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Blurb
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AS THE SECOND-IN-COMMAND of Olympus Station, Captain Hadley Wells is usually too focused on her career to worry about romance. That changes with the arrival of Prince Nykal of Jroj, a planet that’s recently joined the Coalition. Their attraction is immediate and fierce, but too many rules separate them to let them have more than one stolen night. The night is amazing, but has far-reaching consequences. Add in the ambassador determined to keep Nykal from her by any means, and it’s a complicated mess that needs a solution before the secret she carries is visible to all.
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Chapter One
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HADLEY RAN AS FAST as she could until she reached the bend in the corridor that would bring her in view of the alien prince and ambassador awaiting her attention. At that point, she slowed to a stop, took a deep breath, and smoothed her uniform before stepping into sight and walking toward them at a more sedate pace. She could see Krill’s curl of the lip, which indicated he was disappointed to see her instead of Weston. Her gaze flicked to the prince, and Nykal’s obvious appreciation warmed her. It was clear he preferred having her to Weston.

“Where’s the commander, Captain Wells?” Krill spoke in a clipped way that suggested he had little time to spare for her.

She forced a pleasant smile to remain on her face. “He’s with...” She trailed off for a moment, uncertain how to identify Piper. His surrogate? She really didn’t want to delve into the ugly history between Piper and her twin sister Pippa, who had been married to the commander until her death recently. 

She settled for saying, “There’s been an emergency with the mother of his child. That was why he had to run earlier, and thank you for understanding why we had to cut short the meeting. He’s asked me to fill in for him for now, so I’ll be leading you on a tour of Olympus Station.”

Krill looked put out, but Nykal’s grin seemed to transmit he was happy to see her. The smile made his already handsome, if intense, face less intimidating. She’d barely interacted with the prince yet, but he seemed fairly approachable anyway. It was difficult not to stare at him, though she had seen many aliens in her career as second-in-command of one of the Coalition’s main outposts. 

The Jroj were a relatively recent addition to the Coalition, and their language database hadn’t even been fully integrated into the Coalition’s yet. They were humanoid, but faintly exotic with their light-orange skin and the faintest ripple of black stripes throughout. Their skin reminded her of the extinct Earth tiger, which someone had pointed out in the briefing manuals she and Weston had received from the Coalition headquarters before the ambassador and prince’s arrival. The pattern was much subtler than a tiger’s though, and Nykal didn’t seem to have same kind of killer instinct that appeared in images she’d seen of tigers.

She shivered slightly when she accidentally met Krill’s gaze. He did seem to have that same kind of cold edge that suggested he wasn’t above predation. She tried not to have a negative opinion of him, especially since the ambassador was going to be stationed permanently on Olympus, but she hadn’t liked him from the moment they met earlier.

“Please lead the way, Captain Wells.”

She couldn’t help a warm smile for the prince. “Please feel free to call me Hadley, Your Highness.”

He nodded. “In that case, I insist you call me Nykal.”

Krill cleared his throat. “That would be a breach of protocol, Your Highness.”

Nykal shrugged in a careless fashion before lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I won’t tell if you don’t, Krill.” 

He stepped closer to Hadley, holding out his hand with the palm facing downward. She remembered that was an invitation to walk with him, and she reciprocated by putting her palm faceup against his hand, so the backs of their hands touched. The gesture felt awkward, but she couldn’t deny a shiver of awareness went down her spine at the simple touch. 

She giggled a moment later when Nykal added in a pseudo-whisper, “I’m sure he won’t keep that to himself. Ambassador Krill is a stickler for decorum and etiquette. I’m probably currently being written up, with my transgressions broadcast to Parliament.”

Though there was a teasing note in his voice, his gaze was unexpectedly serious for a moment before he seemed to mentally shrug it all aside. “What is this place?”

She showed him the level by extending her arm. “This is where we have our merchant shops, along with some eateries, and entertainment. We have a VR platform that’s a favorite amongst those seeking recreation.”

“Impressive. That’s technology we don’t have, though I’ve seen it mentioned in the notes.”

“Have you had to do much studying for your trip, Your Highness? I mean Nykal?”

Nykal didn’t get a chance to answer before Krill said, “There’s been much study to prepare for our Coalition application, along with this visit. We studied the Coalition, and the aliens who form it for solar cycles, even before we began doing business with the Coalition, and long before we decided it would be strategically wise to join the union.”

She nodded politely at Krill’s response, though her question had been addressed to Nykal. She got the sense he wasn’t one to enjoy sitting down and reading boring paper after paper. Or maybe she was simply projecting her own preferences onto him. She had done hours of study in preparation for this visit and the ambassador’s arrival as well, but it was one of the more tedious aspects of her job. 

She led them through the station, pointing out various places of interest. She made an effort to keep it professional and semiformal, but Nykal seemed determined to make it more like a friendly meeting than an official function. He made jokes and asked personal questions, but not so personal that they crossed the line. It quickly became obvious he wanted to know if she was involved with anyone, and he was trying to find that information by asking things like what color uniform her betrothed wore.

She spent a few minutes tapdancing around the questions, enjoying teasing him lightly with pretended obliviousness, before finally admitting, “I don’t have a betrothed, or a partner. My duties on Olympus Station keep me much too busy.”

Nykal heaved a sigh. “I understand that.” He turned away from her to scan the room. “And what is this facility?”

She gestured to the five-story platform. “This houses our oxygen scrubbers, which keep us all alive—except for the Denarii ambassador, who has to wear a rebreather everywhere but her quarters.”

Nykal seemed fascinated. “What’s a Denarii?”

She held her hand about three meters high to indicate height. “The ambassador is about this tall, light pink, and covered with fuzz. She requires a much higher concentration of nitrogen than humans and most other humanoids in the Coalition, but her quarters are kept separate from the station to maintain the proper ratio for her, so she isn’t required to wear the rebreather all the time.”

“That’s interesting. How—”

Krill interrupted the prince’s question. “While we would like to discuss an ambassadorship, I have no intention of wasting time discussing the Denarii ambassador,” said Krill in a stern voice. “Show me where my quarters will be, along with my workspace.”

As Nykal sighed, she almost reminded him to use his manners, but then realized that Jroj might not use common courtesies like “please and thank you,” or even know how to ask nicely—though the prince seemed to have far better manners, so she was probably giving Krill too much benefit of the doubt. 

She nodded at him and led them from the oxygen-scrubbing room, seeing no need to take them through the intricacies of the system or tour each of the five levels that comprised the area. They took the lift system up a few floors to the diplomatic sector, where various ambassadors and embassies shared workspace. Their permanent living quarters were on the floor above. 

The first sight when they stepped out of the lift was a clear wall that afforded them a view of the stars around them. It was a breathtaking sight that rarely failed to catch Hadley’s attention, even if it was just for a few moments in the process of doing other errands. Today, she barely glanced at it, focused as she was on appeasing Krill.

Nykal apparently didn’t share that concern, because he paused and moved closer to the wall, placing a palm against it. “It’s quite humbling, isn’t it?”

She frowned. “I beg your pardon?”

“To see how small we are in the scheme of things, I mean. That’s humbling. Olympus Station is quite sizable, approximately the size of one of our smaller cities, if my research hasn’t failed me, yet seems minuscule when compared to the vastness of space.”

She smiled at the poetry of his words and nodded. “I guess it is humbling. I haven’t thought about it that way before, but you’re right. Don’t you have such a view from your planet?” 

“The prince rightly stays mostly in the palace, Captain Wells. It isn’t safe for him to venture out.”

She forced a pleasant smile for Ambassador Krill but couldn’t imagine having to live that way. It was true she was technically trapped on Olympus Station, limited to escape only on her vacation times, but it never felt like she was imprisoned. She couldn’t imagine being anywhere else, and she loved the place down to its last nut and bolt.

“Unfortunately, we don’t have any windows like this in the palace, but I might insist upon having one installed,” said Nykal with a small sigh before turning away from the view.

Hadley took that as her cue to continue the tour, so she led them down the corridor, turning twice, before approaching the office that was labeled with Ambassador Krill’s name. She used her biometric print to open it, gesturing for them to come inside. “Do you know how to reprogram the biometric panel to recognize your authority, Ambassador Krill?”

The other man nodded, but wasn’t really looking at her as he can glanced around his office. He sniffed lightly. “I assumed it would be larger.”

Somehow, she held her patience and gritted her teeth as she led him to another door, which revealed a larger workspace. “This is for your use, and the first room is for any staff you might wish to bring with you.”

He didn’t look grateful or even annoyed. He just seemed rather neutral. “This will be adequate. Thank you, Captain. Now if you’ll excuse us, the prince and I have things to discuss before our next meeting with the commander.” He frowned slightly. “I trust the commander will be at our next meeting?”

Hadley couldn’t stifle the urge to shrug, which wasn’t particularly professional. She straightened her spine and stood straighter. “I’m not entirely certain, Ambassador Krill. It depends on his personal situation. As you can imagine, his family is his top priority.”

Ambassador Krill shook his head. “That’s always a failing among those in power. One can’t effectively lead if their focus is divided between personal problems and far more important matters of state, or in the case of the station, security.”

She tightened her hands into fists but somehow managed to keep her tone sounding pleasant. “I’ll be certain to relay that to him. Please call me if you need anything, and otherwise, I’ll be back to escort you to dinner.”

“I’m sure that won’t be necessary, Captain.” Krill was staring thoughtfully at the prince as he said the words. “If the commander is unavailable to dine with us as protocol establishes, we’ll simply have something in our rooms.”

Nykal frowned. “I prefer to go out and see more of the station.”

Krill frowned. “You’ve had an adequate tour from the second-in-command, Your Highness. Protocol dictates the safe and wise course is to stay in your quarters until the next official function. By my count, that will be the reception—unless I’m mistaken, Captain Wells?”

Hadley briefly glanced at her wrist comm, though she had the schedule memorized. “That’s correct, Ambassador Krill.”

The ambassador nodded his darker orange head, which was bald instead of covered by the glossy brown hair decorating Nykal’s. “In that case, I see no reason for us to disturb you until then.”

With her mouth tightly compressed, she nodded to both before dismissing herself, though she’d already been sent away through Krill’s manner. He made it obvious he wanted nothing to do with her, or at least as little as possible. When it came to the ambassador, that suited her just fine, but she was disappointed not to have a reason to spend more time with the prince.

***
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SHE WAS SURPRISED TO receive a personal message later that evening, and even more surprised to see the prince’s face on her vid screen when she accepted the call. “May I assist you in some way, Your Highness?” She wondered if the A.I. had rerouted the call to her if it had been meant for Weston. The last she’d heard from Weston, he would probably be occupied with Piper’s health up until the day of the reception, so he might have shut off vidcall functions.

“I thought we might sneak out to sample the VR platform?” He spoke in a teasing, yet enticing, fashion.

She couldn’t hide her delight at the idea, feeling naughty and fully enjoying it. “What will Ambassador Krill say?”

“Hopefully, he’ll say nothing because he’ll never know. If he finds out, it will be just another lecture to endure on etiquette and protocol.” He said the two words like they were something foul. “I might as well enjoy it if I’m going to be punished anyway, so are you up for acting as my guide, Hadley?”

She nodded, not admitting she was up for far more than that. “I’d be honored, Nykal.”

“I hate to be a bother, but would you mind coming to my quarters to meet me, so I don’t get lost?”

Hadley nodded. “Not a problem, but if you do get lost at some point while on the station, any of the kiosks located every few hundred feet offer information to orient yourself, and there’s always the communication system. Our A.I. can guide you wherever you need to go.”

“That’s good to know. I’ll see you soon.”

With that, his image disappeared from the screen, and she turned it off.

Hadley started to the door but froze when she looked down. She still wore her gray uniform. That wasn’t exactly flattering, so she spent five minutes trading it for more casual clothing that was formfitting and didn’t scream matronly aunt. After that, she rushed to the prince’s quarters and tapped lightly on the door, half-afraid Krill was listening from his room next door and waiting to pounce on her at the slightest sign of interaction with the prince. 

To her relief, the panel slid open to reveal the prince, with no sign of Krill, and he stepped out to join her in the corridor. He’d shed the ornate black robe thing he’d worn before, and the lightweight crown that had been on his head was also gone. There was nothing overtly princely about him, though he was still charming and far too appealing for her common sense.

“You look far more relaxed.” That was a too-forward thing to say, and she blushed as she murmured it.

“As do you.” He reached out, lightly caressing her hair. “It’s longer than I expected.”

Hadley had forgotten she’d taken down the light-brown mass from its customary roll upon reentering her quarters after her shift ended. It hung around her face and down her back. “I keep thinking I’ll cut it someday but never have the time.” Or the courage since she happened to like her long hair. It wasn’t strictly Coalition-standard, but no one objected as long as she kept it pinned up.

They chatted like old friends, and things were easy and peaceful between them even on such short acquaintance, as they made their way to the VR platform. There was a small line, and she started to move to the front to supersede those waiting on diplomatic grounds. She froze when Nykal put a hand on her arm, arresting her progress. 

“Please don’t inconvenience others on my behalf. I prefer we wait our turn unless you’re in a rush?”

She shook her head. “I don’t mind waiting.” If she got to spend more time with the handsome Jrojan prince, how could she mind?

“I haven’t done anything this normal in several solar cycles.”

She frowned. “You mean wait in line?”

He nodded. “There were many occurrences where the middle son had to wait in line, and I wasn’t fawned over and treated with the same obsequiousness as my older brother, Mygal.”

The name was familiar, and she struggled to remember where she’d heard it before. The knowledge came back to her suddenly when she recalled the Crown Prince of the Jrojan Empire had died in an accident ten solar cycles before. “You weren’t expecting to inherit the throne, were you?”

He shook his head. “Not at all. There isn’t a lot of freedom in the life of a Minor Royal Prince, but I was practically free to do anything I wished in comparison to the life I have now, after having the yoke of leadership thrust upon me. It’s quite restrictive, and there’s little room for fun.”
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