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Ministry of Alien Relations

Devlin Taylor, Earth Ambassador, Book One

Rebecca Cohen


For Tom and Foo


Chapter One

In Devlin Taylor’s opinion, the humble gingernut biscuit was underrated in its ability to restore peace and order to the busy offices of the Ministry. Devlin picked up the last of the sweet miracle workers from the biscuit tin and dunked it into his tea, slopping liquid over the edge of his mug and across the words Keep Calm and Remember Your Th’lian. He clutched the mug tightly. As the sole survivor of the batch created to mark the Th’lian delegation’s successful visit to Earth three summers ago, Devlin had to guard it possessively against potential kidnapping attempts from the office administrator, Marjorie, and her nefarious army of devious interns.

He ate the biscuit whole and moaned happily, enjoying the small respite from the chaos waiting for him. He sighed and picked a manila wallet from the top of the pile on his desk and opened it. Devlin scoffed at the idea of a paperless office. In his experience, the Ministry still wanted most things in dead tree format, but now he had to make electronic copies in addition, in the vain hope the computer system wouldn’t lose them. It was typical of the bureaucracy that came with working for the British Government’s Civil Service and strangely comforting most days.

When he’d been recruited by the Ministry straight out of Oxford, his naivety made him think he’d relish seeing excitement and danger. He’d spent evenings in high-end bars, sipping cocktails with beautiful people, had been on wild chases across continents, and survived encounters with some truly frightening individuals. But truth be known, he was far happier now, sorting out housing and mundane day-to-day issues for those that ended up directed to his department, far from home and needing guidance.

“Oh, you’ve had the last gingernut.”

Devlin looked up to see Marjorie staring into the empty biscuit tin. Her bad perm and miserable pout made her look much older than her mid-forties, as did her unfortunate choice of baggy cardigan and tweed skirt.

The door of the office swung open and Clive slunk in, a coffee in hand and a mouth full of doughnut. By the dark circles under his eyes and his tired expression, Devlin suspected that Clive’s latest case had resulted in another late night, if he’d got to bed at all.

“Afternoon, Clive. Everything okay?” he asked.

Clive waved but didn’t say anything. He drained the paper cup of coffee and sank into his desk chair without taking off his coat.

Devlin chuckled. “That bad?”

Clive exhaled loudly. “I swear she’s nocturnal—and can metabolize alcohol straight to pure energy.”

“Hmm, the notes did say that her species can go several days without sleeping.”

Clive rubbed his eyes. “She’s supposed to get tired though, and last night she got wilder and wilder. I had to stop her from stripping off and dancing on the table at the last club. I’m getting too old for this.”

“You’re twenty-four. Hardly in your dotage.”

“Says Mr Nine-to-Five-at-Thirty Taylor,” groused Clive, resting his head on his crossed arms on the desk in front of them.

“None of us work nine to five, Clive. I still do late nights and early mornings when I’m needed. Let’s not forget, last week I had to balance a new arrival’s hyper-metabolism with an allergy to concrete. When I was promoted to Head of Department, I was told I could reduce my amount of fieldwork to concentrate on looking after you lot and untangling the red tape, so less of the cheek.”

Clive muttered something about promotion not coming soon enough, and Devlin turned to his computer, raising his eyebrows at Marjorie who smirked in response. “I’ll go and see if I can track down some more biscuits,” she said.

“Good idea. I’ve a post-lunch sugar slump building.” Another biscuit would do the trick, or at least mask the lingering remnants of the canteen’s not completely successful attempt at moussaka. “How about a chocolate digestive?”

Marjorie snorted as she walked away. “Unlikely, since you polished off the last packet.”

With the school summer holidays in mid-swing, the office was quieter than usual. Devlin looked over to ask Wendy a question about the new expenses policy and, at the sight of her empty desk, remembered that she was camping somewhere in Wales with her two children and her mother-in-law. Trevor and Simon were also missing, and he couldn’t remember approving their leave, but their absence usually improved office efficiency. Marjorie returned holding aloft a packet of chocolate biscuits.

“Where’s the terrible twosome?” he asked, opening the biscuits and talking to a couple.

“Oh, Trev’s called in sick—he reckons he caught something from his last arrival. Says he’s got a blue rash in delicate places. And Si’s out on a visit for a new potential housing supplier.”

The telephone on his desk rang and, smiling apologetically at Marjorie, Devlin answered it. “Devlin Taylor.”

“Ah, Mr Taylor,” said a woman's voice. “This is Amanda Foutaine from Detection Monitoring.”

Devlin groaned. “What’s happened?”

“I’m sorry, Mr Taylor, but the automated communication recognition system has just flagged an issue. It appears one of yours has got themselves processed via the normal channels and has been dealt with by Immigration at the Home Office.”

“Oh shit! Which one?”

“Marcus Andrati.”

“I’m on my way.” He replaced the receiver without waiting for further information and jumped to his feet, grabbing a folder from the pile on his desk.

“Can you arrange a greeting room for Case 4412?” he said, handing the folder to Marjorie. “Executive level—we have a bit of an issue.”

“What’s gone wrong?” asked Marjorie, looking at the case file.

“Not sure. I’ll fill you in as soon as I know.”

Trusting Marjorie would do all she could in as short a time as possible, Devlin ran out of the office.

He skidded around the corner of the corridor, his reflexes the only reason he managed not to send a colleague crashing to the floor, but the stack of papers she was carrying was not so lucky. Devlin called out an apology over his shoulder. He couldn’t stop to help her. Time was of the essence, and he needed to get over to the main immigration building without delay if he had any hope of averting a major incident. He didn’t bother with the elevator, instead he took the stairs, his plum tie flying behind him and his shoes slipping on the polished floors as he ran as fast as he dared, not wanting to add a personal injury to the looming disaster that was pending if he didn’t get there in time.

The Ministry’s offices were linked to those of Immigration, and Devlin, for once, thanked the original architect’s forward thinking as he swiped his access card to gain entrance to the basement. The strip lighting glared as it bounced off white walls, making Devlin squint to ward off the headache building behind his right eye. He hated it down here, so much so that when he needed something from the archive housed behind several of the closed doors, he usually bribed Marjorie or an intern with the promises of a large slice of strawberry gâteau to retrieve anything he needed. But this was the quickest route, and that was all that mattered now.

Pushing open the final door at the end of the corridor, Devlin emerged into a stairwell and took the spiral staircase two steps at a time. He reached the top, five flights later, panting slightly. A few deep breaths and a promise to himself to beef up his gym routine, which meant starting to go again, and Devlin straightened his tie and tugged down his suit jacket.

He entered a small lobby and walked over to a black panel situated to the side of another door, and after waving his access card across it, an image of a corridor appeared on the screen. Happy to see the coast was clear, Devlin waved his card again and the door opened into the corridor. The door slid shut behind him, merging back into the décor so any passers-by would have no idea it was there.

With no time to dawdle, he was off again but slower now so he could check who was in the glass-fronted interview rooms. Three doors down, he spotted a man with a hooked nose and high forehead matching the photograph in the file. He also recognised the woman opposite as Mrs Barnes, a senior investigator whom he’d had dealings with before, although her understanding of those dealings had been very different from their reality. By the incredulous expression on her face, it was evident she was having trouble believing what Mr Andrati was saying. Unsurprising, as no doubt she thought her interviewee had read far too many science-fiction novels, and they’d affected his mental capacity.

Devlin knocked on the door but didn’t wait to be invited in. Mrs Barnes glowered at the interruption.

“Do you mind, Mr Stevens?” said Mrs Barnes. “I happen to be conducting an interview.”

Devlin was careful not to react inappropriately to the fake name he went by when dealing with others not in his department. “Yes, I can see that—it’s just Mr Andrati is supposed to be in Sector Seven.”

He raised an eyebrow at Mrs Barnes, knowing full well she would understand the connotation of the code word he’d had put in place for such eventualities. This wasn’t the first time they had a visitor end up in the wrong place, and he doubted, with Ministry’s cumbersome IT systems, it would be the last.

Her eyes widened. “Well, that explains a number of things.”

“I’ll just take him with me.”

“Won’t you need the medical team? Perhaps security? I mean…if he were to get violent,” Mrs Barnes said, eyeing Mr Andrati with concern.

“No need. Mr Andrati is well known to Sector Seven.”

Devlin smiled warmly at Mr Andrati. “If you’d be so kind as to accompany me, Mr Andrati. I think there’s been a misunderstanding.”

Devlin held the door open and ushered the confused man out of the interview room. “I’m afraid you’ll have to excuse my tardiness; it appears you were directed to the wrong building and therefore the wrong Ministry. The different sections don’t exactly share information, but I received a message that your form had been scanned incorrectly, and you’d been sent over here, so I came as fast as I could.”

“I…” Mr Andrati began but quickly ran out of words.

“Also, I’m not really Mr Stevens—that’s just for dealing with this lot. They process human immigration into the United Kingdom.” He extended his hand in welcome, realising Mr Andrati hadn’t understood a word he’d said. “Devlin Taylor, Head of Settlement and Relocation for the Ministry of Alien Relations, at your service.”

The relief was clear on Mr Andrati’s face as he grabbed Devlin’s hand and shook it firmly. “Thank Klaxia! I was beginning to think this had all been a terrible mistake.”

“If you’d be so kind as to follow me.”

“To Sector Seven?”

“No, that’s something else I lied about to Mrs Barnes,” Devlin said with a grin. “Sector Seven is code for an escaped patient from a mental health facility. It’s surprising how useful that ruse is.”

Halfway down the corridor, Devlin stopped and waved his pass across a poster of the local safety rules. The sensor beeped, the once-hidden doors slid open to reveal an elevator, and he led Mr Andrati inside before pressing the button to be taken to floor E. Moments later, he was showing Mr Andrati into a set of rooms where the lights were far less harsh than the normal office ones, so Devlin knew they’d be gentler on Mr Andrati’s eyes, and the ambient temperature was slightly cooler, much more like that of Mr Andrati’s home city. Comfortable armchairs were arranged in a cluster around a low table, upon which sat a selection of foodstuffs that wouldn’t be found in a standard London supermarket or even a Kensington high-end deli.

“Welcome to Earth, Marcus Andrati. On behalf of His Majesty’s Government, I wish you a long and pleasant stay. Feel free to make yourself comfortable. I imagine you’re dying to get out of that skin.”

Devlin smiled politely as Mr Andrati shed his clothes, dropping each piece to the floor. Once naked, he rested his right hand at the hollow of his throat and drummed his fingers against his collarbone. A rose-coloured line appeared through the centre of his forehead, running south, down his face and chest before stopping at his groin. The scar-like join split open and Mr Andrati groaned in relief as he pulled away the skin suit. Devlin watched as Mr Andrati’s naturally purple, scaly skin appeared, covered by the crisscross markings of his tribe. There had been a time when he’d been awestruck at the first sight of an alien in their true form, but apart from the rare occasion when an alien was like nothing he’d seen before, he’d lost the sense of wonder it had once brought with it. Intricate patterns adorned Mr Andrati’s cheeks; they ran down his neck and across his shoulders in a mosaic of circular tattoos. He rubbed his hands across his exposed belly, lazily scratching at a patch of dry skin that flaked off and drifted to the floor.

Reaching out to the food that had been provided, Mr Andrati selected a bright orange cube and grinned. “Thank you, Mr Taylor. I’m very happy to be here.”

Devlin glanced around the room, marvelling at how Marjorie had managed another of her minor miracles to make sure everything was ready for their new guest, especially since he’d not arrived via the normal channels.

“Please make yourself comfortable. Your day-to-day liaison will be with you in a moment, then we’ll get you settled into your temporary accommodation and help you find your feet.”

Mr Andrati flopped into a chair, his body rippling on impact. He let out a contented sigh as he popped another orange cube into his mouth and put his feet on the table. “I think I’m going to like it here.”

*

Devlin unlocked his computer using the mandatory convoluted password and groaned at the fifty new emails that had arrived while he’d been dealing with Mr Andrati. He skimmed through the messages, barely acknowledging the ones that could be left and not give him palpitations, at least for this afternoon. Instead he concentrated on the ones with updates about the new arrivals who were planned in the coming days. An email with the title Confidential: New Venue for Chroalian Delegation Meet and Greet gave him reason to pause.

He opened it and scowled. Two sentences at the top of the forwarded email signed off by his boss made his heart sink: Devlin, need help with the Chroalians, so your attendance is mandatory, see trailing email and attached files for details. Apologies for the short notice. Clarence.

The Chroalians weren’t one of his arrivals. He only looked after aliens planning to settle on Earth, not those on diplomatic visits. There’d been mention of them coming at Clarence’s recent managers’ meeting but he’d not expected to be involved. Reading through the email it looked like the venue had been moved at the last minute to Somerset House, rather than receiving them in one of the nicer conference rooms in the Ministry building which was standard practice, and both his boss and the Minister himself would be part of the welcome party. Devlin had known the Chroalians were special guests, as they had been very supportive of Earth’s Non-Terrestrial Outreach Programme, but he hadn’t realised that the Catenmir family would have warranted a VIP greeting. It didn’t bode well for the stack of work he wanted to finish by the end of the week. Still, that was tomorrow; now it was home time. He could read the files on his phone on the commute home.

Marjorie had already pulled on her coat and was hunting through her handbag for her keys. “I’m off, Devlin. Hot date with Sergio,” she said with a filthy grin.

“Sergio? He’s a new one?”

“Yeah, he’s from that dating app I joined. You should try it.”

“I have a boyfriend.”

Marjorie’s snort was most unladylike. “If that’s what you call him.”

Devlin bristled. Given Marjorie’s past record, he had no intention of listening to her opinion on his relationship with Grant. He turned back to his computer to log off. “Yes, I do.”

Marjorie didn’t appear to be repentant. “Well, I can’t hang around here all evening,” she said, touching up her lipstick. “I’ve a voucher for a free dessert if we’re seated before seven.”

She left in a cloud of newly applied cheap perfume, making Devlin gag as he put on his coat. Last in the office, which was not unusual, he switched off the lights and hurried out.

He exited the Ministry building, wished the security guards a goodnight, and turned up the collar of his coat against the drizzle. His journey home was the same as always: falling into step with the other commuters as he joined the crowds heading towards the station, preferring the twenty-minute walk to help clear his head of the day’s troubles and avoid the squeeze aboard the Tube for the sake of a few stops. Typical for the day he’d had, he didn’t get a seat on his usual train from Victoria but found a good spot by a door to lean, blocking out his fellow Londoners behind the screen of his phone as scanned through a few files.

As he exited the station, Devlin caught sight of the Irish pub on the corner, the temptation to call in for a swift drink before heading home strong, but Grant was supposed to come over tonight and would smell the alcohol on his breath, and a sneaky half wasn’t worth an argument. All he wanted was to get home, eat his dinner, and maybe take an excessively long shower without annoying his boyfriend so he wouldn’t be subjected to another earbashing about his inadequacies.

He fished out his keys to the rented ground floor flat he’d called home for the last eight years. Unlocking the communal front door, he frowned at the cardboard box that had been left in the lobby. He tutted, internally chastising whichever of the neighbours who had contravened the rules about leaving items in the shared area, but then he saw the red snout of a toy pig sticking out from the box. Confused, he bent over and retrieved Milton, a birthday present he’d given Grant not long after they’d started dating. It had never made the trip to Grant’s own flat, and he hadn’t expected to find it nestled between a couple of well-thumbed paperbacks and a small collection of CDs.

Tucking Milton under his arm, Devlin unlocked his front door. It opened, revealing Grant in the corridor, coat on and a hat hiding most of his short blond hair, obviously not intending to stay. He was holding a carrier bag stuffed with clothes.

“Grant? What’s going on?”

“Devlin. I thought I’d be gone by the time you got home.”

“I’m usually back at this time,” said Devlin, shutting the front door and setting the toy pig down on a table in the hallway.

“I’m running late.”

The urge to snipe about Grant’s inability to be on time for anything was subdued by the lump in Devlin’s throat. “So you meant to sneak out? What’s going on?”

Grant scratched behind his ear, a nervous habit he’d picked up after he’d finally given up the fight with his retreating hairline and had cut his hair short. “Don’t be unreasonable. We’re not exactly London’s most desirable couple.”

“That doesn’t give you the right to walk out without an explanation!”

Grant dropped the carrier bag and crossed his arms over his chest. “You know what, Devlin? I’m bored. Bored of staying in, or on the rare nights we do go out, it’s to the same places and to meet the same people. And I want more.”

Devlin scowled, Grant’s defensive posture annoyed him as much as the words, as if he had the right to fling around such callousness. “Bored? You’re fucking bored? You’re not exactly Mr Adventurous, Grant.”

“But I’m not some old-before-my-time desk jockey who’s as dull in the bedroom as his paper-pushing drudgery of a job!”

Devlin grabbed the front door and yanked it open, his anger boiling within him. This wasn’t the first time he’d borne the brunt of Grant’s cruel jibes and accusations. The words cut a little too close to home, the insinuations building on his own self-doubts, but he wasn’t about to show those to Grant. Two years he’d put up with the condescending bastard. Two years of little sneers and taunting words, and he’d had enough. “Get out,” he said, the words escaping as a growl.

Grant picked up his bag and shoulder barged past Devlin. “I had no intention of staying. I’ve better—more exciting—things to do than endure another evening of dullness.”

The loud slam of the door behind Grant rattled the little table in the hallway, sending Milton tumbling to the floor.


Chapter Two

The low hum of the propulsion engine and the soft lights of the viewing bubble usually acted as a perfect foil to the chaotic atmosphere of the rest of the ship. Sitting in orbit around the blue planet with its yellow landmasses and white poles made the upcoming events far too real for Zal Catenmir to relax.

He wondered how many of the planet’s inhabitants, even with its army of satellites, were aware that members of another bipedal species were watching them, taking measurements, and observing their everyday life. It had been a while since he’d been down to the surface of a planet to interact with the resident species rather than just to collect and preserve the xenoartefacts. He used to love it, but then there were lots of things he used to do that he gave up for Telgan.

“You should be in bed.”

Zal turned to see his mum smiling at him fondly. “It didn’t seem worthwhile since I doubt I’ll be able to get any sleep. Not unless you and Dad have changed your mind.”

“Why would we have done that, darling?” She walked across the room and slid her arms into his. “We both know it’s time. Time for you to stop hiding.”

“I’m not hiding.”

“Then what happened to my sweet little boy who couldn’t wait to grow into his tail so he could go and play with aliens like his mummy? Or the young man who could talk to anyone, no matter their species?”

Zal turned back to the viewing window to stare at the planet known as Earth rather than see his mum’s concern. “Nothing. He just changed his focus, that’s all.”

She squeezed his arm. “I know Telgan hurt you, but you can’t let one katcheezle ruin your life.”

“Mother, such language!” he said in mock reproach and hoped she’d drop her interrogation.

“Zal.”

“I know you mean well but—”

“No buts. I know you aren’t keen to explore brief liaisons with the Endeavour crew after Holjin, but down there nobody knows you; you’re free to be anyone you want. Within reason,” she added, smirking. “You had so much fun when you were younger; you should reclaim that enthusiasm.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Yes it is. The only thing stopping you is you.”

“I’m not a child.”

Her lips were pursed in annoyance and, if anything, her displeasure made worse by the way her long hair flowed loose over her shoulders, softening her features, whereas during the day she wore it pulled into a tight orange bun making her look more severe. “No you’re not. You are an amazing man who deserves to experience the true wonders of the universe. You were never a wallflower, Zal. You used to delight in coming down to the surface of the planets with me. And to see you hide away breaks my heart.”

Zal’s shoulders sagged, and he sighed. “I’m not that person any more. I’m older, know better.”

“I’m sure the old you is still in there. Deep down,” she said with a smile. “Look. Go to the surface and have some fun like you used to before you took up with the pitwallock.”

“You can hardly call a professor of non-terrestrial archaeology a pitwallock.”

“Shush, anyone who treats you in such a way is a complete fool—irrelevant of how many diplomas Telgan hangs on his wall. Now stop trying to distract me, and let me finish.” She nudged him with her elbow. “Why don’t you go down there and play the part of the fast-living, free-loving young socialite that you excelled at previously—enjoy yourself, let yourself go.”

“You make it sound like you want me to act like some sort of playboy!”

“Why not? It’s not like you didn’t have fun when you visited other species. And as long as you’re careful and not hurting anyone, I don’t see a problem.”

Zal didn’t know what to say; his mum had never been the shy and retiring type, and it wasn’t the first time she’d offered up this sort of advice. According to some of the tales she’d told, his father had been a calming influence, but obviously not calming enough. “I’m not sure I can do carefree and irresponsible any more. I’m so out of practise.”

He’d had a single one-night stand since breaking up with Telgan, and that had been driven by the man he’d slept with, and he’d not had to do any of the running. His mum had been delighted, seeing it as a sign he’d got Telgan out of his system, but he’d not be keen to repeat similar activities with anyone else on-board Endeavour, not wanting to further complicate his life.

“So now is the perfect time to brush off those cobwebs. I’m not suggesting you do anything terrible—just take the opportunity to not overthink for a couple of weeks—it can be remarkably freeing.” She leaned up to place a kiss to his cheek. “At least consider it.”

Zal cast one final look at the blue planet and picked up his journal from where he’d left it on the floor. His intention to write up his day’s findings long abandoned, he tucked the tablet under his arm and made his way back to his quarters.

He squinted at the bright lights of the corridor as he left the low-lit view bubble. He was more tired than he’d let on to his mum, only the apprehension of the day ahead had kept him out of his bunk. He yawned, managing to cover his mouth in time so as not to flash his back teeth at a young engineer as he waited for the elevator. The ship was the best of its class, and that coupled with his mum’s status meant he had private quarters, something he was extremely grateful for. He was in no mood for small talk that would’ve come with his old roommate, Kasta, a Famarian, and a prime example of his species, who were known for their inability to keep quiet.

He tossed his tablet onto his desk and spotted the ambassadorial robe he’d been given for the following morning’s meeting. Picking it up from where it lay on his bunk, he ran a finger over the gold brocade running down the front and grimaced, again doubting his decision to accompany his parents to the surface with the vague thought to start a diplomatic career now he was undecided about continuing his scientific research. The magenta colour of the soft silk would clash horribly with the orange of his hair and make his alabaster skin look sickly, but he’d been assured that he wouldn’t have to wear it for long. He held it against him and was relieved it was long enough for his lanky frame so it wouldn’t flap awkwardly around his ankles, but its voluminous cut meant the excess of material would make him look like a kidling playing dress up.

With an exasperated sigh, he threw the robe over his desk chair and padded into the bathroom, swearing under his breath as he caught the tip of his tail on a clothes hook. He examined the blue scales for any sign of damage; it was a bit sore but nothing to worry about, and he chided himself over his preoccupation. The doctors had long cleared him of the scale-drop he’d suffered bouts of during his adolescence. Stripping off his clothes, Zal took a quick shower, annoyed that maintenance hadn’t got around to fixing the lacklustre water pressure and robbed him of his simple end-of-day pleasure.

He towelled himself dry and grabbed a bottle of lotion from the bathroom cabinet. Taking his time, he oiled the length of his tail, as previously instructed by the ship’s physician to deal with the case of stress-induced dry skin he’d got at both the base and over the patch of scales on his lower back where his tail met his body.

Really, he should have outgrown what was thought of as a youngster’s condition. Zal tutted in self-contempt. He had more letters after his name than in it, a prestigious research track record from a top institution, and yet he still got dry-scale like a teenager whose voice had yet to break.

He pulled a face in the mirror, wrinkling his nose and pursing his lips as he ran his fingers through his untamed hair. Once upon a time, he took care of his appearance, but his work and what he had thought of as a comfortable relationship had put pay to his daily skincare rituals and styling his hair.

Still naked, Zal returned to the bedroom and opened the closet. In a box on the floor, he found what he was looking for, a tub of StickItRight hair gel. He’d not used it in ages, but it hadn’t dried out, and a few strokes later, the soft spikes he used to sport were back with pride.

But the worst thing of all was realising that his mum was right.

He had a number of bags already packed, their contents carefully selected for the trip down to the planet, but with his mum’s words ringing in his ears he picked up the nearest bag, yanked it open, and dumped its contents on the floor. The clothes weren’t an issue in themselves, more the way he wore them, all the buttons and zips primly fastened, but that was an easy fix. He’d packed more formal clothes than casual, and apart from a couple of nicer shirts, he pushed the rest away. From another box in the closet, he gathered several suitable replacements, including a dark-red tempert-beast-hide jacket. He’d bought it after he’d first left home for his studies, and for years it had been his uniform, but Telgan had made his dislike of it clear, even implying it made Zal look like a whore. He should have seen the signs that Telgan was an arsehole much earlier.

Zal hadn’t been that much of a wild child; he’d had fun and behaved no worse than his peers. He’d enjoyed being a student and taken the opportunities to play the field when they arose, and they’d arisen fairly often. Now he was single again, so it was time to remember how to embrace his freedom.

He finished packing, then sent his bags via the ship’s internal transport system to the collection point, where he’d join his parents in the morning. The only last thing he needed to do before getting some sleep was to lay out the set of formal regalia he’d need for the procedure of official first contact with an alien species.

That night, for the first time in weeks, he had a full and restful sleep.

*

On second inspection, the magenta was nowhere near as bad as he’d been expecting. He’d eaten a light breakfast in his room, his nerves not allowing for anything heavy, and now stood dressed and ready to leave, giving himself a final once-over in the mirror. He unbuttoned a couple of the clasps at the neck to reveal a bit of his collarbone and rolled up the sleeves. Hardly provocative but a nod in the direction of things to come. Without allowing himself to overthink, he headed to meet his parents.

His mum’s delighted smile told him he’d made the right decision.

“Now there’s my boy,” she said, kissing his cheek. “I’m glad you took my advice.”

“But, Scrillia, he’s hardly dressed the part of an ambassador’s son.” His dad frowned, shaking his head, causing his earrings to jangle.

“Dharl, I am the ambassador, and I think he looks perfect. Now let’s get down there and show these humans why diplomatic relations between our species would be beneficial.” She nudged Zal with her elbow. “Leave that to me and your father. You enjoy yourself. Just remember not to go too long without keeping in touch. I don’t want an incident like your sister had on Hittral 6—not sure we’ll ever live down having to call out their national guard.”


Chapter Three

Devlin rechecked the paperwork three times, flicking through the files on his phone, but there hadn’t been further updates overnight. Form 022/1a was missing for one of the parties, meaning they didn’t have a full travel record for Ambassador Scrillia, but at least her husband’s and son’s were in order. Also, the itinerary for all three family members wasn’t complete, which was something else that needed to be sorted. How hard was it for people to follow standard procedures? He and the other managers hadn’t spent hours writing protocols and guides for them to be ignored.

The Chroalians had been in contact with Earth for several decades, but this was their first visit, so now Devlin had been dragged in, he wanted everything to be perfect. He chewed the inside of his cheek as he re-read the species record, making sure he hadn’t overlooked something. The medical check had been conducted by their own physicians, and as far as he could see, there were no known allergies or susceptibilities to Earth diseases to be worried about. All they needed to do was greet the Catenmir family, comprised of Ambassador Scrillia, her husband Dharl, and their young son Zal who, according to the files, was the equivalent of twelve Earth years old. His heart dropped, suspecting this might have been the reason the itinerary was incomplete, and no doubt he would be stuck with babysitting duty. He squinted at the photo of Zal, who had the look of a geeky boy wonder about him, but there was no way Zal was twelve, not unless they had been misinformed about his species’ ageing characteristics. Devlin ran the age calculation application again and it came up with a much more realistic twenty-eight, only four years younger than himself.

“Devlin!”

He almost dropped his phone in surprise. His boss marched down the corridor of the private area of Somerset House. Clarence Meddleman always gave the impression he’d stepped straight out of a session with his tailor and, despite his long service, didn’t look a day over fifty even though Devlin knew he was close to retirement age. “Sir, you’re early.”

“No, the schedule has shifted again. Come on. We’ve heard they’re about to arrive. Don’t dawdle, Devlin.”

“This is most irregular, sir. We didn’t have a pre-arrival briefing. And I haven’t received all the paperwork.”

“No time, Devlin. I was caught up with a confrontation with the Americans, and the Prime Minister made it clear we were to extend the special ties and disclosure procedures to the Chroalians.”

That had to mean a technology or resource exchange. He’d seen nothing in the documentation, but it did explain why the Chroalians were being given the VIP treatment. Still, it was most irregular that Zal’s addition to the party had only been confirmed two days ago, instead of the usual four weeks. At least someone had booked them a family suite at Claridge’s.

The lack of paperwork didn’t necessarily mean anything suspicious—well, not with his department, but he’d thought the diplomatic visits would be better organised. In his experience, there was always something missing for those wanting to stay on Earth long-term, and he hoped in this case that the worst that could happen was a minor inconvenience rather than a right royal fuck up.

“Is there additional classified information that I’m not party to, sir?”

Clarence quickened his pace, causing Devlin to do the same. “As I said there’s been some last-minute rearrangements—I promise you it’s nothing sinister. Just a bit of a blunder. I’m sorry, Devlin, but I need you to keep a close eye on the Ambassador’s son. We were labouring under the misapprehension that he was a lot younger, but his updated file states he’s a brilliant academic, so I doubt he’ll cause you any trouble. You should get the new info sent through any moment.”

Devlin wasn’t happy. “Surely one of the younger team members would be better suited.”

“You’re hardly old. This is an important assignment, and with half the Ministry on holiday, I need someone I can trust. There’s a lot of important discussions planned, and we don’t want Ambassador Scrillia worrying about her son.”

“What about one of the other group heads? Peterson? Marlon?”

“Peterson will attend the meet and greet but is off to Nepal later this morning, and Marlon is still recovering from the chemical burns he received from the spitting dragon the Fritians had as a pet.”

That didn’t give him any leeway to refuse, but at least he wouldn’t have to put up with Peterson strutting about for a while if he was off overseas. “I’m sure everything will work out.”

“That’s the spirit, Devlin. Now, let’s go and welcome our guests.”

The public areas of Somerset House were impressive, but they paled in comparison to the areas reserved for ambassadors that had travelled a little further than merely the other side of the planet. Devlin was relieved to see that the staff had arranged the Stuart Rooms exactly to protocol, complete with a roped-off landing area. Members of a small welcome party were mingling. A couple of civil servants were eyeing the buffet even though they would have received strict instructions to leave well alone until the guests had arrived.

“Are they bringing a vehicle?” he asked while checking his notes again for a permit.
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