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The Captain of Imperial Security is, of course, one of the only palace officials forbidden to form relationships with intergalactic foreigners.

Of course.

The sheer irony of my sex life isn’t lost on me. I really can pick them, can’t I? If the Captain of Imperial Security—which, let’s face it, is just a fancy way of saying ‘head spy’—was less attractive, my life would be far less complicated.

And this is why, as I stride past the Orrentian palace grounds where he’s combat-training the Empress’s new security staff, I’m forbidden from stopping to stare.

We keep our relationship secret. Always.

I can’t lean over the training-ground fence and openly devour the sight of him. No matter how desperately I want to, after going more than a solid lunar month without even touching him. Not his lean, vulpine body. Not his attractively muscled arms, currently demonstrating how to repel an armed attacker. Not his unreasonably long eyelashes and sinful, sharply-defined lips. And not his eclipse-black hair either (apparently, a natural human color pre-dating the mammalian genes introduced in the 42nd century, when human infants began having naturally white or calico or, in my case, brown tabby-striped hair). But no, gazing longingly at the Captain isn’t okay in public. People would notice. People would gossip. The palace intrigues have a way of reaching the Empress’s ears.

And if they did, my beautiful Captain—Veren—would be arrested, tried, fired, and ruthlessly exiled for endangering the security of planet Orrentia. For ‘fraternizing with potential foreign spies.’ I think the sheer disgrace of this would hit him as hard as the actual punishment.

I grind my teeth in silent, familiar rage as I walk on. Our love is banned on a mere technicality. I’m half-Orrentian; I just happened to be born on a neighboring moon with a Haxarian father. Why should it mean that I, Fyona Hartin—the top-ranking Chief Architect, for gods’ sake—get suspected of being a foreign spy above everyone else? Why is that fair? Sweet stars, I’ve lived on this planet for twelve years. I don’t want to steal state secrets from Orrentia’s top spy. I just want to fuck him!

“Chief Architect Hardin!” Veren calls after me suddenly. 

“Hm?” I turn and stare in pleasant shock. Cat-footed as ever, he appears directly behind me. He’s holding out a folded piece of paper. Whilst I was hurrying by the training grounds, wrapped up in my private grievances, the recruits were being divided into triads and are now practicing a 2-on-1 unarmed attack. Leaving Veren temporarily free to present me with whatever this is.

“This is yours. I saw it drop from one of your folders,” he murmurs, his gaze flitting about the gardens in feigned disinterest. “Shouldn’t like you to lose any important documents.”

I don’t recognize it but I say thanks, take it, and read it whilst we pretend we are just colleagues. Not lovers who secretly spent an entire night last month alternately under one another, feral, quaking with pleasure, devouring each other’s bodies like starving beasts.

I catch sight of the splinter of black chalk under his neat fingernail. Ah. The note, only just legible in jagged handwriting (doubtless written behind his back without looking), reads: 

Chambers XIV unoccupied tonight. Visit moonset? 

My heart jolts in my chest.

XIV is the set of chambers beside my own, usually occupied by the Head Gardener who flies offworld several times a year to conferences, garden festivals, and flower markets across the galaxy. My chambers are up against hers on one side, and against nothing but the palace grounds on the other. With her gone, nobody else would see or overhear anything. I’m not usually privy to detailed information about her schedule, beyond casual remarks between colleagues, but apparently Veren has been making his own inquiries. 

So did I want Veren visiting my bed tonight at moonset, unobserved?

Oh gods, yes!

“Thank you,” I say again, this time flushed with desire and happiness, wishing I could embrace him right here. “Yes, this paper certainly seems an important one. Er—”

“You needn’t say anything in thanks. I was slow, I only noticed it fall just now,” Veren speaks amiably but pointedly. Only his lustful eyes give him away, up close. I catch the emphasis of his words. He wants me to think the invitation over before consenting. He always does. My privacy matters to him. Conscious that he might make me feel horribly intruded-upon and coerced—since he effectively runs the entire digi-surveillance system, and can access any room in the palace—he deliberately gives me the right to refuse.

I would communicate a ‘yes’ to him later, via our usual code: leaving my lune-mineral lamp glowing blue in my bedchamber window. 

“Of course.” I nod. Before I leave, I give our collegial interaction realism in what I hope is a convincingly neutral tone. Casually, I gesture at the dual suns in the sky, one significantly larger and pinker than the other. “Thought I’d cut through the gardens on my way to meet the stonemasons this morning because it’s such lovely weather. How do you find it?”

“Beautiful. There are such bewitching things to see in the palace grounds at present.” Veren’s gaze pins me in place for a second. My stomach swoops. He bows slightly in his habitually formal, gentlemanly manner. And leaves me almost blushing. 

I allow myself just one moment to rake my eyes over his retreating figure, handsomely clad all in close-fitted black fencing garb. Then I exert my self-discipline, and continue on to Conference Chamber 7.
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Conference Chamber 7 is in the East Wing. Joy of joys, a lengthy meeting awaits me this morning to discuss the new palace wing’s roofing choices. It’ll be a slog, with our stonemasons’ opinions divided on whether green Mercuvian granite is soft enough to carve efficiently without running our project over schedule. But I roll my sleeves up, mentally adjusting my attitude. A passionate discussion is a good thing—it means every team of builders working under me cares deeply about the finished result. I can handle a passionate discussion. Relish it, even. I know I’ll still make damn sure everyone leaves that meeting with a sense of resolution and a plan for progress, no matter what. I won’t accept anything less.

My mother used to say it’s the same crossbred genes giving my hair this tabby stripe that inspire me to architecture. Feline genes. Aren’t all cats excellent at angles, at trigonometry; at memorizing the spaces and layouts of their territories; at calculating the trajectories of birds in flight? Though of course, that speculation might’ve just been my mother’s imagination. It isn’t as though cats build anything.

Besides, the scientific evidence still isn’t clear whether a tiny smattering of feline genes as dilute as mine would have any noticeable effects. It was an experimental thing, back then. The most concrete effect is just people doing a double-take at the rather nice jade eyes; they’re a milky green shade not usually seen in those with the purest human lineage. Whether it’s a look of surprise or of admiration depends on who it is. But I like them, anyway.

After my successful meeting with the stonemasons, I am the last one out of Conference Chamber 7. I grin privately into my meeting-notes at the day’s victory, because a plan for completion of twenty beautiful Mercuvian granite dormers is, after all, no small piece of progress.

I’ve gotten better at this over the past year. At least, I assume I have. When the Empress first hired me, of course, I was designing the security aspects of the new build, with Veren’s predecessor, so a memory wipe was the natural choice. Safety first. The fewer the people who knew exactly how the bomb-proof underground bunker, the armory entrance, and the hidden surveillance tunnels were constructed, the better. Nowadays, it’s pretty much just the Imperial Security team and the Empress herself who know these things in detail. My only regrets come during the spectacular palace feasts thrown for interstellar dignitaries, at dessert: I’d really like to have had another six months of memories of the Head Chef’s insane talents with spiced sugar and fresh mallowberries. That would be worth reminiscing about. But still, missing a mere six months of my memories, all things considered, isn’t so bad.

As I round a corner on my way back to my private rooms, I suddenly find myself practically licking my lips for a different reason. Never mind dessert. It’s Veren, again, where I didn’t expect to see him. Padding down the corridor with the roll of blunted training swords over his shoulder. And his real, razor-sharp dagger sheathed at his shoulder.

And gods, he looks good. Temptingly good.

He’s just finished his training session. He has that pale glow of exertion on him. Besides the insipidly baby-faced recruits from earlier he looks maturer and more gorgeous—a rookie agent couldn’t reach the top of the Intelligence profession after only being in it for five minutes, after all. His build is lithe and compact, a more suitable physique in his profession than some bulging, stomping, six-foot-seven tower. And he habitually moves with this vulpine grace I can’t get enough of. I used to secretly thrill every time he appeared from nowhere beside my drafting desk and made me jump.
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