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Diplomatic Liability

Devlin Taylor, Earth Ambassador, Book Two

Rebecca Cohen


For T & R


Chapter One

Devlin fastened the buttons of his suit jacket. “How do I look? Suitable for drinks with the captain of a starship?”

“As much as I love you in a suit, and probably even more out of one, I do have to ask if it’s really the right attire for your new position.” Zal was sitting up in bed, his bright orange hair sticking out at all angles and looking like he’d not long before engaged in several rounds of energetic sex. Which was unsurprising because that was exactly what had happened.

“The Ministry said the office dress code extended to my position as Earth Ambassador, but you might have a point that I should probably consider this the equivalent of your dress uniform.”

“I don’t have one of those yet. While I wait, the closest thing I have are my ambassadorial robes or my formalwear. And the latter didn’t survive the evening after our leaving gala. The ship’s quartermaster told me in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t a seamstress when I asked him to repair the side seam that somehow got split.”

Devlin chuckled at the memory. They had thought it would be their last night together, with Zal leaving Earth at the end of his visit. At that time, Devlin thought he had no way to leave with him. They had been very enthusiastic. “You did get a bit excited, but at least you have a chance of repairing your robe; my poor shirt ended up being put in the rag recycling box.”

“I’m sure I can find a way to make it up to you.” Zal patted the space next to him on the bed with the point of his tail. “I promise not to damage the one you’re wearing.”

“Nice try, Zal, but you should be getting ready. You’re supposed to be my liaison officer, and I’ve got a drinks reception in my honour to attend. I don’t want to be late.”

Zal muttered something Devlin’s translator either couldn’t or wouldn’t translate but got out of bed. “We’ve plenty of time yet. Let me grab a quick shower. I can hardly turn up reeking of sex with a human.”

“For all the crew would know, the smell could be a new cologne you picked up on Earth.”

Zal laughed and stole a quick kiss as he headed to the bathroom, naked. “Eau d’Devlin does have a nice ring to it, but the last thing I want is someone else liking your scent. That, and your fuzziness, are all mine.”

Devlin loved the pattern of scales that ran over Zal’s skin and his tail which now, like often was the case, writhed as if it had a mind of its own. Zal was hairless and, because of it, had a fascination with Devlin’s body hair from the first time he’d got his hands on his hairy chest.

Staring around his new cabin, Devlin still couldn’t believe he was here. There was no mistaking that the vista outside his porthole was space. He was the first Earth Ambassador and would be travelling on this ship for the equivalent of ten Earth months before reaching Zal’s home world, Chroalia. The idea of all the fascinating people he would meet was the icing on the cake of being with Zal. They had thought it impossible, both having given up on finding their happy ever after, yet here they were.

A ping came from a panel on the wall by his bed. He wandered over to it. It pinged again, and he saw written in green font: incoming communication.

For want of a better option, he tapped the writing and when nothing happened there was a third ping. “Hello?” he tried.

The screen came to life and a face appeared. They had bright pink skin and a neatly trimmed purple beard but not a wisp of hair on their head, which made their ears look bigger than they were, especially with their elaborate earrings. “Ambassador Taylor?”

“Yes?”

“I am Dr Golic. You’re supposed to report to Medbay once you’ve settled into your cabin. Where is Lieutenant Catenmir? He was aware of the requirement.”

He had a vague recollection that he would have a medical once he came aboard, but Zal hadn’t said when. Zal was currently in his shower, removing the evidence of how they’d christened his new bed, and since no one was meant to know they were in a relationship yet, it might give the game away. “Er…”

“According to the location sensors he is in your cabin.”

“He’s just using the bathroom. Once he’s done, I’ll have him bring me to Medbay.”

“Good.” Dr Golic gave him a strange look, which Devlin couldn’t decipher. He suspected he was going to get quite a few of those in the first few weeks aboard ship. “Come immediately. That way I can take your base levels before they are contaminated from anything you might imbibe, as I understand you’ve a welcome reception to attend.”

“I’ll trot right along.”

“Walking will be acceptable, Mr Taylor. There is no need to engage in Earth equine activities.”

It took a moment for Devlin to realise what Dr Golic meant. “Of course, no trotting.”

“I’ll assign you a more suitable exercise plan.” He smiled and Devlin thought Dr Golic was trying to be friendly, but he needed more practice. “Inform Lieutenant Catenmir when he surfaces that I have been in contact.”

The screen went blank and moments later Zal emerged, a towel wrapped low on his hips, his orange hair slicked back, and the trail of scales as tempting as ever. “Now we’re both clean, when do you fancy getting dirty again?”

“Later. Apparently, I’m supposed to be in Medbay now.”

Zal stalked forwards. “It can wait.”

“Not according to Dr Golic. He called and said you were aware.”

Zal scrunched up his nose. “No one said it had to be immediately. I just wanted to keep you to myself for a little while longer. Once we’re out there, I’m your liaison, not your lover.”

He stepped closer and kissed the tip of Zal’s nose. “It won’t be for long.”

“I suppose it is necessary,” Zal said with a resigned huff. “The last thing we want is someone stirring up trouble suggesting you only got the job because you were intimate with me. The Earth Ambassador position is so new, we can’t risk someone trying to derail it.”

“I know.” Devlin understood and agreed completely, but he’d only just got Zal back, and he was going to have to remember to keep his hands to himself when not in either of their cabins.

“We’re going to have our whirlwind romance and then the ship will know.” Zal grinned. “I’m going to do this properly, Devlin. I suspect your previous boyfriends haven’t appreciated how wonderful you are, but I’m not going to make the same mistakes as those stupid humans.”

He was right, Devlin’s exes hadn’t been the greatest examples. He’d been a convenience, an undemanding partner, and his last one had called him dull before he’d dumped him. Hadn’t stopped Grant crawling back, but Devlin had been wise to him, and Zal had turned up and whisked him away before he’d told him where to go.

“Should I be worried about what you mean by doing this properly? So far we’ve had a lot of sex, and I’ve seen your ability to eat your own body weight in carbs, so if that’s what your courtship rituals entail, then we’re near enough married.”

“Humans might not understand the concepts of romance and courtship, but I assure you, this Chroalian is from the Talpi region, and we’re known for being the most wonderful and attentive lovers.”

“I’ve experienced how attentive you are, and I can’t wait for you to show me more, but first you’d better get dressed and take me to Medbay. I don’t want to get into trouble on my first day. They might send me back.”

Zal collected his clothes and dressed. “If anyone will get in trouble, it’ll be me. So unless they can somehow find a field-certified xenobiologist with level six clearance, there’s no way either of us is in any danger of being thrown off this ship for you being late to Medbay.”

“Please, Zal, I need to make a good impression. It’s important to me.” As much as he’d taken the role of ambassador to be with Zal, he knew he also had a huge responsibility to the people of Earth not to fuck it up. If humans wanted the chance to explore the universe, he needed to show that as a species they could prove themselves worthy to do so.

“I’m sorry, Devlin. You’ve always been a true professional. One of the many things I love about you is we have a similar work ethic.”

“That’s another thing. You have your own job aboard ship, and I need to get to know people and have them respect and want to spend time with me. Otherwise I’m going to have a pretty lonely existence.”

“I should be able to take a few days off research duties to help you settle, but you’re right: you do need to be able to function without me as a constant shadow.” He took hold of Devlin’s hand. “We’ll still be spending a lot of time together, but all couples need a bit of space and outside interests.”

“I’m sure you’d be trying to throw me out of an airlock if we were together every waking moment.” Although he did agree with Zal, he couldn’t say he wanted to hear it in such a blunt way so soon after he’d left his home planet to be with him. “I’m sure I’ll find plenty of ways to occupy myself.”

Zal frowned. “Don’t go reading more into this than what I meant. Of course I’ll want to be with you as much as possible. I can see I’m going to have to spend a lot of time reprogramming your conditioning. Your exes seem to have done more damage than I thought.”

He’d not had the best of luck with men, but he was hardly a desperate heroine in an old-fashioned romance novel in need of being rescued. To be fair to his exes, he’d not been that devoted either, putting his job first, although it might have been more of a reaction to how they’d treated him to start with.

“Don’t be daft. I’m trying to agree with you.” He smoothed down a tuft of Zal’s hair that stuck out now he was drying. “I suspect it’ll be a slow start, but before I know it, I’ll be up to all sorts of things.”

He’d not exactly been given much time to prepare for his departure, and the Ministry had an overarching idea of what the values and behaviours of an ambassador would have, but they’d not fleshed out his day-to-day duties as there was simply no way of telling what his life on board an alien ship would be like.

“Just be you, and everyone will love you. But not like how I love you because that’s not allowed.”

Devlin chuckled at Zal’s reaction. “I think you might be overplaying my popularity. I’m sure the crew won’t be intrigued by a human. I’m just another alien, and I’m sure they’ve seen plenty of others.”

“There’s a handful of non-Chroalians on the ship, but the crew has never had the chance to be with a human, and you’re here for an extended period. I fear you may have a few trophy hunters after you.” He wrinkled his nose. “I know there’s a number of ensigns who bet on how many different species they can sleep with in one rotation.”

“Well, you know I won’t let them add me to their list.” He couldn’t claim to know all of Zal’s nuances and foibles, but he was surprised he seemed this worried. “Even if you don’t trust them, you can trust me.”

“Oh, of course. Sorry, Devlin. I’m not used to caring so much about someone, and for a couple of weeks, while we need to pretend to get to know each other, the rest of the crew might think they have a shot. I know they haven’t, and I will try my best not to act like a gumping tosdil.”

Devlin thought that sooner rather than later he might need to start learning Zal’s language because no matter how good the translator was there were going to be words it couldn’t cope with, although it was pretty obvious what those meant. “Don’t worry. I’ll tell you if you’re being a prat.”

The thrill of being aboard an alien spaceship intensified as they left Devlin’s cabin and headed into the corridor. “You mentioned there’s a handful of non-Chroalians on the ship.”

“Yes, it might be nice for you to get their perspectives. You’re meeting one now. Dr Golic is a Driolsan.”

“I don’t know that species.”

“They’ve not been in contact with Earth. Their planet is peaceful, and they generally don’t travel outside of their own solar system. Golic’s a bit of a rarity, good doctor though.”

The corridors were quiet and Devlin was a little disappointed, having envisioned the ship to be a constant hustle and bustle. “Where is everyone?”

“Everyone on the ship has a job to do, and given it’s not long until the end of shift, they’re probably at work or about to start. Don’t worry. You’ll see lots of people soon.”

They took an elevator down several levels to one which was labelled C deck and Devlin realised that it probably wasn’t a C in the human sense as it was in between decks with Chroalian non-Latin-looking letters. Which meant there wasn’t really an H deck either and he’d need to stop thinking in human terms.

The doors opened into a lobby. A beam of light scanned him as he walked forwards.

“Taylor, Devlin. Human. Unknown condition. Dr Golic is waiting for you in station seven for your appointment.”

“What was that?” Devlin asked, looking around to see where the voice had come from.

“Virtual receptionist. Acts as a triage and, if you don’t have an appointment, it’ll get you booked in; don’t expect it to be overly helpful though. It’s as if it’s had that part of its sub-routine redirected, and no one can figure out how to change it.”

“Good to see there are some universal truths,” muttered Devlin, remembering the stern young woman at his old doctor’s, who seemed to thrive on keeping as many patients away as possible.

A door opened and Devlin took that to be station seven. Dr Golic appeared. “Ah, at last. You needn’t stay, Lieutenant.”

“As Ambassador Taylor’s liaison I have been assigned to help him settle into life on this ship. This will be a new situation for him so I am here to support him. If he wishes me to leave, I will do so at his request,” Zal said, and Devlin could see him bristling at the attempt to send him away.

It might look a bit odd to have Zal remain, especially for something private like a medical, but Devlin didn’t want him to go. “I’d rather he stay”

Dr Golic sighed. “Very well, but I have questions to ask that are usually confidential. So if at any time you want him to leave, I will eject him for you.”

Zal’s eyes narrowed so he suspected Zal didn’t want to be sent away but couldn't argue without revealing more about their relationship than they wanted at this time.

Dr Golic was ushering them in. “The transporter took some readings when you beamed aboard, and I’ve received your medical records from the preliminary screens conducted by your Earth physicians. Very helpfully, they also sent a comprehensive database relating to your species’ health requirements and potential maladies. According to those, you’re in good health,” Golic said, but in such a way that suggested he didn’t trust what he’d read. “But I would not be performing my duty if I didn’t run a more comprehensive check and confirm a few results.”

“Okay.” He’d been lucky health-wise so far and hadn’t needed to see many doctors, and the few times he’d seen his GP, he’d been in and out in minutes. He didn’t think that would be the case with Dr Golic, and he suspected the prospect of attending a human had piqued his curiosity. “Do you want me to undress?”

“Oh no, just lie down.” He patted the padded bench in front of him. “I appreciate you’re from a much more primitive species, medically speaking, but you should know, in general, I don’t ask people to take their clothes off.”

Zal snorted from where he’d taken a seat. Dr Golic ignored him and consulted what looked like a small computer somewhere between a tablet and a games console. “The surface underneath will vibrate for a few seconds, followed by a set of scans. Nothing to worry about.”

Devlin did as he was told and found the bench surprisingly comfortable. “I had regular health checks for my previous position—I doubt there’s anything to find.”

“It’s not a matter of finding anything, but making sure I would know if there was a difference if you were to come to me in the future. I’ve not had the pleasure of dealing with your species, so it’s best not to make incorrect assumptions from the beginning.” His eyes seemed to shine at the thought of getting his hands on Devlin’s medical data. He tapped something into his device. “Right, while the scans run, I will go through a number of questions, some you may have answered recently, others not. Acceptable?”

“Yes.” He could hardly refuse, and he was intrigued by how different the medical practices would be from what he was used to.

“You’ve no known allergies to Earth antigens, have no addiction to Earth tobacco or narcotic substances, and you’re not sexually active. Correct?”

“Well, yes to the first two, but the last one isn’t technically correct.”

“I’m not including masturbation. According to the records from two weeks ago, you were marked as not having regular intercourse with another person.”

“Surely whatever I did on Earth isn’t relevant to now.”

“Ah, some sort of final fling, I believe the Earth colloquialism is. Something to remind yourself of what you’ve left behind.” Golic seemed proud of getting the lingo right.

Devlin needed to be careful how he answered this, not just because of his and Zal’s relationship, but also he didn’t want Zal thinking he’d had some sort of fling when he’d in reality been pining away. “Not exactly. But it’s a private matter.”

“Nothing should be private from your doctor. I’ll run a wider screen for sexually transmittable diseases and anything specifically carried in semen and vaginal fluid.”

“I’m sure your files make it clear I’m homosexual.”

Dr Golic raised an eyebrow and re-read his notes. “Ah, apologies, I misread. For some reason I thought you were hermaphroditic but male projecting, like myself and my own species.” He tapped his device a few times and peered at the screen. “But now I see you most definitely don’t have a vagina. I can take you off the regular cervical screening list.”

“You’d have trouble screening something that isn’t there.”

“Quite. Now back to your sexual activity. When did you last have penetrative sex?” Dr Golic glanced in Zal’s direction. “Perhaps Lieutenant Catenmir should step outside for a few minutes. Your sexual activity is none of his concern.”

Something beeped and Dr Golic stared at the results, his eyes widened. “Or maybe it is.”

“Er…?” Devlin looked over to Zal who was sitting with his arms crossed over his chest.

“It seems that you have traces of Chroalian DNA on and in your person, and multiple contusions across your chest.” He cleared his throat. “You’ve only just come on board but there’s nothing in your notes about your tendency to indulge in intercourse so readily or that you are promiscuous by nature.”

“What are you insinuating?” Devlin asked, confused.

“Hmm, but there are traces of titular wine in your bloodstream.” Dr Golic rounded on Zal. “Did you give him titular wine with the purpose of pursuing sexual gratification?”

Zal got to his feet. “I do not like your tone. I think there has been some misunderstanding.”

Devlin’s brain was finally catching up. Golic either thought he’d had sex with Zal because he has a sexual drive too great to contain his desires, and the last thing he needed was to be earmarked as an easy lay. Or that Zal had used the wine to make him malleable. Neither was true, and neither would help them in the future.

“Are you bound by patient confidentiality?” Zal asked.

“Of course I am. Why would you ask such a question?”

Devlin guessed where Zal was going with this, but he’d let him take the lead on how to handle the doctor.

“I think that’s obvious, Dr Golic. The reason Devlin has Chroalian DNA about his person is it’s mine. And there was absolutely no coercion involved on either side.”

“Lieutenant, I am not judging either of you for engaging in sexual gratification; it is perfectly natural to be interested in what it would be like to have sex with someone from a different species. I will just adjust the files to highlight that Ambassador Taylor should be tested at an increased frequency due to his elevated need for intercourse.” Dr Golic gave Devlin what he thought was an attempt at a smile. “If you are non-monogamous by nature, I will need to know if I should be introducing a general screen for Earth diseases for the crew. As far as I know, most are non-communicable to Chroalians or the other species on board, and the standard wide-spread vaccines should cover them, but it’s better safe than sorry. As the ambassador for Earth, I suppose it is one way to ‘win friends and influence people’.”

Devlin almost choked on his tongue. The doctor thought he was going to fuck his way through the crew. He didn’t know how things had spiralled away from him so quickly.

“Absolutely not,” snapped Zal. “If you’d given me a chance to finish you’d have heard me say that what occurred between us was not an isolated event. I have been intimately involved with Devlin Taylor since my time visiting Earth. In fact, part of the reason he agreed to become Earth’s first ambassador was due to our relationship—a committed monogamous one.”

Dr Golic’s eyes widened. “Ah, well, that is different. But why aren’t you listed as his partner?”

Zal took a step over to Devlin and then took his hand. “Because, apart from my parents, you’re the only one who knows. We didn’t want to call into question Devlin’s credentials for the position in case someone tries to make trouble.”

“I see. Medical records are confidential and encrypted, and it would be better if I could list someone as Ambassador Taylor’s emergency contact.”

“That would be me.” Zal smiled. “I would also appreciate it if you could similarly update mine to include Devlin in addition to my parents.”

“Consider it done.” Dr Golic smirked. “At least, since neither of you is capable of carrying a foetus, I don’t need to worry about an unwanted pregnancy. If you were to embark on parenthood, I would highly recommend waiting until after you’ve finished travelling; research ships are no place to bring up a child.”

“I think it will be a while before we start having those sorts of conversations,” Devlin said as Zal made his own spluttering noises.

The bench he was lying on stopped vibrating, and Dr Golic consulted his device again. “I don’t see anything for immediate concern. I’d like to take some blood. I’ll give you something to collect urine and ejaculate samples.”

Devlin sat up. “Why would you need a sperm sample? We’ve already told you the nature of our relationship.”

“It’s nothing to get excited about. I take samples of all suitably equipped crew members. I didn’t see the tests listed in the human databases, so while your outdated screening procedures don’t routinely sample sperm, I do. Changes to sperm can be very elucidating and spot early onset of numerous medical conditions.”

Devlin decided not to argue and instead held out his hand as instructed and Dr Golic placed something that looked like a piece of sticky tape over a vein on the back of his hand. Moments later, without even a prick of pain, the bubble filled with his blood. “Wow!”

Dr Golic chuckled. “None of those nasty needles here. All done. If I get anything back from the tests, I’ll be in touch. Otherwise, you’ll receive a check-up monthly, and we will remotely monitor your physiology to make sure space travel doesn’t interfere in any way.”

It made sense, but Devlin would have preferred to have been informed directly. Then he realised that this wouldn’t be only for his best interests. “Will you be providing me with a report for Earth? I expect my management might like to receive some feedback on how I was adapting to being off-world.”

“Yes, but I will pre-agree any content with you, as it’s your data; although it could be useful to extrapolate information for potential future ambassadors.”

“Appreciate it.”

“I’ll see you at your reception in a little while,” Dr Golic said. “I believe Captain Holjin is keen to make you feel as welcome as possible.”

He saw Zal roll his eyes but didn’t say anything until they were back in the elevator alone. “I sense you don’t like Captain Holjin much.”

Zal huffed. “He’s all right and a decent captain, I suppose. But as the captain he tends to think he can have whatever, or whoever, he wants. Everybody thinks he’s great, even my mum.”

“Is there some history here I should know about?” Devlin asked. “Otherwise, you do seem a little reactionary, and I’ve already told you I’m not interested in anyone else. I didn’t think Chroalians were generally prone to jealousy as a species.”

“We’re not. I’m not… most of the time.”

Zal’s cheeks flushed, but he didn’t get the chance to continue as the door opened into the communal area where the welcome reception was being held. Something to file away for later. For now, he’d slap on his best smile because this wasn’t the place for that type of conversation.

Now was the time for him to show them why he’d been chosen to be Earth’s first ambassador. There were far more people than he was expecting, and Devlin suspected every one of them would want to talk to him. He thanked his lucky stars it was a good job he was excellent at remembering people’s names.


Chapter Two

Zal accepted a glass of low-alcohol wine as they joined the welcome reception. He’d already shared a drink with Devlin earlier in the day, and he knew that if he were to drink too much he’d end up a giggling mess as alcohol and anti-gravity were not a kind combination for his system. He was also acutely aware that Holjin was likely to be in full captain mode, so he wasn’t about to leave Devlin’s side. He’d experienced what it was like to have Holjin’s undivided attention, and while it had been a good fuck and a fun way to try and get over Telgan, he wasn’t about to let his boyfriend anywhere near him. As predicted, Holjin was heading in their direction.

“Ambassador Taylor, Devlin,” Holjin corrected himself and held up his hand in greeting. “I hope your cabin is comfortable and you’ve been able to see a bit of my ship.”

He was attractive, tall with broad shoulders, and bright-blue spikey hair. His eyes already had a tinge of purple, a sure sign of his desire for Devlin. Zal had to remind himself he wasn’t here as Devlin’s lover and could not weigh in and defend his territory even though every one of his instincts told him to.

Devlin pressed his hand to Holjin’s and Zal had to stamp down on an inexcusable wave of jealousy. He’d never been one to be possessive or jealous but Holjin brought out a side of him he didn’t like, and he would need to make sure it didn’t manifest elsewhere. He’d even been in a loose triad at one point and had shared with others in the past when not in a committed relationship. If nothing else, he needed not to let it get the better of him or he was going to reveal more than he should.

“Yes, I’ve had a quick tour, an adventure in the Medbay and have started to unpack my things. Although I am very excited to explore more and meet the crew.”

“I’ll clear some of my schedule tomorrow, give you a captain’s view of the ship, our mission, and my personal perspective.”

“I’m sure you’re far too busy,” Zal said, before Devlin even had the chance to open his mouth. “I’ve got most of it covered.”

“Nonsense, Zal. Devlin is an honoured guest. It would be unforgivably rude if I were not to.”

Devlin cleared his throat, and Zal saw he was giving him a look somewhere between confused and exasperated, but he couldn’t be completely sure as his expression might mean something different for humans. “That would be very kind of you, Captain. I can’t monopolise Zal’s time either, and I would like to get to know others on board.”

“I’ve a little surprise for you.” Holjin bounced on the balls of his feet and his tail writhed, which Zal knew meant he was feeling smug.

Holjin waved over an ensign who was carrying a plate with a domed lid. Holjin lifted it with a flourish. “I heard you were a big fan of Earth biscuits, so I’ve had our chef download several recipes, and he’s whipped up a batch of chocolate digestions.”

Devlin’s face was a picture of happiness and Zal hated Holjin for being so fucking thoughtful.

Devlin picked up a chocolate-covered biscuit in awe. “Thank you so much. They’re digestives, and it’s very wonderful of him to do so.”

“We all want to make you welcome, Devlin. The chef loves trying new recipes, but he did say he’s still working to perfect something called a ginger nut,” Holjin said, sounding bemused. “But he’s happy with these.”

Devlin took a bite and grinned. “These are great.”

“I’ve also taken the liberty of having a selection of human delicacies brought aboard, including a large quantity of tea.”

Zal seethed. He’d had a similar idea, but the opportunity to surprise Devlin with his small but specially curated stash hadn’t yet arisen. Now Holjin was receiving all the grateful smiles and would get the credit whenever Devlin reached for something to remind him of home. How dare Holjin be such a considerate bastard.

Holjin took hold of Devlin’s elbow. “Let me begin by introducing you to a few people.”

Zal knew this would happen. He wanted to be the one escorting Devlin around, not Holjin, and he would stick close by to ensure a certain captain’s hands and tail didn’t wander. Holjin and Devlin made for a striking couple but Zal refused to let the idea take root. Him and Devlin were together. No one else might know that yet, but Holjin wouldn’t change what they had. That wouldn’t stop Zal from getting annoyed at Holjin though.

They were welcomed into a small huddle of three Chroalians who were members of the bridge crew. “My second in command is at the helm this evening, but I’ll introduce you to Commander Sihil tomorrow. In the meantime, these fine fellows are my Chief Tactical Officer, Commander Strass,” said Holjin, indicating an officer who had Zal’s build, but none of his intelligence, and a penchant for braiding his red hair into something akin to a birds nest.

“Commander Brilli, Chief Communications Officer.” He smiled warmly, and Zal noticed he’d dyed his hair pink. Zal had had lunch with him a couple of days ago when it was still his natural yellow colour. He would need to ask what was behind it and if his bond-mate, Appla, had approved. Although he should also probably warn Devlin about how close a friendship he’d had with Brilli and Appla at one time before he heard about it second-hand. They were still two of his best friends, so he didn’t want Devlin to misconstrue anything. Most humans hadn’t grasped the concept of polyamory, and while he had no desire to practise it with Devlin, it wasn’t uncommon amongst Chroalians.

“And Dr Lian, Chief Science Officer.” In theory, Lian was Zal’s boss, but he had been more than happy to let Zal get on with whatever he wanted as long as he didn’t blow up a lab or kill anyone. Lian had bigger problems to deal with after one of his team got infected with an alien pollen that caused a nasty rash and highlighted several shortcomings with the ship’s containment protocols.

They all greeted Devlin warmly, and the conversation was kept to small talk and promises of introducing Devlin to their teams, not that Zal was listening, since he was more concerned with how Holjin’s hand had moved to rest on the small of Devlin’s back. Zal smirked as Devlin collected another drink and repositioned himself out of arm’s reach without causing a scene. Holjin wrinkled his nose behind his glass and Zal had the feeling Holjin thought the game was afoot, but Devlin was not the sort to be played with.

The arrival of his parents was a welcome distraction. Even Captain Holjin couldn’t monopolise Devlin once his mum was on the scene. “Devlin, you look so at home aboard a starship,” she said, and Zal was surprised to see her greet him with an Earth-style kiss on either cheek.

“You’re looking as radiant as ever, Scrillia.”

Zal relaxed; his mum knew of Holjin’s reputation and had been most amused that Zal had been one of his notches. Now, she had planted herself right between Holjin and Devlin. “Captain Holjin, I see you’re making sure the new ambassador is being taken care of,” she said and raised her eyebrow.

“You know me, Scrillia, I want to make sure everyone on board my ship gets the attention they deserve.”

“I do know you, Holjin”—she patted his arm—“and not everyone needs or wants such attention. Remember, Devlin has Zal as his liaison.”

Holjin chuckled. “Zal is also well aware of how generous I am with my attention. I’m sure he can advise Devlin that I’m worth spending time with.”

The comment caused several sniggers. Zal fumed and he saw Devlin wince. He couldn’t even challenge because no one was meant to know about them, and for all Holjin’s lascivious ways, he didn’t press his suit on someone who had a partner. Then there was the matter that he hadn’t told Devlin he’d slept with Holjin, which was much more likely to be an issue to Devlin than Holjin’s current actions. Zal had told Devlin he’d slept with someone after he’d split up with Telgan, but for all he knew, Devlin might assume he’d been with Holjin since he’d returned from Earth.

“I’m sure I can make my own decisions,” Devlin said, smiling. “But I can’t be seen to be playing favourites.”

Devlin really was lovely, and Zal noticed several others in the group wearing the same smitten expression. He was suddenly glad he’d taken steps to romance Devlin properly, as he deserved, starting with what he had planned for later once this tedious reception finished. He caught his mum’s eye, and she winked at him. Not for the first time he thought she could read his mind.

The faces rotated around them, many keen to be introduced to Devlin, thankfully, the numbers started thinning, and Zal thought that would be a good cue to whisk Devlin away. They’d not eaten anything apart from the biscuits. He hoped Devlin would love what he had planned for after the soiree.

Holjin receiving a call from the bridge was the perfect opening to make their excuses to leave. “Let’s go and find some dinner. I thought I’d also show you one of my favourite places on board.”

“I am getting a bit peckish. It means I’m hungry. I don’t want to peck you.”

Zal laughed. “Not the strangest of your Earth sayings, but thank you for pre-empting my question.”

They turned to leave and were stopped by his mum. Scrillia put her hand on Zal’s arm. “I meant to tell you, Zal, I’d like to have breakfast with Devlin in the morning.”

He wondered what she was up to. “Okay, we can be at the mess for 0800.”

“Not both of you, I meant just me and Devlin.”

He frowned. “Why?”
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