally were about anything else, I would not ask this of you. Please, it potentially means someone’s life.”

Phey sigh. “You have my oath about this conversation. I reserve the right to not make such an oath regarding future conversations about the same topic.”

“Fair enough.”  I quickly outline what is going on and my words are, at first, met with silence from phem.

“Are you certain of this?” phey finally ask.

“Reasonably. Enough so that I would not be talking to you about this if I were not.”

“We have heard rumors of a new smuggling ring working to move animals from Pfahrn, but had not yet found confirmation of their operations.”

“I believe I now provide such confirmation.”

“Unfortunately, this is not enough proof for me to take to my superiors to allow me to requisition the military resources needed to intercept the vessel. We would need an ether-jump-capable ship. By the time we reached them with one of our regular vessels, they would already have off-loaded their cargo.”

I think about that. “If I could secure you the use of a jump-capable vessel, would you be able to provide assistance?”

Phey snort. “Commandeering a vessel is, as humans say, above your pay grade, is it not?”

“I am serious.”

Phey grow quiet. “How can you manage that?” phey ask.


“It is irrelevant. If I can?”

“Legally?” phey ask.

“Yes, of course legally.”

Colarmin ponders that for a moment. “If you can legally secure the use of an ether-jump vessel, I can immediately assemble a patrol authorized to take possession of the illicit cargo and take the perpetrators into custody.”

“An armed patrol?”

“Absolutely.”

“I shall contact you shortly.” I terminate the connection and immediately contact Fullstein. “Apologies, but I have a family emergency and need to remove myself from the schedule temporarily for personal leave.”

“For how long?”

“I do not know yet. At least a week. I would not be asking this were it not truly an emergency.”

“Very well. I shall amend the schedule.”

“Thank you. I will update you as quickly as possible.” As soon as I end that conversation, I throw some belongings into a rucksack and run from my quarters.

I have a doctor to see about a ship.






















Chapter Twenty

Olarte




When I reach the berthing arm at the opposite end of the station from where I usually work, I experience a brief moment of panic when I do not see anyone manning the control booth to allow me access to Dr. H’looder’s ship.

Please let him be here!

His ship has a dedicated berthing arm that only his ship, and his escort vessels, are allowed to dock at. Unfortunately, this is the one dock on the station my supervisor access pass will not gain me entry to.

Dr. H’looder is very important to Maxim Colonies. While he isn’t the space station’s commander, he certainly ranks higher than the space station’s commander within the Maxim Colonies hierarchy.

I frantically punch the com button, hoping to attract someone’s attention, all while praying his ship is actually here. In my hurry to speak with him, I did not check the berthing logs for other sectors to see if his ship is present.

Moments later, a female Carmidian I do not recognize appears behind the protective glass screen enclosing the control booth.

“I’m terribly sorry about the delay,” she says. “I was indisposed, and we had no appointments on our schedule today. How may I assist you?”

I hold up my access badge so she can see it. “I must speak with Dr. Mafer H’looder immediately.”

“Is he expecting you?”

“No, but this is an emergency, and I must speak with him!”

“Please scan your badge.” She motions with a tentacle to the scanner in front of me.

I do. Meanwhile, I am fighting the urge to pound on the window of the control booth with both hands and demand entry.

After a moment where I am sure she is studying my identification profile, she nods. “Please wait here while I confirm if he will see you.”

A privacy shield slides shut inside the booth, blocking any sight or sound.

What feels like five hours later, but is probably only five minutes, an entry hatch next to the booth slides open, exposing a passenger-sized entry airlock. On the other end of the airlock stand two armed Guyardien security personnel, both wearing Maxim Colonies uniforms. While I do not recognize these two particular ones, I remember seeing internal advisory communiques that H’looder had some working for him, and they were to be allowed full and unfettered access to any berthing sectors if they were on official business for Dr. H’looder.

“Follow me,” the larger of the two says, turning and striding away while the other waits for me to pass.

I follow, the second Guyardien falling in step behind me.

When we reach Dr. H’looder’s lab, where three more Guyardien security officers bar my entry, the first officer holds out his hand. “Your bag stays out here. And we must search it.”

I immediately hand it over without any hesitation, well aware why they are taking such precautions. Veraci are very fragile beings. I mentally remind myself to stay still and make no sudden moves while in the doctor’s presence.

I am quite sure the security team would not hesitate to take me down should they perceive a threat from me.

The guard hands my bag over to one of the other security personnel, who begins to search it. I know my person was likely scanned as I walked through the entry airlock.

When the lab door opens, two Guyardiens lead the way, two more following, and the last remaining outside in the corridor with my bag.

Dr. H’looder soon emerges from his private office while pulling a thermo skin hood over his head. He is wearing a full protective mech suit. “What is this about, Olarte?” he asks, and from his frazzled tone of voice I am guessing he hurried to prepare for my arrival once my presence was announced.

I queue up a blank message on my personal com unit, type out the essence of the issue, and then turn it facedown and hand to one of the guards to pass to H’looder. But the guard does not hand it over right away. He awaits the doctor’s agreement.

Dr. H’looder nods and accepts the com unit. His eyes widen as he reads my note. Then he looks at me. “You have proof?”

“On my com unit. If you swipe out of that message, you will see my e-mail thread from Davies.”

He does. Then, after reading, he focuses on me again. “And what are you asking of me?”

I glance around at my four guards. I do not wish to put Davies or Colarmin in legal jeopardy. “I need that back to tell you.” I point at my com unit in his hand.

He waves one of his four hands, indicating his men. “They are sworn to secrecy,” H’looder says as he returns my com unit. “You may speak freely in front of them. Their primary loyalty is to me, not to Maxim Colonies, the coalition government, or anyone else. They are my personal security force, paid by me.”

So…I do. I detail everything, and H’looder nods as I speak. When I finish, he turns to a control panel and orders the bridge to prepare their ship, as well as their two accompanying ether-jump frigates, for immediate departure as soon as he gives the word. Then he orders a shuttle to head to the surface to pick up Colarmin and pheir team. Lastly, he waves the guards out and orders them to bring me my belongings.

Once we are alone, he slowly shakes his head. “This is a very grave issue, Olarte. No telling how many creatures they have already smuggled, or where they have ended up. We do not yet know what pathogens might pass from Pfahrn fauna to other fauna. We are still researching it. We do not even allow uncooked meat to transfer between the space station and the planet without making sure it has been thoroughly irradiated for decontamination. There are very few plant species we allow to make the transfer because we have confirmed they are safe. Even then, we have strict decontamination protocols.”

“I understand. I know Davies is not involved in this. I am certain he is innocent. My main concern is his safety. I love him.”

“We will do everything in our power to keep him safe, I promise you.”

It takes six hours to bring Colarmin and pheir team to H’looder’s ship. Meanwhile, I am shown to a stateroom to await pheir arrival. I wonder if it is the same one Davies occupied when he was here receiving his augmentations, and that fills me with both anxious and melancholy thoughts.

I love Davies. I want him safely in my arms so we may discuss our future together.

H’looder instructs his security forces to coordinate with Colarmin to come up with a plan regarding how to handle dealing with the ship, and we then depart from the space station.

We are now on an extremely tight deadline to make it to the PR before their “tow” does.

Once we are under way, H’looder summons me back to his personal office in his lab. Alone together, he still wears his mech suit. But he removes the hood and he sits back with all four of his hands clasped together, his body language now relaxed.

“Thank you for trusting me and bringing this to my attention,” he says. “We are still trying to genetically re-engineer native species from the tragedy on Osarian Six.”

A tone sounds. Dr. H’looder reaches over and presses a button on his desk console.

The office door opens, and it is a Guyardien, escorting—

“Colarmin.” I stand and we embrace. Relief fills me, because while phey are younger than me, phey are quite capable at pheir job. “Thank you for doing this.”

Pheir grave expression matches pheir somber tone. “This is incredibly vital, that we stop them from poaching Pfahrn’s resources. Are you certain Davies McKellan is not personally involved?”

“He would not have contacted me if he were.”

“You do realize if our investigation shows otherwise, that we will be forced to arrest him, correct?” phey ask. “I know you are fond of the human.”

I am not sure I like pheir tone when phey say that last part. “I am far more worried about someone on that ship discovering he is aware of their scheme and harming him than I am him possibly being involved.”

“Very well.” Phey turn to Dr. H’looder. “Your assistance in this matter is greatly appreciated and will be noted in the official record, Dr. H’looder.”


“I am a scientist. I have seen first-hand the impacts of this kind of crime. They must be stopped before another world can be destroyed. And we must diligently work to uncover anywhere else they might have smuggled animals, and recover them as quickly as possible.”

Colarmin switches into official mode and begins questioning me about what I know of the Palmarian Rubayne’s history. I tell phem what I am able, including referring to my com to check berthing log summaries. I also vow to make available all our detailed berthing records for pheir inspection. Since its first arrival at the space station, the PR has only ever berthed in my sector because of its size.

While there are two other berthing arms available on the station where a cargo freighter of its size can temporarily link up to transfer passengers, we are one of only four berthing arms available on the station to accommodate a cargo freighter of its size and energy requirements for a full long-term berthing and cargo transfer operation. The other three berthing arms which could handle it are currently leased for exclusive use to three different Pfahrn mining companies for their vessels and can only be used by others in a declared emergency.

Once Colarmin has all the information I am able to supply to phem, Dr. H’looder calls one of his guards in to show us around the ship and take us to the mess so we can eat.

After we have been served, we find seats in the mess hall, tucked away in a corner, where we will be assured relative privacy.

“Myarte and Kholarten are extremely concerned,” my sibling tells me in a low voice.

“About what? You did not tell our parents what is going on, did you?”

“Not about this in particular. About your relationship with the human.”

Inwardly, I fume. “I thought phey wished for me to find happiness?”

“Phey did and do. We all do. However, you do not seem happier with this human in your life. For the past two years, before we even met him, we all saw a change in you. We saw you acting uncharacteristically melancholy and moody when you were around us—when we saw you at all. You have not been home to visit as often as you once did since meeting him, and even less now that you have apparently gotten personal with him.”

“That will hopefully not be an issue for much longer.”

“Oh? Is this finally convincing you to end things with him, then?”

I fight the urge to smack the table. “No, quite the opposite. I am going to talk to Davies about becoming mates.”

Phey stare at me for a long moment. “He has asked to sign a mating contract with you?”

“No. He likely will not sign one.”

Phey make a noise so much like the way Davies does when he snorts. “Well, then. That would seem to settle the issue quite succinctly. No one in their right mind would enter into a mating without a contract. Matings are not legally recognized on our planet without one, even for farborn mates. You know that. All Pfahrn must register a mating contract, regardless of who they are mated to or where they were originally mated, otherwise it is not recognized.”

“I would enter into a contractless mating with him.”

Phey stare at me for a long and uncomfortable moment. “Then you are mad. I seriously question your judgment.”

“You have no right to say that. Is your issue with Davies that he is a human?”

“My largest issue with Davies at the moment is that he is now lodged squarely within the center of a very serious criminal investigation. And, yes, that he is a human. But that is secondary to the legalities of this issue. Then there is the matter of his reputation to take into consideration.”

I must have betrayed something with my expression because phey nod. “Oh, yes. Dholartin said phey have heard plenty of rumors of Davies McKellan’s sexual prowess with non-humans.”

I am stunned into silence as phey slowly shake their head at me. “Until this matter is settled, it is many layers of insanity to even contemplate continuing your personal relationship with him on the level of friends, much less anything more…intimate. He could be implicated in these crimes. He is the ship’s navigational officer. And he is, as they say in Standard, an absolute slut. You have your own career and family to consider and you would do well to remember that.”

I am losing my patience with phem. “If Davies was guilty, he would not have contacted me. It is obvious the captain did something to the ship’s systems during their first layover here. Davies knew nothing of their treachery.”

Phey take a bite of pheir meal. “That does not mean he is innocent. He could have simply realized he is in over his head, reconsidered the severity of the crime, and had a change of heart. He is rather cocky for a human. Perhaps his fame among ships due to his navigation skills went to his head…or other body parts. Rumors which as exist about him in such great quantities cannot all be false. What is the human saying about smoke following fire?”

I shake my head as I realize phey are serious. “No. Davies is not like that. Not at all. And he would never be wrapped up in something illegal. He has integrity.”

That is definitely a snort of derision phey make. “You are always so trusting, Olarte. It will get your heart broken. One cannot really trust humans, and you of all people should know this after being appointed to supervise them. You know their ways. They can be exceedingly treacherous when they wish to be. I only hope this human does not crush your reputation and future in the process.”

“I thought you liked him.” It makes my heart ache to think how much Davies loved meeting my family, yet to now hear one of them speak of him so.

“Of course I liked him, but I like a lot of people. I can like one of them and yet not wish to be family with them. For a human, McKellan is pleasant enough to converse with or spend time with, I suppose. That means as a friend, or even as a casual fuck, as they themselves like to say. But for a mate?”

Colarmin takes another bite of pheir food. “Even before this happened, I would not have thought you to be one to settle for one of them. If you are serious about permanently mating, you should hire a matchmaker. There must be someone for you on our planet that is one of our kind. Even an ishblane would be preferable, rather than taking a human as your mate. Especially that particular human. At least ishblane are of our kind. Do you not wish to have children any longer? You once said that you do.”

I feel like I cannot breathe and my appetite has suddenly fled. I do not answer pheir question. “Do the others feel like that? Our parents? Our siblings?”

Phey shrug. “I have told you all I know and I speak only for myself. I believe phey all like McKellan. I have not heard phem speak poorly of him, other than Dholartin telling me of McKellan’s reputation as a slut.” Colarmin makes an expression very similar to what I now know is called a smirk, and it is not a pleasant look on phem.

“Oh, it is not like any of us would wish him ill, Olarte,” phey continue. “Please do not think that. It is my hope we can safely extricate McKellan from this situation, and that he is, as you insist, innocent of wrongdoing. But you and I both know you can do so much better regarding a mate.”

Phey point their eating utensil at me. “You are the eldest sibling. We do not have birthrights, or a family estate of our own. The very least you can do to honor our family is to mate well. If not well, then at least mate with one who we can legitimately claim as family, and phey us.”






















Chapter Twenty-One

Davies




Because McMurtry and I have to pretend we don’t know what the hell the captain’s up to, I spend a lot of time over the next seventy-two hours either in my quarters or in McMurtry’s. I mostly go to his, because since he’s supposed to be trying to diagnose the problem, he wouldn’t stray far from Engineering.

It’s no secret that we had a fling together and are still friends. If my fellow crew want to assume I’m cheating on Olarte, then in this case, I’ll be happy to let them have the wrong impression about me.

Especially if it means keeping the two of us alive and safe.

I told the captain I wrote to Olarte to let them know my return might be delayed because of our “breakdown,” so they don’t worry. Which is nothing unusual, because most of the crew has done the same for family members expecting them.

In case those messages are being read, I write them as if I’m clueless to what’s really going on, reporting only the surface facts to them.

If nothing else, hopefully they can relay that information to the authorities.

Part of me hopes Olarte has reported what I told them, and that there is a secret plan in the works to rescue us.


Part of me knows it’s silly and unrealistic to hope that, and that we need to do everything in our power to keep me and McMurtry alive until we reach port and can escape the ship.

When McMurtry and I are alone together in his quarters, we talk about the real situation using only our com units, typing and erasing messages after reading them. We only speak aloud if it’s about normal bullshit.

We can’t be sure now that they’re not monitoring us.

I can confidently say “they” because for an operation like this, there would have to be more than one crewman involved in the scheme, including at least one high-level tech in Engineering who’s familiar with the ether-jump drive system.

Then there’s also the matter of the unlisted passenger. Technically, I suppose they’re not a stowaway, since the captain obviously knows about their presence.

But they aren’t listed on the manifest, and that right there is problem number one.

If it wasn’t a secret, why the hell are they out in the life pod and not in one of the three spare bunks we have for extra passengers or crew?

Which, of course, brings me to problem number two—the illegal and unlisted cargo.

And problem number three, that the conspirators were willing to risk all of our lives on this stupid smuggling scheme. They had no way of knowing we’d jump-in at a safe point. Not to mention the risk to a very valuable freighter, with very valuable cargo on board.

The fact that McMurtry and I are still alive means I’m reasonably certain that the captain and his conspirators haven’t caught on yet that we know what’s happening. I’m not giving them any trouble, and McMurtry’s seemingly still looking for the system malfunction.

Other than that, there’s not much we can do to stop them. Not without great personal risk to ourselves.

Nowhere in my resume does it say “hero.” Just doesn’t. McMurtry agrees we’d be stupid to try to take them on, considering neither one of us even owns a weapon, much less knows how to fire one. There is a small armory on board, but to access it both the captain and XO would be notified if McMurtry or I plugged in our executive officer codes.

And I’m not even sure I remember how to fire a weapon, even though I had basic training in them way back in secondary. It’s a requirement as part of serving on a vessel, knowing how to do all the basic tasks, like firefighting and certain emergency repairs.

I haven’t received a reply yet from Olarte, even though I know it’s too early to expect one.

If I haven’t received one by the time our “tow” arrives in a couple of weeks, I’ll definitely suspect there’s fuckery afoot on that front as well. E-mail is usually delayed by days when we jump, but we’re in normal space right now, and have been for over seventy-two hours.

Then, two days after I sent the batch of messages to Olarte, I receive one from them. I temper my hopes when I see the send date and realize it was sent by them the day after my departure.

Meaning it’s not about the information I sent to them. They wouldn’t have received it yet.

It’s also emotionally a mixed bag, because before all this other crap dropped into my lap, I would’ve said it was the best news ever.





I love you, and I miss you. When you return, I wish to discuss our future relationship and where we go from here. I do not like being separated from you and desire a discussion about perhaps arranging a permanent long-term situation between us. Contract or not, I want to spend the rest of my life with you as mates.




My adorable, big green dude. I sigh as I read and re-read their words. Emotional and flowery, for them. I wonder how long it took them to compose it and can almost picture them sitting there and struggling over what to write, revising it countless times before settling on this.

I’ve never read anything more romantic in my life.

This is one reply I’m not worried about the captain reading.




I love you and miss you, too. Please marry me so we don’t ever have to spend a night apart again. The details don’t matter to me as long as you’re mine and I’m yours. Whatever it takes to prove to you that I love you and only want you in my life, I’ll do it. I can quit, or you can quit and travel with me. Your choice. And whatever choice you make, I’m good with that as long as you’re my mate for life.




I send it. I don’t want to delay my reply in case something happens to me. I already have enough regrets about unsaid words to last me a lifetime.

I never want to leave anything unsaid to Olarte, even though I’m reasonably certain they know how I feel about them.

Now I realize that, on that first day I met them on the berthing arm, I fell in love with them. I don’t know why, but I did.

Does the why really matter?

I remember Mom once saying that when she and Dad met, it was love at first sight.

Why not for me, too?

Our first dinner and subsequent time together following our initial meeting only cemented the certainty in my soul. And every time after that. I’d never been in love before, so I had no clue what that feeling truly was, or what it meant…until I met Olarte.

I don’t know why Olarte, or why my body instantly recognized they were meant to be my soulmate, but I won’t question that any longer.

It took a while for my brain to catch up with my body and be okay with the whole contract thing, but that’s okay. As long as I can make it safely to the other side of this particular mess, I am certain Olarte and I are going to be together for life. Whatever I have to sign to make that happen, I’ll do it.

I just have to do my damnedest to live through this to make it to that point. Because I have zero doubts that, when you look at the lengths these fricking people have already gone to, killing to protect their profits probably isn’t even going to slow them down.

I’d prefer McMurtry and I don’t become speedbumps in that process, either. I’m too damn close to finally having the tenuous thing I’ve searched for my entire adult life, that joy I’ve always longed for.

Like hell will I let someone rip it from my grasp without me fighting for it with every cell in my body.






















Chapter Twenty-Two

Olarte




After my meal with Colarmin, I retreat to the solitude of my stateroom. It is quite comfortable and easily as large as my quarters on the space station. Certainly larger than my bedroom at my family’s home on Pfahrn.

But Colarmin’s words during our meal still bitterly ring in my ears.

Phey do not know Davies, do not know his heart.

Perhaps their limited contact with humans has left Colarmin with an incorrect judgment about their general nature.

Davies is my mate, meant to be mine—of this I am certain.

Phey also do not know the things Davies and I have already done together. Phey do not know all of the conversations Davies and I have had in private, in the dark of night, sharing a bed together without physical sexual intimacy.

Phey do not know how this man waited for me. There is no lie within Davies’ emotions. He would not have waited so long for me if there were.

Phey also do not know what Davies has done, unasked, for me.

Because he loves me.

Therefore, I choose to have faith and believe Davies loves me.

None of those things are Colarmin’s business, however, family or not. I will not speak of these things with phem, or with the rest of my family. And until this situation is dealt with and brought to a hopefully satisfactory conclusion, I will do my best not to fixate on Colarmin’s words.

Davies needs me, and he is my rightful focus at this time.

Based on the Palmarian Rubayne’s current position, it will take us approximately another day to intercept it. It has been decided not to alert them of our approach, which I wholly agree with.

No telling what might happen if the smugglers know that someone is wise to their plot.

We will jump in, one of the frigates arriving first, then us immediately behind them, and then the other frigate. The ether-jump navigators have calculated the best jump-in position, less than an hour from the PR’s position. Also, Maxim Colonies has confirmed with H’looder that they received word from the captain of the PR that their ether-jump drive is offline and they are awaiting a jump tow.

Our initial excuse to be used during our approach is an official order from Maxim Colonies to allow the ether-jump engineer and techs from H’looder’s ships to take a look at the situation to see if the PR can be repaired in the field and thus not require a tow. And if it cannot be repaired, the PR’s captain is to let one of H’looder’s frigates jump-tow them to their destination port.

Explaining our presence will be simple—Davies notified me their ether-jump engine was down, I mentioned it to Dr. H’looder, and he volunteered the use of his ships.

None of that is a lie, even if it is slightly bending the truth.

While normally lies are anathema to me, bending things just a little, in the service of what is good, lawful, and right, does not concern me too much. If no lives were at stake, I would take pause before lending my honor to this charade.

However, the greater good is served by this.

Maxim Colonies will time their order to the incoming tow to waive them off once we’ve confirmed we’re on-site.

Hopefully, all of this will catch the captain of the Palmarian Rubayne off-guard and allow H’looder’s Guyardien security forces to board the cargo freighter in the guise of them being engineers.

Once that happens, they can seize the ship, secure it, search it, and take anyone who’s involved in the crime into custody. They’ve already received permission from Maxim Colonies, and from the freighter’s parent company, who’s contracted to MC, to seize the vessel and take the captain and stowaway into custody, as well as any other crew who are involved.

And then I can move Davies to the safety of H’looder’s ship.

Where I plan to keep him, safe by my side, until we return to the space station and decide exactly what our next step is.

Meanwhile, Maxim Colonies is already dispatching more ether-jump ships to intercept the tow and investigate this entire situation. If whoever is captaining the tow is part of this scheme, there is no way of knowing how many illegal smuggling runs they have engaged in.

It is vital those animals are retrieved and any biological damage their presence might have done be taken care of.

* * * *

I wish I could tell Davies exactly what is going on, and what to expect. Unfortunately, if there is any risk of his messages being intercepted and read, it will ruin the plan.

Therefore, I am left conversing with him, as we can, about our relationship, our love.

At least I can tell him how I feel now. That is some small measure of comfort.

The night before we are scheduled for jump-in to intercept the Palmarian Rubayne, I cannot sleep. I cannot eat, either.

I feel deep, rippling terror building within me over Davies’ safety.

I wish I could go with the landing parties to ensure my love’s safety, but that is neither possible nor practical. I have no military experience, and the Guyardien security officers are highly trained in what they do. Dr. H’looder assures me they are the best.

Trust is all I have.

Patience certainly has fled me, replaced by my fear.

One benefit of this forced waiting time, since we left the space station, is I have been able to speak with Dr. H’looder at length about Davies’ augmentations.

Interestingly enough, Dr. H’looder reveals to me that, among their many current projects, and one that is close to being perfected, they are working on a method so that a human mate can envenomate a Pfahrn mate.

Which would be…incredible, if they can achieve that.

It is something we have not yet done, but which I am looking forward to. Even better if Davies will be able to reciprocate in that way.

Dr. H’looder also wants to work with me and Davies as a couple, to bind our DNA together in a way he believes will help our mating be stronger, as if we were both Pfahrn.

I am willing to do anything my mate wishes to do.

Hopefully, he will be there with me to do it.

I am standing aboard the bridge of H’looder’s ship, next to the doctor, when the plan is put into action upon our jump-in. Dr. H’looder is once again dressed in a full protective mech suit. Veraci are a very fragile race, but this man in particular seems to have achieved a great deal in his life. So many degrees, so many patents and scientific breakthroughs—he has not allowed his fear to slow him down or get his in way.

I admire that greatly.

It is a lesson I know I should take to heart myself.

As soon as we jump in and the navigator has confirmed everything is safe, our course is set to immediately intercept the Palmarian Rubayne.

The scariest part of this, for me, is when Dr. H’looder and the captain of the first frigate inform the Palmarian Rubayne’s captain of Maxim Colonies’ orders as we draw closer.

Even as Dr. H’looder and the first frigate captain are talking to the captain of the Palmarian Rubayne, three small landing craft from the frigate, which are cloaked behind electronic shields that make them undetectable to the Palmarian Rubayne’s sensors, are already making their way over toward the cargo freighter’s docking bay. Colarmin and pheir team are on another landing vessel, waiting to launch when given the all-clear by the military teams, who will first secure the ship.

It is expected the captain will not wish to comply with the orders. Should he comply, officers aboard the landing craft will pretend to be engineers until they can secure the vessel and take the captain and crew into custody.

Blessedly, I am now in direct, real-time communication with Davies, via our com units. I relay systems information from him and McMurtry to H’looder’s crew. I am typing messages to Davies, and I tell him to seal himself in his cabin in preparation for the team’s boarding. I do not want him accidentally caught in any weapons fire, even though they already know who he is and what he looks like.

Davies, however, is worried about the ship’s engineer, McMurtry. Davies passes word to him to also take cover, but then, as they say, the plan H’looder’s team tried to implement does not survive contact with opposing forces.

When the captain of the Palmarian Rubayne attempts to refuse H’looder’s offer of assistance, the three landing craft disengage their shielding devices to appear outside the Palmarian Rubayne in preparation for docking.

That is when the captain attempts to make a break for it.

Davies and McMurtry work to keep the cargo freighter from moving, both of them attempting to override the captain’s commands via their cabin consoles. Since the ether-jump drive is out of order, Davies does not have access to his usual lock-out mechanism.

At least it would seem Davies was correct when he believed the Onyx engineer was not part of the captain’s scheme, since he is also actively working to help disable the ship.

Davies contacts me via a voice call, and I answer. “Love, do not—”

“Shut up, and listen to me,” he says. “I love you, and in case this goes—”

Silence.

“Davies?”

The connection has ended. I try to call him back.

Then, on the large fore-center vid screen, we see an explosion near the landing bay where the teams were attempting to dock. Horror washes through me as, on the bridge around me, everyone freezes momentarily before all hell breaks loose.






















Chapter Twenty-Three

Davies




My elation to see my sensors freaking light up like fireworks when Dr. H’looder’s ship suddenly jumps in close by—meaning I’ll finally be able to talk real-time with Olarte if they are on board, and I’m praying they are on board—is quickly short-circuited.

Through the control panel in my cabin, I can monitor the inbound vid call from H’looder’s ship, which the captain takes on the bridge.

Annnd it’s not going well.

At all.

Maxim Colonies has chimed in, ordering Captain Xhogrhan to let H’looder’s ether-jump engineers take a stab at fixing our ether-jump engine’s “problem,” and give us a jump-tow to port, if necessary.

Then I receive a real-time text directly from Olarte’s personal com, and I realize my big green dude has ridden in to my rescue. They quickly tell me the plan that’s underway.

I know the captain’s now a little too distracted to eavesdrop on me and McMurtry, so I call the Onyx on his com unit as I’m punching through my cabin console settings with my stylus and trying to find some sort of workaround to bypass the bullshit they’ve installed in the system. McMurtry’s also elated to hear there’s a rescue plan in place.

As an afterthought, I reach over and punch the manual override lock button to seal myself in my cabin. Somehow, I doubt they’ve overridden that particular privacy feature as part of them fucking with the ship’s systems, and I don’t want to suddenly end up a hostage pawn in this mess.

“Dude, I don’t have access to my nav lockout function,” I tell McMurtry. “Can you get that mode up and running for me? I can shut everything down from here, if you can.”

“Negative, Davies. With the ether-jump engine down, that option is off-line.”

“Sonofabitch. I thought I could always access it?”

McMurtry’s voice sounds dark and liberally threaded with anger.

Not at me, at whoever fucked with “his” engine and ship’s systems. “You are supposed to be able to. It’s being overridden at the system root level.” He mutters something that I’m pretty sure is a very profane Onyx oath and curse all rolled into one, directed at whoever fucked with the ship’s systems.

“From the life pod?” I ask.

“I believe so. I am trying to track it down now, but I do not know what else they have done to my bunk console to bypass me seeing the full systems. I don’t have enough curses amongst all my forefathers to rain down upon these holes of asses. I might have to go into Engineering, and—”

“Dude, do not. They’re sending a boarding team. Sit tight and stay locked in your cabin, where it’s safe. I told you, don’t come out until Olarte tells us it’s all clear.”

I’m now eyeing the bright orange container that always stays on the top of my stuff on my porta-sled when I’m on board the ship, the container holding my personal emergency suit. I switch my com unit to hands-free voice mode and reach over to remove the suit from its container.

Better safe than sorry.

“Put on your A-1,” I tell him as I pull open the main fastener.

It’s the same suit system as the ones in the cargo bay airlock, only this one’s made for me, for my size, to easily fit over my clothes and give me at least an hour of air, along with a few other safety features. It’s a relatively new one, just bought it two years ago when they came out with newer models. I have a second one stashed in one of my totes, the older one. It’s not required I have a personal one, since the ship has enough for all crew and passengers, but I wanted my own, just in case the worst-case scenario ever happened. It’s a model that will filter and siphon surrounding air as long as there is some, and switch to internal air if full decompression is experienced, or the external atmosphere is completely incompatible.

Looks like we might be approaching that option right now.

“My A-1? Why?” McMurtry asks. “We have not lost atmosphere.”

“Because I’ve got a really bad freaking feeling. The captain’s going to be desperate and do something stupid, I just know it. Put your fucking safety suit on, man. Right now.”

“I do not have time to—”

“Dammit, McMurtry! Put on your A-1!”

“I will after I return.”

I freeze. “Return? From where?”

“I’m going into Engineering. If I manually pull the main relays from the plasma panel, it’ll shut down the bridge command linkups. That will buy us time and maybe allow me to override whatever those bitch’s sons are doing.”

My heart pounds in my chest, even harder than it already was. “Fuck that, McMurtry! Put on your A-1 first!” I pop the helmet section over my head, pull the center fastener up, and seal myself in. “Don’t be an idiot.”

“I will move faster without the suit. I was the dumbest of asses to sign with this Shalfin, Davies. The least I can do is try to stop him. In case your hunch is correct, thank you for your friendshipping and your kindness to me. You are a good man, and Olarte is very lucky.”

“McMurtry!” He doesn’t respond. “Goddammit! McMurtry!”

I realize he’s ended the connection.

I grab my stylus from where I dropped it when I reached for my suit, because now I really need it to type on my com unit to update Olarte. I have touch pads in the fingers of this suit, but I make more errors with them than I do with my stylus.

Over the ship’s PA system, the captain’s now frantically screaming orders in Shalfin. Now I realize that, yes, there were more crew members in on this operation than just him and the unknown passenger. I’m beginning to wonder if me and McMurtry were the only ones not involved.

Fuckballs.

My translator’s keeping up with the captain’s screaming, mostly, but there are epithets and idioms I don’t recognize.

I do recognize the command that sends fucking shivers down my spine. “Break out the weapons stash immediately and prepare to repel boarding party!”

Motherfucker!

I flip my com unit back into voice mode and call Olarte.

They answer almost immediately. “Love, do not—”

“Shut up, and listen to me,” I say. “I love you, and in case this goes—”

I feel it before I hear the explosion rock the ship, sending shudders through the superstructure. A scream escapes me as the lights flicker. “I love you, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you, and I hope that doesn’t mean I’m about to die right this fucking second, but I can’t not tell you how I feel.” I realize my com unit connection died, the signal no longer there. “Shit!” I don’t know how much of that Olarte heard.

Hopefully, at least the “I love you” part of it.

I shrink back into the corner of my cabin, onto my bunk and as far away from the door as I can get, and clutch my stylus in one hand and my com unit in the other. The room is dark, except for the low, red glow of an emergency light pod right over the doorway.

I don’t slap the controller on my suit front to activate the emergency light built into it, because I want to preserve my power reserves in it for as long as possible.

I also don’t want to end up being a well-lit target in case I am forced to flee my cabin.

Seconds after the explosion, the ship’s emergency alarm sounds. I feel a sickening tug on my suit’s exterior as my ears pop and the internal air supply kicks in, all telltale signs of a hull breach of some sort.

Swallowing to both help stabilize the pressure in my ears and, hopefully, to keep from puking from fear inside my suit, I curl into a tight ball where I’m sitting on my bunk.

Then I freaking pray.

Did I mention I’m not religious, but you bet a bitch will do their best to cling to whatever hope they can in times like these.

My suit’s system switches back to external air, meaning we haven’t completely lost all atmosphere.

In school, we underwent countless training scenarios that always left me feeling shaky and ill on the back side of things. Even in simulators, it was impossible to remember that, no, that’s not a hostile boarding party about to kill you, it’s just training to prepare you.

But they do that for a reason, to keep you at your post and doing your job to hopefully keep you and your crew alive.

So here I sit, holed up in my cabin, terrified. I wonder if Mom and Dad even had time to experience a fraction of this fear before they died.

I hope not. I want to believe with all my heart that it happened so quickly they never knew what hit them. Literally.

I give up trying to hail McMurtry or Olarte. I can’t help but wonder if the boarding party employed some sort of signal disrupter of their own to prevent the ship from taking off under tachyon drive, or from possibly trying to ether-jump, in case the captain and his cohorts were able to override whatever they did to the system and restore the jump drive.

It feels like an infinity of time passes as I sit huddled there in my bunk while I hear the sounds of weapons fire and people screaming echoing throughout the ship. At some point, I realize I am crying—sobbing, actually.

I don’t even care.

I want Olarte.

I want my happiness, dammit!

I want to be off this fucking ship and I want to be safe.

I want a home, I want a family, I want a future. I have all the money I’ll ever need to take care of me and mine for the rest of our lives.

Nothing is worth this stress, and I’ll be the first to admit I’m no hero.

When another explosion rocks the ship, I let out another scream despite trying to stay quiet. I can’t help it. There’s another tug of decompression against my suit, and I again feel the suit’s system switch from external to internal air for a moment before it switches back.

That means it’s another limited decompression emergency and the section was sealed off.

I’m worried about McMurtry. I hope he got himself to safety. He’s a good guy with siblings and family who love him. He’s been a friend to me when I needed one.

I choke back another scream as it sounds like the firefight has moved into the corridor right outside my damn cabin door now, including loud, heavy thuds against the door, like bodies slamming into it. Not like they’re trying to gain entry, because no one’s hit the door button yet, but more like they were thrown against it, or fell against it.

Trembling, I hold my breath and listen, terrified to call out and alert whoever is outside to my presence.

I guess McMurtry and I were right to play dumb, if the captain’s going through all of this. Such a dedication to their criminal act means it’s likely far more serious than I even imagined possible before.

If it’s worth costing people their lives.

At this point, I’m not even worried about possibly being implicated in the scheme.

I’m only worried about staying alive.

Because, right now?

I’m seriously doubting my chances for survival.






















Chapter Twenty-Four

Olarte




It feels like time stands still as I stare at the round, orange blossom of deadly fire where the landers are. I cannot raise Davies on his com unit, because now there is electronic jamming that interferes with the signal.

Meanwhile, nausea threatens to upend my stomach as I watch and listen to the events play out around me. There is nothing else I can do.

Except, perhaps, to pray to all the old ones that my love is protected and safe and returns to me when all this is finished.

The captain has me move back, out of the crew’s way, and Dr. H’looder stands next to me. Fear grips every cell in my body while we watch through video feeds and listen in as the landing teams forcibly make their way onto the ship via emergency airlocks.

It would seem the explosion did not come from them. It was an attempt by the ship to repel them. A booby trap, of some sort.

From what I can hear of communications passing between the two frigates, Dr. H’looder’s ship, and the landing teams, there is a heated battle underway inside the ship, and more landing teams are being scrambled now. While they anticipated some resistance, it is apparent that they were not expecting the crew to be so well-armed.

I could turn and watch the first-hand vid feeds from the members of the landing teams on the communications array behind me, but I realize that makes me even more sick in heart, mind, soul, and body.

Never in my life have I ever felt terror like this before.

Please, let him be safe!

It is nearly an hour before the ship finally goes completely dark, and another explosion at the aft end lights up both the vid screen and scanners on board H’looder’s ship.

“Decompression emergency,” one of the techs says.

“Limited to cargo bay,” another says. After a few moments, they add, “Decompression stabilized, atmosphere steady.”

I pray Davies is still safely hidden in his cabin, but because of the signal disruption, I cannot raise him on his com unit.

Time crawls once more, every second a torture as we await word while the landing teams are making their way through the vessel.

Another hour later, we hear from the leader of the landing teams.

“Pass word that Davies McKellan is safe. Sixteen dead crew, including the captain and the unlisted passenger, five more injured…”

I drop to my knees and sob right there. Who knew relief could feel so much like sexual ecstasy?

I did not.

I do now.

My love is safe.

* * * *

With the ship secured and all resistance quelled by the landing teams, Colarmin’s team now lands and takes over the operation. Fortunately, the wildlife that had been smuggled and stowed into the life pod has all survived. The life pod was apparently sealed when the unlisted passenger left to join in on the firefight.


I am anxious to be reunited with Davies, and listening to all this talk about the recovered animals is not helping settle my mood.

“Come,” Dr. H’looder says to me. “Let’s go down to the landing bay and wait there.”

“How much longer will it be?” I ask him because I do not wish to interrupt the captain right now.

“Probably a little while longer. Meanwhile, you and I can talk some more.” Dr. H’looder leads me to the lift that will take us to his ship’s landing bay, where they will eventually bring Davies to me.

“I think it’s safe to breathe again,” he comments to me as we walk.

I know he is trying to lighten the mood, and I do appreciate it, but I am in no mood for smiles.

What I need is my mate safely in my arms, so I can check for myself that he is unharmed.

So that I can hold him and hear his breath and taste his lips.

This has taught me a valuable lesson in fear and waiting.

Procrastinating.

Life can move ever so quickly and fate is fickle, indeed.

As Davies himself might say, screw my family.

Screw Colarmin.

Screw contracts.

That is something I never in my life dreamed I would ever say, especially with such passion and conviction.

“You two love each other a lot, don’t you?” Dr. H’looder asks.

I nod. “I am certain he is my mate.”

I do not understand the melancholy expression that suddenly overtakes the Veraci’s features. “Don’t ever leave anything unsaid to him, Olarte,” he tells me. “Make every day count. Don’t hold back. Ever. Never forget that.”

I nod. “That is my plan from this moment forward,” I admit. “Even if he will not sign a mating contract. I would rather have him in my life without a contract than to lose him and not have him because of a principle.”

“You are very lucky,” he tells me. “Many people never experience real, true, deep, passionate love in their lifetime. I don’t think it’s a violation of patient privacy to tell you that he loves you as much as you love him.” He pulls out a com unit and operates it with two of his hands, while his other two hands remain clasped in front of him. “Oh, he signed a waiver allowing me to speak completely with you.” He looks to me again. “Davies will do anything for you,” he tells me. “Because he loves you and wants to prove to you how he feels.”

He glances around, as if to ensure we’re alone, which we currently are. “Don’t worry what your sibling says, either. Or the rest of your family. If they really love you, they’ll accept Davies eventually. You need Davies as much as he needs you to be happy. He’s been alone for so long. He’d honestly never imagined he’d ever find a partner like you.”

I nod again. “Likewise. Except I have family and he does not.”

“He does have family.” He smiles as I try to process that, worried perhaps Davies lied to me. “You are his family,” he continues.

More relief fills me as I process his words. “You scared me for a moment, Doctor.”

He flutters his body a little, even inside his mech suit. “I am sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. Davies has not lied to you. Rest assured, if I thought he was not a quality person, I would not have worked with him, and I would be warning you right now to run. Instead, the warning I’m going to give you is do not waste a second of your potential time together on fear of making the wrong decision, or inaction because you worry about your family’s feelings.”

He waggles a finger at me. “Listen to your doctor.” He smiles. “Consider it doctor’s orders, if you must. I love happy endings. I am a romantic at heart, and love seeing what I can do for people used to further their happiness.” He looks wistful again. “Happiness can be snatched from you in an instant. Live to the fullest.”

“I will. I promise.”

“Excellent.” He bobs his head from side to side. He starts to add something when his com unit whistles an alert, and he checks it. His smile widens. “They’re transporting him now.”

Eager anticipation races through me. He is right, of course. Everything the doctor’s said reinforces what I have come to believe.

I only hope for Davies’ sake that my family comes to love him even a fraction as much as I do, because I know he has longed for a family.

And if they do not?

Well, as the humans say, fuck them.






















Chapter Twenty-Five

Davies




No shit, I don’t think I’ve ever been more terrified in my fucking life.

But I’m also angry. More than just pissed off.

Way more than pissed off.

If the captain survived this fiasco, maybe they’ll give me five minutes alone with him to fucking punch his goddamned lights out. Or kick him in whatever the Shalfin call those things that act as testicles on them.

I jump when I hear someone hit my door button. Then they pound on it.

“Davies McKellan, I’m Umber Mgarten from Dr. H’looder’s team. They sent us to retrieve you. Are you in there?”

I’m frozen in fear. I don’t recognize the guy’s voice, so I know he’s not one of the ship’s crew trying to coax me out.

Nervously, I climb out of my bunk and hit the intercom button. “Yeah. I’m here.”

“Are you uninjured, sir?”

Well, that’s promising, right? “I’m fine. I’m not hurt.”

“You can come out now. The ship’s secure, Mr. McKellan.”

I start to reach for the button when I freeze. “How do I know you’re the good guys?”

“Your partner’s name is Olarte, and he’s on board Dr. H’looder’s ship and waiting for us to bring you to him. I met you when you talked to Dr. H’looder during your shore leave and had some work done.”

I unlock the door and damn near hug the huge Guyardien I see standing there. Yeah, I recognize him now, although I didn’t remember his name from before.

“Ship’s secure, Mr. McKellan,” he tells me. “We’ll transport you and your things.” There are two more heavily armed and armored Guyardiens standing behind him in the corridor.

“McMurtry. In Engineering. Is he okay?” I don’t know what or where the explosions were, because my control panel went offline and left me effectively blind.

“We’re still working on verifying who all the casualties are. We haven’t identified everyone yet, and we’re still working our way through the ship to find survivors.”

The Guyardiens help me load my porta-sled and tow it down the corridor. “Where are we going?” I ask.

“We’ve established a temporary airlock in the docking bay.

This corridor goes right past Engineering. “Hey, can we check on McMurtry?” Through the open hatch, I can see his cabin door’s closed. I hope that means he got back inside it and is safe.

I also see signs of a firefight, including scorching on the walls, and what look like splashes of various kinds of blood. Before they can stop me, I dart inside the main Engineering hatch and immediately slide to a stop.

There are three dead bodies lying on the floor just around the corner inside the hatch.

Including McMurtry’s.

Fuck.

* * * *

I don’t even care that the fucking military guys are watching me cry as they ferry me and McMurtry’s body over to H’looder’s ship. During the whole trip, I sit on the floor next to the body bag, my hand on where his chest is, feeling the residual warmth there.

He didn’t deserve to die. He was one of the good guys. A nice guy.

I will personally pay for him to be transported, and escort him myself, to his family to be buried as per their custom.

It’s the least I can do.

Apparently, his actions in the final minutes of his life saved mine. He did manage to pull the relays and basically blind the bridge, forcing the captain and his cohorts out but making it impossible for them to reactivate the ether-jump engine.

Had they tried to jump, it could have killed us all. 

I’m still in my A-1, but I’ve pulled the helmet off and it’s hanging down my back. I stand out of the way as the security team reverently lifts the body bag and carefully takes McMurtry off first.

Then I follow.


From somewhere to my left I hear Olarte let out a cry, and I literally run across the landing bay to throw myself into their arms and kiss them. For a blessedly sweet moment, nothing else exists in the universe, except for them and the overwhelming relief I feel to be back in their arms.

“Thank the old ones you are safe!” they say.

“Thank you for arranging a rescue.” I stare up into Olarte’s eyes. I never thought I’d fall this hard for someone this damned tall. “I meant what I said in that message to you—I want to marry you. I’ll even sign one of those stupid contracts, if that’s what it takes. Anything it takes to show you I mean this. That I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

Olarte cups my cheek. “I do not require a contract to spend my life with you.”

Hope swells within me. “Is that a yes, you’ll marry me?”

I get the hint of a smile, which is the equivalent of a grin for anyone else.

For any other species that grins, I mean.

“Yes, Davies,” they finally say. “I will marry you.”

Rising on my toes, I kiss Olarte again, loving it when they wrap their arms around me to keep me there.

Like they never want to release me.

Olarte’s hands skim down my back, cup my ass, and effortlessly hoist me so I can wrap my legs around their waist.

Which, of course, I do.

I want to climb them.

I came so close to dying, but this isn’t just a reaction to that. True happiness is here and now, with them.

With my arms around their neck, I kiss them again, slanting my lips over theirs and loving how they kiss me back.

“How is your friend?” they ask.

Reality slams back home. I shake my head and look over to where the Guyardiens are carrying McMurtry’s body through another hatchway.

Olarte follows my gaze and sorrow shadows their face. “I am sorry, Davies.”

They hold me as I break down sobbing again. Relief, grief—I don’t know.

I close my eyes and cling to them and, you know what? Fuck you if you judge me for bawling like a kid.

Nearly dying will fuck with a guy’s head, let me tell you what.

Losing a good friend on top of that is the shit frosting on that cupcake from hell.

I hear Dr. H’looder speak to Olarte, but I honestly don’t listen. I just inhale Olarte’s scent, hold them, let them walk with me still wrapped around them as they take me somewhere.

Eventually, I hear all noises fade, and then the sound of the porta-sled being brought in.

A door closes.

I feel Olarte lean over, and there is now a soft bunk under me.

Only now do I open my eyes, and I see Olarte frowning as they study the front of my A-1.

“What?” I ask, sniffling.

“How does this thing get removed?” they ask.

I reach up and unfasten the front opening. Then Olarte pulls of their tunic, and the next thing I know, I’m scrambling to get naked while Olarte’s already naked, because they shove their brahkhen down and off and kick off their shoes.

Talk about frantic grief sex. I reach for Olarte’s cock and line them up with my ass even as Olarte slants their lips over mine in a crushing kiss.

My tongue plays with their teeth, their fangs, and I taste their venom.

I’m craving them, to feel them bite me.

The one thing we haven’t done yet.

We both let out needy moans when Olarte’s hips shoot forward and he buries himself completely inside me.

“Yeah!” I gasp. “That’s it, buddy. Hard and fast.” We can do sweet and tender later.

Right now, I need something to fill my mind and remove the nasty sludge currently in residence there.

I’ll have all the time in the world later to relive what happened today, and deal with my emotions over McMurtry’s death.


Olarte’s teeth graze my shoulder. “Are you certain, love?”

“Fuck yeah, I am. Contract, no contract—I’m yours. Don’t hold back.”

Almost immediately, their teeth pierce the top of my shoulder, and it’s like I just got my nervous system plugged into the plasma core. Ultraviolet heat surges through my body as my cock explodes where it’s wedged between us, coating both our stomachs with my hot, sticky mess.

Olarte’s venom pulses into me, and I begin to feel whispers of their thoughts in my head.

“Oh my god, I can hear you!” I gasp.

Even with their teeth still buried in my shoulder, I hear them make that chuffing chuckle I love so much.

They wrap their arms around me and sit up, which forces their cock a little deeper inside me.

The pleasure doesn’t end, though. All I can do is helplessly cling to them as they fuck me and bite me and if I wasn’t already completely in love with them, this would have definitely shoved me right over the edge.

Inside me, there’s a slight pinch and pressure, and I immediately recognize what’s happening.

He’s egging me. Our bodies are locked together now until he finishes.

Which I hope is half past never, because…damn.

There’s nothing like this sensation.


Safe in Olarte’s arms, their thoughts grow stronger in my mind as more venom pumps into me, filling my whole body with that sexy heat and hardening my cock again. Shifting my body against them a little, I realize I can come again already just from the friction of our bodies against my cock.

Okay, then.

I do it.

Olarte chuffs again.

“Now I am wishing I had abided by your wishes and bit you sooner. Perhaps I would not have had a thousand lifetimes scared out of me today.”

I’m moaning and laughing now. “Me, too!” I gasp.

Finally, their teeth release me, but I’m still impaled on their cock. They lift their head and stare down into my eyes. “You are my future and my life,” they say. “I will follow you wherever you wish to go.”

I know they mean it, too, because that’s exactly what runs through their mind.

“I can’t say good-bye to you again,” I tell them.

“Then I shall quit my job and follow you until you are ready to stop roaming, my farborn love.”

Reality rudely knocks on my brain. “McMurtry,” I say, choking up. “I want to escort his body back to his family. I want to be there for the funeral. Pay for it, everything. I need to tell them how he died, that he was a hero. He was a good man and I owe him that much. I want him to be honored.”

Olarte nods. “Then it shall be so, love. Let us do that. I shall stand by your side and honor him.”

“It doesn’t bother you?”

“Only that you are hurting. I wish I had done more than met him that one time on the berthing arm.”

“Me, too.” I blink back tears. “The last thing he said to me was that I was a good man, and that he thought you were lucky to have me.”

Olarte nods again. “He was correct on both statements. I know I am very lucky to have you, and you are a very good man.”

I close my eyes and press my forehead against theirs. Deep inside me, I feel their cock pulsing, the egg working its way inside me. It’s sexy, and yet I wish…

Maybe it’s something H’looder’s team can achieve for us, one day.

I wrap my arms and legs even tighter around them. “Please don’t ever let me go,” I softly beg.

They rub their face in my hair. “Never, love,” they promise. “I am never letting you go. If you roam, I roam with you, by your side. If my farborn love wishes to settle down, then I am also with you.”

Like that, I cling to them and finally let my mind spin out and away, safe and comforted by Olarte’s solid presence holding me.






















Chapter Twenty-Six

Olarte




Several hours later, we have made love again, napped, and finally showered and dressed so we can locate Dr. H’looder. He is in his office just off his lab, and we have his undivided attention.

I wish Davies could bite me so I could read him the way he can now read me. Barring that, I watch him as he talks.

“I don’t know if it’s possible for you do to,” Davies says, “but I need help arranging to transport McMurtry’s body home. Or a referral on how to do it. Or…something. I’ll pay for everything. This is something I need to do for him and his family, and for myself.”

Dr. H’looder looks grave as he sits back and nods. “Payment will not be necessary. Once we are finished with our work here and transport the Palmarian Rubayne to its delivery port, I will assist you with that.”

“Thanks. I don’t know if I need to charter a vessel, or what.”

“Not necessary,” H’looder says. “My ship is at your disposal. I will help you research where he needs to be delivered and assist in those arrangements. Once the funeral has happened, I will transport you back to Pfahrn, or wherever it is you wish to go.”

“Really?”

“It will be my honor. Because of your actions, we have shattered a huge smuggling ring and possibly prevented another global tragedy for another world or worlds. You both will be required to testify at the official inquiry, but you will likely be hailed as heroes.”

I watch the pink rise in Davies’ cheeks. “I’m no hero,” he mutters. “McMurtry is the true hero. He could’ve stayed in his cabin and been safe. I begged him to lock himself in there and put his A-1 on.”

“I guarantee you, I will make sure that fact is made public.”

“Thanks, doc.”

I speak up. “Has Colarmin returned yet?”

“No,” he says. “They will be staying over there with their team to look after the animals and work on their part of the investigation. They are trying to discover if there is any available evidence about other smuggling runs, involved parties within the crew, all of that.”

“Who else survived?” Davies asks. “And were they involved?”

H’looder lists the survivors, three of whom apparently can definitively be eliminated as conspirators, and four more who claim to be innocent, but have not yet been exonerated.

I am certain I have seen these crew members come and go from the ship during their time berthed at the space station, but I cannot conjure up the faces to go with the names at this time.

When we complete our discussion with Dr. H’looder, Davies looks exhausted.

“Love, how long has it been since you last ate?” I ask him.

Davies snorts. “Too long.”

“Oh, my goodness,” Dr. H’looder says. “Please, go eat. Anything you wish. Or order it via the com system and they can bring it to your stateroom.”

“Thanks, doc,” Davies says.

We leave the doctor’s office and head to the mess hall. Davies does not speak as we walk, and I do not interrupt his thoughts.

There is no one else in the mess hall when we arrive, except for the galley staff. We place our orders and they direct us to sit at a table and they will bring our order out to us.

Davies once again looks weary and careworn.

I reach across the table and open my hand to him, and he lays his in it. “He didn’t deserve to die,” he quietly says.

“I know, love.”

He draws in a shuddering breath. “It’s so fucking…pointless.” He brushes tears from his eyes with his other hand. “Sheer fucking greed.” He shakes his head. “McMurtry was a great guy. You would have liked him so much.”

“I am sorry, love.”

He squeezes my hand. “I probably shouldn’t make any decisions right now other than signing a contract and marrying you before you can change your mind about me.”

I bring his hand to my lips and kiss it. “I am never changing my mind about you, love.”

“Even after all of this?”

I nod. “Especially not after all of this.”

* * * *

The next few weeks are…stressful, to say the least.

Very stressful.

I tender my resignation, because I refuse to leave Davies’ side. He needs me now, and I need him.

Davies has not yet decided whether he will return to work, or if he will retire permanently.

Obviously, his commission on the PR has been terminated without repercussions to Davies, due to the captain’s actions.

I have told Davies that he does not yet have to decide anything. To wait until we return to the space station at Pfahrn to make a decision about his next steps.

The inquiry is, as I expected, emotionally taxing. The funeral on McMurtry’s home world even more so.

His family is very grateful to Davies for bringing his body home, and for telling them his vital role in the events that unfolded. They ask us to avail ourselves of their hospitality for a few days, and we cannot bear to refuse them.

I am glad I get to know McMurtry a little through their eyes. He seems like he was a good man, and I do not begrudge the relationship Davies had with him. That was before I even met Davies.

His actions saved my love, and others.

He was a brave, fierce man.

Now we are finally back at the space station at Pfahrn. I have cleared out my apartment and we are living in a hotel room. Davies is still debating his professional future and I will not rush him. He wishes to travel down to Pfahrn first within the next several days, so we can be married there.

And visit with my family.

They do not yet know we are coming.

I will not deny it feels strange staying in a hotel and yet having all my familiar belongings surrounding me.

I do not think it has quite sunk in yet that I no longer have a job or living quarters. An actual…home.

Davies is my home. That simultaneously thrills and terrifies me.

Whether or not we will have a home with my family remains to be seen, and it is something Davies and I have not yet discussed in detail. I believe he is still dealing with the trauma he survived. He has nightmares and has been engaged in counseling with one of Dr. H’looder’s staff.

But I have not brought up the future beyond what he has said he wishes to do. It does not matter. We will take every day as it comes, until Davies is able to deal with more than that.

Saving his life became my priority, and then our whirlwind of a romance—

Correction. Our whirlwind of a reunion. The romance has slowly built over these long months and years.

I have no doubts about my love for Davies, or his love for me.

I am certain he is the one I wish to spend my life mated to. The love I feel for him runs deep and permeates every level of my soul.

For me, there is no life worth living without Davies within the center of it.

The love of my life is currently lying sprawled facedown across our bed, naked and lightly snoring from me having just fucked him into a blissful coma not long before.

I wish I could be sleeping, too, but then nagging thoughts about what we might be facing when we travel to Pfahrn slam into my skull.

I have not lied, nor even misdirected Davies about my family and what I discussed with Colarmin on our way to intercept the ship. We simply have not discussed that yet. I was too busy worrying about Davies staying alive, then we were too busy reuniting and answering questions while assisting with the investigation.

And Davies has been too busy grieving.

There is still no way to know for certain how the rest of my family feels about Davies as my mate, because I have not discussed it with phem myself.

If phey cannot accept my relationship with Davies, then I know it will disappoint my love, but we can settle elsewhere on Pfahrn. Or we can perhaps travel, and I will live with Davies while he works doing what he loves so much. My days can be spent making sure he is taken care of. His personal valet.

Cooking for him.

Making love to him to reduce his stress.

I would not object to such an arrangement. I suspect he might not, either.

Once I have finally returned to bed, it is as if Davies’ possesses some supernatural senses. Even in sleep, he rolls over and snuggles tightly against my body, draping an arm around me, practically glued to my side.

It is, as he himself might say, fricking adorable.

My cocky, intriguing human. My farborn love.

My life and heart and home.

I think what will upset me the most if my family cannot accept Davies as my mate is how much it might upset him. He is looking forward to being part of a family with phem. He has been alone for so long without his parents.

Without anyone.

Until me.

That is not a factor I take lightly, either.

I do not wish to lose phem, or alienate phem, or be estranged from phem.

Except this man is my life, my love, my mate.

My soul is bound to and twined with his.

I will not give him up. Not even for my family.

If phey truly love me, phey must learn to overcome whatever reservations phey might have, and trust me to know my own heart and soul, and how it speaks to me.

Because other than Davies, it is the only voice I will listen to from now on.






















Chapter Twenty-Seven

Davies




If only the nightmares will fucking stop.

If only I hadn’t seen McMurtry’s body lying there in Engineering.

He’d been shot, probably by one of our crew.

Then again, I know if I hadn’t seen him for myself I might always be stuck in the denial phase of my grief, wondering if it really was him or someone else. Driving myself crazy.

Crazier, I guess.

It takes me nearly two weeks from when we return to the space station at Pfahrn to make myself get on a shuttle to travel down to the planet’s surface.

Pfahrn is a beautiful place. I know from what I’ve felt from Olarte that he’s worried about his family’s reaction to me, but he is not going to let it deter him from what we’re about to do.

And that is get married.

The shuttle lands near midday, and we make our way on foot the short distance to the government center nearest the transportation center, where we stand in line.

This is something else that I guess is universal among intelligent species—queuing for government paperwork.

It takes less than an hour to do it. I get the feeling the government official who marries us isn’t exactly thrilled to see a human marrying a Pfahrn, but the dude can go fuck themselves.

I don’t care.

Then the part I’ve been worried about.

We hire a ground transport to ferry us to Olarte’s family’s home. When we arrive, I feel the way Olarte’s hand tightens on mine as they unlock the front door and open it. While I’ve been here before, this time feels…different.

Foreboding in a way I never felt before.

“Is anyone around?” they call out.

We hear a voice from a back room. “Olarte?”

“It is I, and I am not alone.”

We walk in and, as always, I can’t help feeling like I’m a kid in a grown-up house. Everything’s bigger, of course, because Pfahrn are bigger.

From a hallway, Myarte, one of Olarte’s parents, emerges. “Why did you not let us know you were coming? We would have prepared a meal.” They walk over and embrace Olarte even as they glance my way.

“Myarte,” Olarte says, “we have just come from the government office. We have officially mated and married.”

Myarte’s gaze widens. “You have done what?”

“Surprise!” I weakly say.

Myarte studies me before focusing on Olarte again. “Are you sure he is how you wish to mate?”

Olarte nods. “I am. I love him.” Olarte drapes an arm around my shoulders and pulls me close. “Did Colarmin relate to you what happened?”

“Phey did. I am glad that you are both safe and that it was resolved in your favor. I am sure that must have been terrifying for you both.”

“You ain’t kidding,” I mutter.

Olarte takes over again. “I hope that this development does not cause you distress, but I love Davies, and he loves me.”

Myarte sighs. “The heart wants what it wishes.”

“Is that a blessing?” Olarte asks.

“It is not an objection, although I cannot speak for others in our family.”

We end up spending the night there. Which is more because of me than Olarte. I get the feeling if left solely up to Olarte, we’d have taken the last shuttle of the evening back up to the space station.

“I don’t care if they don’t accept me,” I whisper to them after we go to bed.

I’m tucked in Olarte’s arms and they are the only thing that helps keep the worst of the nightmares at bay.

“I care, love. Because I want you to have my family’s love. It will not deter me or make me change my mind.”

“You’re a good egg, mate,” I tease, trying to make them smile.

“That is a good thing?”

“Yeah.” I kiss them. “It’s a very good thing.

“A scrambled egg, I hope?”

I realize they’re making what passes for a little smirk at me, making me poke them in the arm.

“Well, love, your scrambled eggs are quite good,” they say.

* * * *

We return to the space station the next day. I’ve got another counseling appointment, and Dr. H’looder wants to talk to us.

Still haven’t decided if I want to go back to work yet or not, despite the increasing number of job offers hitting my e-mail now that word’s spread I’m once again on the market.

Very profitable job offers.

After my counseling appointment, Olarte and I go to Dr. H’looder’s office.

He wastes no time. “My team has developed an experimental procedure you might be interested in. We think it’s possible to make it so a human can bite and envenomate a Pfahrn.”

I’m not sure I heard him correctly. “What?”

The Veraci smiles. “You heard me.”

I know that’s something Olarte hasn’t outright said they’re sad about, but I can feel it from them, man.

“Yes,” I say.

“You haven’t heard me out yet,” H’looder tells me. “You don’t even know what we’d need to do.”

“I don’t care. You haven’t screwed me over yet.” I’m damn sure enjoying my enhanced equipment.

So is Olarte.

I look at them.

They shrug. “It is your wish, love. Your decision, not mine.”

“When can we start?” I ask H’looder.

“Love, do you not wish to hear more first?” Olarte asks.

I smile up at them. “You want me to be able to bite you, don’t you?”

“Only if it does not negatively impact you.”

“It won’t,” H’looder assures them, then quickly lists the basics. “We’ve already had success with it regarding another human-Pfahrn couple.”

“I’m in,” I say. “Let’s do it.”

H’looder claps two of his hands together. “Excellent! We can start right now.”

We’re going to need to spend the night there, so while I’m in the lab and being worked on by H’looder and his techs, Olarte returns to our hotel room to retrieve some things for us for tonight.

They also give me some good drugs to knock me out.

When I’m awakened, I immediately feel the difference in my canines. They’ve been enhanced with stronger material, so I can pierce thick Pfahrn skin.

Not around the shoulders, though. They’re not that strong. H’looder’s still working on that part.

There are other body parts where I can bite, though.

Like the hand, under the arm.

Base of the cock.

They’ve also pumped me full of whatever concoction was necessary to change my body so I can produce a version of the venom.

When we retreat to our assigned stateroom for the night, I waste no time shoving my mate back on the bed, tossing up the hem of their brahkhen to expose their pouch, and shoving their thighs apart to make room.

“Hang on,” I warn before I tentatively nibble, and then bite down.

Olarte lets out a cry, and I can feel it inside them as the connection takes hold the way it does for me every time they envenomate me.

Their body trembles beneath me as I wrap my arms under and around their thighs to hold them in place.

Inside their pouch, their cock is hard and pressing, throbbing as they orgasm and immediately start the cycle all over again, very similar to how a human male orgasms, but with the benefit of multiple orgasms.

I silently chuckle and test our new mental connection even as I keep biting them.

“So how’s it feel, big guy?”

A silent whimper in my mind in reply is confirmation they feel it.

“I’ve got you where I want you now.” I release my bite there, lick and kiss the spot, and move to a different, nearby spot and bite them again.

Another gasp and moan from them.

My cock is hard and throbbing, rubbing against the bed and about to explode from how sexy Olarte sounds. After the third time they come, I release my bite, sit up, and slide my cock inside their pouch, slowly stroking.

Bracing my hands on their chest, I smile down at them. “Now we’re even,” I tease.

They’re wearing a sexy smile and a glazed expression on their face. “I suppose we are, love.”

I lean in and kiss them as I pick up the pace of my strokes. “H’looder said we can stay here for as long as we want,” I tell them. “Let’s bring our stuff over tomorrow.”

“What about the hotel?”

I shake my head. “Let’s see what else H’looder can do for us. Other augmentations. I’m game.”

“All right,” they say. Their hands settle on my hips. “Whatever you wish.”

I have another reason I want to hang out here. Because H’looder mentioned something else earlier.

He thinks they’re close to perfecting the procedure so that we could have our own baby.

I want to be parents. If we need to adopt, that’s fine, too. But if there’s a chance we could have a biological child of our own…

Well, I’m not about to look that gift horse in the mouth.

Olarte’s hands tighten on my hips as they look up at me. “Are you certain, love?”

Oh, crap. They heard me think that.

I was kind of hoping for that to be a surprise.

I’ll have to remember that from now on. “Yeah, I’m certain.”

Joy blossoms in their heart—okay, so maybe this not keeping secrets thing won’t be so bad after all. “Thank you, love.”

I smile. “Gotta keep you happy since you put up with a slippery, cocky, farborn slut like me.”

“I would not wish to live my life without you.”

I kiss them as I start moving again, fucking them, no longer holding back. Olarte comes again, and then I explode. There is no way to explain the difference in orgasms now from before all of this.

I used to think sex was great.

That pales in comparison to what it is now.

It’s a transcendental experience.

I settle on Olarte’s chest, their arms around me and my wilting cock still buried inside their pouch.

I feel their breath in my hair, so warm against the top of my scalp.

“I did not know it was possible to love you more than I did earlier,” they say, “but I love you even more in this moment.”

I kiss their chin. “You’re not so bad yourself, big guy.” I smile as they lightly chuff in amusement.

Yeah, I now know what happiness is.

What peace feels like.

I finally have a home of my own, and I never have to leave them again.






















Chapter Twenty-Eight

One Year Later




Olarte




I never knew that all my dreams could come true in such a spectacular manner.

Dr. H’looder’s team feels that they have a reasonable chance to make our dream come true.

Children.

The process is slightly…awkward. We work with another human-Pfahrn couple, Simon and Mohrn.

Mohrn is an ishblane Pfahrn, but phey are also Khalden now, through a long and convoluted twist of fate.

That means phey are one of the most powerful residents of our planet, in charge of our region’s government. Phey are also one of the richest, and own two estates, in addition to large mining operations.

The procedure requires Mohrn and me taking turns implanting and fertilizing eggs in both our human mates.

Which was the awkward part. Neither Mohrn nor myself considered it “sex,” because there was a contract in place and it was a medical procedure. Both our mates willingly opted to do this, because they want to have children, too.

There are easier ways to have children, and Mohrn and I could have carried our eggs. But because Mohrn and I are married to our mates, for our children to be recognized by our laws, only us or our mates can carry the egg.

Except you need two Pfahrn to lay and fertilize an egg, and they have not yet perfected artificial fertilization. There is nothing in our laws that say two Pfahrn cannot undergo this process if the egg is laid inside a human mate.

Meaning it was easier for Dr. H’looder and his team to figure out that logistical issue than it was for the laws of Pfahrn to be changed in time for us to have children.

Since both myself and Mohrn are dealing with considerable assets now—myself and Davies in terms of finances, and Mohrn in land, estate holdings, mining operations, and finances—we had to do it this way for our children to be protected and recognized by law.

Besides, both our mates opted to accept medications to ease their anxieties and stress and make the entire thing pleasurable to them.

But it was more than worth it, because both couples ended up with the human bearing fertilized eggs.

And now…we wait.

We have kept our human mates as inactive as possible over these past thirty weeks, because neither Mohrn nor I want to do anything to possibly risk our mates losing our precious blessings. Meaning no sex, which could possibly trigger contractions in our human mates.

That frustrates our humans more than it frustrates Mohrn and me, I believe. Mohrn and I are both fine with our chosen celibacy in support of our mates because the blessings we are about to welcome into our lives are so worth it.

Dr. H’looder assures us that with every day which passes, our chances of having healthy, thriving children grows.

Once the eggs are born, another wait commences until they hatch, but then Mohrn and I can take turns caring for our eggs.

There is a risk that our children might be ishblane.

Honestly?

I do not care.

Mohrn’s position as Khalden means that phey have shown our people that silly, superstitious prejudices have no place in our modern society. Davies and I have enough money to support our child, if we never wanted to work again.

But Mohrn and Simon have asked us to move in with them, at least for now, because we have all become dear friends and adopted family. Simon has also asked us to work for them, to help run their vast estates.

My two middle siblings are still coming to grips with my life choices, but as my snarky mate has said, fuck ’em. Phey are not hostile to us, and all of my family has come to visit us during Davies’ pregnancy. I believe my parents have accepted this situation most easily of all and are finally looking forward to becoming grandparents.

Simon’s mother and sister have adopted not only Mohrn into their family with open arms, but Davies and me as well.

More family—and I do consider them family, human or not. My blessings have multiplied, and I know it has helped heal Davies’ aching heart somewhat to once again have a “mom” and parents in his life, and “siblings” he never had before.

With every day that passes, my hope swells that we will have a healthy child at the end of this journey. My mate grows increasingly grumpy and fussy as our egg grows inside him, because I will not let Davies do anything. I wish for him to lie still and take no chances with his health and safety. I take care of him and his every desire, refusing to let him walk or move any more than absolutely necessary.

At least I am not the only one who acts overprotective. Mohrn has been similarly restricting Simon’s movements and activities.

I believe my love’s greatest irritation is our celibacy to help prevent accidentally triggering contractions. Mohrn and I readily agreed to this stipulation, perhaps even more easily than our human mates. I do not mind my chosen celibacy, because the eventual reward is a priceless blessing—our child.

There are few memories more precious to me than lying in bed with Davies cradled against me, with my hand over his belly as I speak to our unborn child.

When Dr. H’looder finally tells us we can resume our sexual activity because our eggs are mature enough to be born, I think Davies is going to scream when I tell him I wish to wait a little longer. Just a few more hours.

That is in response to Mohrn and Simon leaving the house to go break their own celibacy down at the nearby river, taking the medical team with them to observe and supervise Simon giving birth.

I choose to wait because I want the medical team’s full attention on Davies when his time arrives.

Fortunately, Simon and Mohrn have a perfect delivery, and all sensors indicate their baby is healthy and thriving within its egg. Only after Simon delivers their egg, and they return and are once again safely back in the house, along with the full medical team, do I allow Davies to push me back onto our bed, climb on top of me, and fuck me.

While he does that—admittedly a very pleasant sensation, indeed—I bite him, triggering his release almost immediately, followed by my own.

As we lie there together, on our sides with Davies snuggled in my arms, he lets out a sharp gasp, followed by a low moan.

“Are you in pain?” I ask.

He nods. “I think it’s starting.” He tips his head back to look up at me, his brown eyes clouded with distress. “What if something’s wrong?”

I slant a kiss across his lips. “Everything is all right, love. Mohrn and Simon’s child is perfect, and so shall ours be.” I stand and scoop him into my arms.

This is something else I do not take for granted, because I know once our baby is here and Davies is feeling back to his old self, he will protest if I try to carry him all the time, such as I have been doing lately. He has allowed me to spoil and pamper him with the understanding that he is only tolerating it because he loves me, and because he is carrying our child.

Normally, he only likes me to carry him if he is drunk or I am taking him to bed.

He has no idea how much I have treasured these past months, and not just because of becoming parents. But because Davies was forced to let me do things for him and pamper him in a way I have never been able to care for someone before.

Because he is mine. I cannot imagine loving anyone more fiercely or truly than I love him.

Except our child, of course.

I carry Davies out of the bedroom. On my way to our bathroom, I call out for Dr. H’looder and the medical techs that his delivery has started, and they scurry to follow us.

Only minutes later, I am sitting in our large tub with Davies, cradling him against me as warm water swirls around us. Water births are sort of an old tradition among our kind. Not a requirement, but this is one more way we can claim our perfection despite the unorthodox methods in how we’ve had to achieve it.

I know we could also utilize Mohrn’s favorite spot at the river for our delivery, but I do not wish to venture that far or take Davies out of the house. Traditions aside, I wish for the modern conveniences to be at hand should there be any issues with the birth of our child.

We have already been through so much that I fear we might have used up the remainder of our luck.

Perhaps that is superstitious, but it is how I feel.

It is also why I have not yet notified my family about the impending delivery. Once our egg is delivered, and we know our child is healthy, then I will consider telling them.

Our last visit with them went better than I expected, although my two middle siblings still act somewhat chilly and distant toward Davies. At least my youngest sibling is finally thawing, as Davies might say, and my parents have seemingly accepted Davies as my mate and welcome him into our family.

Although considering what I have learned about my middle two siblings, and pheir opinions toward ishblane, maybe it is more our friendship with Mohrn and Simon that trouble them, and the potential that our child will be ishblane.

Eventually, perhaps, that divide might narrow, but it is incumbent upon phem to cross it. Phey have made their opinions clear, and I will not live my life for phem.

I will live it for me, and for my love, and for our child.

Davies holds my hands and squeezes hard as he labors. I hate that he is going through pain, but I never dreamed in my life I would ever have such a soulmate as him to call mine.

Such a beautiful, wonderful soul with whom to parent our children with.

We can now spend the rest of our lives here, on Pfahrn, with my family by birth and our new adopted family. We can all raise our children together. I suspect Simon is already planning on how soon they can have another, while I might be lucky if Davies does not kill me in my sleep after this.

His pained groans rip at my soul. I nuzzle the side of his neck. “Ask them to help you with the pain, love.”

“No, I got this, dammit,” he gasps between rounds of pushing.

Ah, my stubborn, stubborn man.

I would not have him be any other way.




* * * *




Davies




Holy shitballs.

If Mom were still alive, I’d give her a huge damn hug and an apology for what I obviously put her through giving birth to my ass.

I mean, seriously.

After another contraction eases—one which feels like it’s pulling my guts out—I collapse back against Olarte. Simon made it through his delivery all right. I know I will, too, I just need to breathe through it.

Won’t deny I’m scared. Fucking terrified.

Not just of giving birth, but of the fact that I’m going to be a parent.

I can’t even cook! How in the holy hell’s brains am I supposed to take care of a baby? Who thought this was a brilliant idea?

Olarte nuzzles the side of my neck. “You will be an amazing father, love. I have all faith in you.”

“Glad one of us does,” I mutter.

It stings that his family isn’t exactly thrilled with me as Olarte’s mate.

They haven’t outright said that to me, but I feel it through my connection with Olarte. Not to mention, there is such a drastic difference in my dynamic with Mohrn and their family…

Well, okay, most of Mohrn’s family now are humans, because Mohrn’s biological family are either in jail, or dead, or died in jail.

That’s a long and complicated story that makes my relationship with Olarte feel completely boring and mundane in comparison.

I mean, it seriously does. You have noooo idea.

Olarte and I completely agreed not to interfere when H’looder offered to tweak things for us with our baby, to try to genetically engineer them to ensure they would not be ishblane.

If our baby is born ishblane, then they are, and we will still love them just as much.

I lose track of time as I lie there in the water, cradled in Olarte’s arms. They periodically run more warm water into the tub so I don’t get chilled, and bites me three more times to help me orgasm, which helps move the process along.

I manage to give them a handjob in between pushing, despite them telling me they’re all right, because I feel a little guilty they willingly chose to not even masturbate over the last thirty weeks. I told them I didn’t mind if they wanted to. I even volunteered to help them.

Did I mention I love the hell out of them?

I might look back on my life and question some of the things I did over the years, some choices I made.

One thing I will never question or doubt is falling in love with Olarte and being with them.

I don’t miss working like I thought I would, either. I’m looking forward to being planet-bound and spending every night in bed with my mate.

Finally, a series of contractions harder than any before arrive in rapid succession, and then we’re greeting our child.

Well, the egg.

Joy and relief fill me, to finally hold them in my arms, with Olarte’s arms around me and our egg.

The technicians need to check them out, but moments later, we’re out of the tub and dried off and dressed, and our egg is securely wrapped in a special sling with embedded monitors so Dr. H’looder’s team can keep close watch on them with minimal intrusion.

I help Olarte don the sling, and I blink back tears at the look of wonder on their face as they wrap their arms around the bundle they now carry.

“Welcome to our family, little one,” they say, sounding choked up.

It’ll still be a while before our child is born, but now we can both take turns carrying them.

I suspect I will have trouble getting Olarte to give them up for a turn.

The greenish brown mottled egg has mixes of mottled pink swirls around it, meaning our child is part ishblane.

I don’t care. They’re ours, and I’m going to love them. They’ll grow up surrounded by loving family. Mostly chosen, adopted family, but that’s still family, in my book.

The techs say I’m okay and I’ll start healing. One of the augmentations I received was bionanotech to help with rapid healing, mostly because of when Olarte bites me during sex.

It’s going to be helpful now, too.

Dr. H’looder’s beside himself with joy over our double success, and anticipates our children should make it through to full term without issues.

But his team will be closely monitoring them, up until the day they’re born, and even a few weeks after.

This is a true first, twice over. Two human mates carrying Pfahrn eggs to full term. Yes, our children are biologically siblings, and will be raised together.

Now that we know how the process works, and we’ve been through it once already…maybe it won’t be so bad having a couple more kids. I know Simon wants more children.

We start to head to our bedroom when Simon and Mohrn’s bedroom door opens. Mohrn is also wearing the sling holding their egg. “Well?” Simon asks.

I don’t know who’s smiling more, me or Olarte, when we let them see our precious cargo.

“Dude, that’s fantastic!” Simon hugs me tightly. “Congratulations!”

I did have a slight advantage over Simon—he’s straight. He didn’t read the fine print on a Maxim Colonies contract, but he’s not upset he ended up with Mohrn. The two of them are as crazy in love with each other as me and Olarte.

Finally, Olarte gets me moving, gently herding me to our bedroom, where we snuggle in bed with our egg carefully tucked between us, each of us resting a hand on it so we can feel them moving.

Olarte’s golden gaze settles on mine. “I do not know if I have the proper words to express my joy right now, my love.”

I kiss them. “It’s okay.” I nuzzle my nose against theirs. “I think I know what you’re feeling.” I press my forehead to theirs and look down at our egg. “Let’s get through this, and then we can talk about our next baby.”

Olarte softly gasps. “Truly?”

“Yeah.” I nestle my head against them. “That wasn’t so bad. Didn’t kill me.” I sigh. “Although when they’re old enough to start dating, that might kill me.”

A soft, chuffing noise I know is Olarte’s version of a chuckle drifts to me. “We have a ways before that happens, love.”

“I know. I might need to call on Uncle Simon to help us out. Put an unholy terror into their partners so they know not to fuck with our baby.”

Another chuff. “See? You are already an amazing father. I just will not let you cook. You can change diapers.”

I laugh. “Gee, thanks. I think.” I gently stroke our egg. They know the babies can hear and feel some things. We’ll keep our egg warm and protected, always with us, so that when they’re finally born, they’ll already know they’re loved and wanted.

Poor Mohrn didn’t really get that from what turned out to be their adopted parent. When they were an egg and it was discovered they were ishblane, it’s likely their adopted parent simply tucked them into a blanket nest somewhere warm and checked on them periodically.

As a result, Mohrn didn’t really know true love and tenderness until they met Simon.

Exhaustion finally catches up with me and starts to shove my excitement out of the way. Closing my eyes, I deeply inhale my mate’s scent, listen to the sound of their breathing as they fall asleep, and give thanks to the Universe that my path crossed with Olarte’s.

We don’t know what we’re going to name them yet. We haven’t decided, and I don’t want to be a jinx, either.

I’m already thinking of them as Peanut as their nickname. It’s what Mom and Dad used to call me when I was little.

Our little Peanut.

Beneath my hand, our baby shifts position a little before settling again.

This is what peace and love and joy feel like.

This is what home feels like.

I might have been farborn, but my roaming days are well behind me now.




The End
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