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This novella takes place in the world of my Imperial Mars trilogy. However, it is in a different genre—a romance story with a few explicit scenes. It is intended for adults. Triggers include physical violence, dubious consent (not between the main couple), references to and threats of sexual assault, and consensual impact play. 

If you are one of my children, you will never be old enough to read this. There are things you aren’t meant to know about your own mother.
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It was a cool, cloudless night in Shepardstown, beside the Valles Marineris. I stood on the balcony of the mayoral mansion, ceremonial spear in one hand, and stared out at the city. Gaslights gleamed along the roads and dotted the suspension rigging of the new bridge that would be dedicated tomorrow. 

That was what I was here for, more or less.

The official story: I was here as part of the Imperial Guard detail providing security for the Prince of Tharsis, the second child of the Martian Emprex, who had come to cut the ribbon on that bridge.

The somewhat less official story: my branch wasn’t Honor Guard, but Secret Service. I was here to spy. Either in this house, or in the office next door, there would be papers my command wanted to look at. A lot of money had gone missing during the bridge’s construction, and I was supposed to find out where it had gone.

But the cover story was a real job too, which also had to be done, so I was here all night, protecting the prince from anybody who might climb up the balcony and try to murder him. In the morning, while everyone was out at the ribbon cutting, I could rifle papers at my leisure.

I didn’t expect to have to interact with the prince at all. I’d guarded any number of people and making conversation was never part of the job. I thought he’d go to sleep, rest up for the ceremony tomorrow.

Instead, he came out in his dressing gown, hair in a lopsided braid down his back, and sat down. I watched him out of the corner of my eye. It wasn’t my business what he did, but I was curious.

“Cold out tonight,” he commented after a moment.

I was silent. In bodyguarding, sometimes, you almost forget you’re in the room at all. So do they. He might only be monologuing to himself. I shot him a quick glance, to check if he was even looking at me.

He was. “Are you cold?”

I kept my surprise to one quick blink. “No, my prince.”

“You sure? You’ve been out here a while.”

I looked back out toward the quiet evening, the empty streets and the gaslamps. Scanning for threats, though there was no sign of any. “I am dressed for the weather, sir.”

A soft huff. “Whereas I’m not, is that it?”

I flicked a glance at his dressing gown, his bare ankles, his slippered feet. “It’s not my place to say, sir.”

He slipped inside, and I thought that was the last of it. But instead he was back in a moment with a warm blanket wrapped around his shoulders. “There,” he said. “Now I can stay out as long as I want.”

I cast another sidelong glance. So this was George Konstantin, Prince of Tharsis. I’d seen his picture in the papers all my life: a sharp profile, long black hair like his mother the Consort’s, fine clothes. He didn’t look that way now. He looked like an ordinary person, messy and comfortable and a little tired.

He leaned back in his chair and simply…talked. To me. For some reason. “What a lovely evening. Cold, but I don’t mind that. It’s too hot inside, I just had to come out, and now that I can see this view, I’m glad I did. Look at those lights on the bridge. Do you suppose they’re gaslights or chemical?”

I hesitated. I didn’t want to trade small talk with the prince of Mars. But there didn’t seem a polite way out of it. “Gaslights, my prince. Chemical lights are greener.”

“Oh really? I suppose you’re right, I’ve never seen a chemical light that color. Anyway it’s a very pretty bridge. When they told me there was a bridge here, at first I thought it was going to go across the Marineris itself. But that’s miles and miles, they couldn’t do that, could they?”

“I doubt it, sir.”

“That star on the horizon is very bright. Venus, do you think?”

I didn’t mean to correct him, but it slipped out. “Earth, sir.”

He didn’t seem offended at all. A slow smile spread over his face, as though I’d done something special. “Are you interested in astronomy?”

I wanted to shrug. One does not shrug at a prince. “No more than most things, sir.”

The answer seemed to disappoint him a little. As if to himself he murmured, “Like some watcher of the skies, when a new planet swims into his ken.”

“John Keats,” I blurted. “Sir.”

His smile reappeared, this time with teeth. “How’d you know that?”

I hesitated. As a question for a commoner, banned from university by custom if not by law, it was almost offensive. Did it have to be so surprising that a bodyguard could have read Keats?

He rushed into the space I’d left. “I mean—nobody ever recognizes when I quote poetry. I think my family thinks it’s an affectation. But they just pop into my mind sometimes.”

It was not a question, so I didn’t answer. But I was oddly pleased with myself for having recognized it. To provide something which his usual circle couldn’t.

He cast around for something to say. “Must be boring out here, bodyguarding all night.” He simply would not stop, even without encouragement. I was, it seemed, his entertainment for the evening. “Nobody’s really going to attack me. Almost wish they would. Give us some excitement.”

He gave me a roguish smile, and despite myself I almost smiled back before yanking my eyes back to face front.

Undeterred, he went on, “Have you always been a bodyguard?”

“No, sir,” I said. And then, because I couldn’t very well say my previous job was spying, “In early childhood, I was entirely unemployed.”

That got a laugh out of him, far more of a laugh than the joke merited. At last he subsided into little giggles. “I wonder what you were like as a child. As serious as now?”

I had grown up in the house of a lord. I wondered if the prince was even aware that his servants had families, whole lives of their own below stairs. If he would laugh, or be offended, if I told him how much I’d loved spying on the family, learning all their secrets. Surely not the kind of thing nobles would approve of.

“Worse, I believe, sir,” I said. “Positively grim.”

He liked that answer, too, and despite myself I was pleased. 

It went on and on, late into the night. Bit by bit I answered more of his questions. After all he seemed so desperate for company, and so pleased when I said anything more than a sentence. It was a genius form of interrogation: ask me a thousand questions, and the more I said in answer, the more he rewarded me with laughter and smiles. The opposite of torture, and quite a bit more effective.

I had never before been so tempted to give away the whole game. To tell him my whole life story, including the classified parts. He wasn’t the enemy, after all. My usual rival was the Ministry, Parliament’s spy arm, while he was in my branch of government, under the Emprex. But I doubted he could keep a secret, with his mouth running along the way it did, so I dodged his questions as best I could. A joke answer worked even better than the truth for coaxing smiles out of him.

Finally, well after midnight, he sighed, got to his feet, and put his hand on the door handle. “I’d best get my beauty sleep. Good night—”

I shouldn’t tell him my name. But he was clearly waiting for it. “Sagan, sir.”

“Good night, Sagan.”

“Good night, my prince.”


      [image: ]The next day, while the prince cut the ribbon, I did the job I had come for. The documents were no trouble to find. The bridge director was funneling over half the allocated funds for the project, and he was splitting the take with the mayor of the city. 

It was so easy I could have taken the next train back. But I told myself I couldn’t do that, because it would leave a gap in the prince’s security and be sloppy enough for someone to notice.

The prince was waiting for me at shift change with tea. “I enjoyed our conversation so much last night,” he said. “I hope I’m not a bother, talking your ear off when you’re trying to work.”

“It’s fine,” I said, too bluntly. “My prince. It helps keep me awake.”

He gestured vaguely toward the teapot. “That was the idea behind the tea. If you don’t mind we could both have a cup out on the balcony?”

I wasn’t allowed to sit down on duty. So I stood on the balcony, ramrod straight, with my ceremonial spear in one hand and my pistol heavy on my belt, and let him drink tea and talk.

My eyes wandered to him often. He was tall, lanky, graceful in his movements, but looking like he’d been put together out of mismatched pieces, too much leg and arm for the rest of him. His skin was unhealthily pale, his eyes large and dark. Tonight his sleek black hair was loose and a little untidy, hanging halfway down his back. That, plus the blue shadow of stubble on his cheeks, made him look a little pathetic. Bait both to bleeding hearts who take in lost puppies and to unscrupulous people looking for a mark.

I was neither of those. Not that I’d have passed him up, if he’d been an ordinary man I’d met in a bar. I’d have taken him home, done unwholesome things to him, and sent him away in the morning with a little less innocence in his eyes. But it was impossible to even imagine that scenario, with the heavy spear in my hand and him in a silk dressing gown that would have cost a year’s college tuition.

Eventually, because the man could charm birds out of trees, I leaned the spear against the wall, took the other chair, and let him pour me a cup of tea. God knew I needed it. I had gotten very little sleep between the guarding and the housebreaking.

“I hate cutting ribbons,” the prince said sadly. “It makes me feel like a show pony. Not useful for any work, never allowed to have any fun.”

Normally I have no sympathy for the nobility whatsoever. None. In a just world we’d have hauled out the guillotines for them a long time ago. But he sounded so plaintive, with his long black hair drooping forward around his teacup, that I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. “Even show ponies are doing a job, my prince,” I said. “Maybe the ribbon-cutting did somebody some good.”

It had been stellar at providing cover for me to get the documents I needed. But I couldn’t tell him that.

“I hope so,” he said.

I took a drink of the tea. It was ghastly, oversteeped and bitter. “Did you make this yourself, sir?”

He shook his head. “No. My valet brought it.”

“Fire them,” I said shortly. “One of the highest servants in the land, and they can’t make tea?”

“He came highly recommended,” the prince ventured.

“That person hates you.” I got up, went inside, and poured the tea in the bathroom sink. Then I started searching the prince’s bedroom for clues. I wasn’t here for this, but a spy never really went off duty.

I checked the box of cufflinks: not one was stolen, but they were all bunged into the bottom at random instead of pressed into their places. Pulling out the drawer, I saw his shirts: not folded right, a stain on one. The bed was smoothly made on top, but the sheets were bunched at the bottom.

“Why are you ransacking my room?” The prince stood in the balcony doorway, the evening breeze fanning his hair out.

I looked up. “I don’t think you have a valet at all. I think you have a spy. And not a great one, or he’d put more effort into his cover identity. Who recommended him?”

“The Prime Minister.”

I was disappointed. I was always looking for people I could tie into the Ministry’s actions. But I already knew the Prime Minister was involved. “Is there anything you’ve been up to you don’t want Parliament to know about? Because if so, you need to tell the Emprex before they hear it from someone else.”

“How can you be so sure? Maybe he’s just not very good.”

I looked away from him, at his rumpled bed. “Takes one to know one,” I said quietly.

“What?”

God damn the man, he was so oblivious I couldn’t come out to him if I wanted to. I stormed around the bed till I was toe to toe with him. “Because I’m a spy, you hopeless innocent! I didn’t come here to guard you! I came here to spy on the bridge director!”

“Oh.”

I wanted to smack him right then. Though if anyone deserved a smack, it was me. From the second I’d leaned my spear against the wall, I’d abandoned my duty and slacked on my cover, and that’s where it got me. Totally exposed, and to a person with all the secret-keeping ability of a leaky colander.

Instead I did something even stupider. My only excuse was that the man was catching. I had caught some of the cobwebs that populated his brain, and suddenly it seemed that if I was going to blow my cover I might as well do any idiotic thing that came to mind.

So I kissed him. He wasn’t as tall as he seemed, so I didn’t even have to rise on my toes. He inhaled, shocked, but I pulled away before he could make up his mind whether or not he was going to kiss me back. “Thanks for being an excellent cover.” I turned to the door.

“When will I see you again?” he blurted.

“You won’t.”


      [image: ]Apparently he wasn’t satisfied with that answer, because two weeks later I got a note, delivered by a liveried footman. Which wasn’t what you’d call subtle, but I suppose it beat him showing up at work. 

I can’t stop thinking about you. Tell me what I need to do to see you again. I don’t have the influence you might think, but surely there is something. You’re the most interesting person I’ve ever met.

I could have ignored the letter. But he’d been on my mind too. I had dug out some newspaper pictures and pored over them, trying to understand why the man in them didn’t look like anyone special, while the man I’d met was driving me to distraction, even weeks later. Had I imagined his hypnotic charm? Was I making it up after the fact?

I marched straight to my superior and put it to him. We needed an operative inside the palace, because clearly if the Ministry was putting theirs in, we had to have a counterintelligence operation already on the spot. And the prince, I had just discovered, was looking for a new valet and would be happy to help the Imperial Guard by giving me the job.

My commander was baffled, because it wasn’t the sort of rank-climbing operation I usually asked for (and got). But he let me have it, assuming that I must have sniffed out something specific and wanted to track it down myself. There wasn’t anything, not that I knew of, but I could surely justify a month or two spent making sure.

Then I showed up at the prince’s apartments in a neat black suit, carrying an impeccable valise. To my relief, he opened the door himself. Still hadn’t replaced the bad valet. I wondered how he was managing to dress himself. From the look of him, not well.

He stood staring at me for a long minute, his mouth slightly open and his dark eyes like saucers. “What’s this?” he asked.

For a moment I was struck with terror. The letter had been a mistake. The letter had been a fake. He’d changed his mind. He didn’t want to see me.

And then I looked at his face with my professional eyes, not my feelings, and saw his expression was only happy surprise. He hadn’t expected me so soon, or out of my Guard uniform.

I gave a brisk nod. “I’m your new valet, sir.”
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I had not expected this development. I had thought perhaps we might arrange some discreet meeting, for another long and delightful conversation. Not that Sagan would push away the restrictions that surrounded me as a prince of Mars, abandon their own career as a spy for the Imperial Guard, and simply show up and claim to be mine. 

I hardly knew what to do with them. They put my rooms to rights in a few hours and started in on my wardrobe, with many disapproving tuts but very little conversation. I was tongue-tied watching them, a trim figure lacking either visible muscles or curves, but with a casual strength that suggested there was plenty of lean muscle inside their neat black suit. Their curly hair was cropped close, their face a medium brown. Even now I wasn’t sure I could pick them out of a lineup—not till they opened their mouth. 

They weren’t cowed by me, I think that was part of it. I was second in line for the throne of an empire and they genuinely didn’t seem to care much for that detail. The important thing was that I’d been careless with my personal safety and my cufflinks and had served them inadequate tea. This must be rectified, and here they were, rectifying it.

“At some point we’ve got to discuss what exactly your duties are here,” I ventured, once they’d finished with the wardrobe and before they got hold of my writing desk.

“I know how to be a valet,” they said calmly. “I was raised to it.”

“But clearly it’s not your dream job,” I pointed out. “You were a spy two weeks ago.”

“I am still a spy,” Sagan said patiently. “I am a Secret Service operative, planted in your household to guarantee your physical safety and use your proximity to gather intelligence.”

“Oh.” I felt very foolish. “I thought—I don’t know what I thought.”

“You thought I came in response to your letter, because you begged to see me again,” they said, dark eyes fixed fearlessly on mine. They had not said sir once since the door was shut behind them. Nor my prince, your highness, none of it. “Which is also true, but I didn’t tell my commanding officer that when I requested this post.”

I smiled in relief. “So you do—” I wasn’t sure how to end that sentence. So you do love me? After two meetings, one letter, and a close look at my wardrobe? Implausible. They had kissed me, that first time we met, and that counted for something. I just wasn’t sure how much it counted for. Enough to make it ethical to proposition my valet?

“I find you interesting also,” said Sagan. “I think that’s good enough for a beginning.” And then, without so much as a by-your-leave, they turned their back on me, sat at my desk, and started going through my papers.

That, I think, was the thing that fascinated me the most. The audacity.


      [image: ]By the time I had returned from dinner, Sagan had finished with my desk. “Who is managing your accounts?” they demanded. 

“My secretary, Stephens.”

“I hope they have other useful skills,” they said in a tone of strongest disapprobation.

“He writes a very neat hand on my letters,” I said, a little defensively.

“Keep him for that, then. I’ll do the accounts.” They collected the ledger, receipts, and bills, and pigeonholed them expertly. The daybook got its own scrutiny. “What are these little codes? ‘B—priority,’ ‘G—balance,’ ‘decl—on orders’?”

I sighed, leaning against the desk. “The Emprex has very detailed requirements for my social calendar. If I accept an invitation from a Blue, I have to balance it with an engagement with a Green. I can’t appear to favor either one.”

“What about Russets and Grays?” Sagan asked.

“I’m not allowed to visit them at all.” I pulled at a strand of my hair uncomfortably. The Emprex disapproved of both fringe parties about the same: the Grays were pro-technology, and the Russets advocated for rights for commoners. Both unthinkable in Martian politics.

They squinted at the book. “And ‘disc’?”

“Discretionary. People the Emprex counts as apolitical. I’m allowed to see them as often as I want.”

“You see a lot of them.”

“Have to. It’s too complicated to see anybody else. But there’s a list of people whose invitations I have to accept no matter what.” I reached over and flipped the book to the beginning, where a typewritten sheet listed the names, with notes on what the Emprex wanted of them and the tack I was supposed to take. “It gets updated often.”

They read the list intently. “And you pretend to be a show pony.”

“I am a show pony,” I said bitterly. “None of this agenda is mine, it’s all about charming the people my parent demands that I charm.”

“Then you’re a workhorse, at the very least,” Sagan argued. “This is work.”


      [image: ]By the next morning, I had a fresh daybook, color coded and cross referenced to my address book. Sagan stood with their hands behind their back as I sat up in bed, sipping tea. “At ten a.m. you are returning a call from Lord Mahoney. At noon you lunch at Lady Popov’s. This evening they are giving a dinner for you at the Sojourner Club; I recommend you arrive no sooner than six-thirty. I have laid out our heather-mixture tweed.” 

I blinked up at them. “You pick out my clothes, too?”

They stared back blankly. “If you will be guided by me, sir.”

Well. How could I not be guided by them? They had a color-coded schedule. I handed back the breakfast tray and got out of bed.

I pass over in silence how I survived being shaved by them, their hands ghosting over my face as the wicked straight razor slid over my cheeks. How I bit my lip as they combed my hair and deftly got it into a multistrand braid before my willpower ran out. How I felt with their face eight inches from mine as they magically produced that season’s preferred knot in my cravat.

Suffice it to say that I arrived at my ten o’clock engagement looking more precisely turned-out than I had in my life and sailed through my day in a frictionless course of costume changes and cups of tea. I was still uncertain what I had done to deserve any of this. It wasn’t being a prince, and that was, to my knowledge, the only thing I had to recommend me to anyone.
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