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Chapter One

When he joined the Terran Alliance
Marines, he never envisioned a marriage in his future, much less
one not of his choosing. Major Kellan Rhodes stood in the office of
his commanding officer, feet a shoulder width apart, hands behind
his back, feeling utterly stupefied.

“When The Brel asked us for a small
selection of our most competent and decorated active duty soldiers,
we thought they were looking for a liaison between their military
and ours to smooth the trade contract negotiations,” General Nguyen
said, tapping a finger lightly on the desk he sat behind.
“Apparently their view on what finalizes an agreement to allow free
trade with their worlds, is a marriage. I confess I’d heard a
vague, unsubstantiated rumor, but thought it was just chatter among
the ranks. If you object strenuously, maybe we can find a way
around this. By the way, as you were. This is a serious decision,
not a direct order. And there’s also no guarantee that you’ll be
the one selected. We’ve been asked to submit four
candidates.”

“General, before I wreck my career by
saying no. Maybe you could tell me a little more information. Who
exactly am I supposed to marry, and if it’s just a ceremonial
thing, I can probably fake a smile and kiss some ugly woman?”
Kellan unclasped his hands and shoved them in the pockets of his
uniform slacks instead.

The General shifted uncomfortably.
“It’s not a woman. His Royal Highness Prince Phindarius Victor
Janus Duranda, of the ruling family of the Brel Domain is the one
you’d be marrying. And truthfully I’m not sure exactly what the
requirements of the ceremony entail.”

“Do you need my answer right now,
sir?”

“No, we have four days. I have one of
my aides trying to chase down further details as we speak. Come
back tomorrow at the same time, and I’ll tell you whatever else
we’ve found out by then. If you’re leaning toward declining, I need
to know then, because I have to pick someone else, and given the
fact The Brel want verification of service record achievement, I
don’t have a long list.”

“Is this intended to be a permanent …
arrangement, or should I consider it to be merely a posting of
several years?”

“I don’t know that either. I’ll try to
find out. Dismissed.”

Kellan came to attention, snapped a
salute and left the office.

***

A decision like this
required a drink and someone who was not his superior officer to
talk to. His longtime colleague and closest friend, Major Iman
Bakir, was waiting for him at the Officer’s club on Space Station
Seven. The two of them had gone through the Alliance Military
Academy together. There was no one is this system he trusted more
to have his back. Kellan slid into a booth.
Iman had arrived before him and was tracing her finger around the
edge of her glass.

“I ordered you a beer,” Iman
said.

“Maybe it should have been something
stronger.”

“Why? You look wound up.”

“What do you know about The Brel?”
Kellan asked.

“Somewhat isolationist, supposedly
began as a colonial settlement about nine centuries ago run by a
super eccentric dude with weird religious views, most of them
anti-female. The worlds of that system specialize in food growth,
but negotiating the tariffs and all that their demands make
importing from them a total bitch. Oh, and it’s ruled by some kind
of an extended monarchy. Why?”

“The powers that be want me to marry
one of their princes. Or at least maybe. If I’m the one chosen from
what sounds to be a very short list.”

“What the fuck?”

“I never thought getting awarded a
Terran Marine Star would make me a prime candidate for a political
marriage.” Kellan had felt very awed last year when his performance
in a battle against the Ssaanth, a reptilian race that had begun
attacking some of the Alliance worlds much further from Terra, had
gotten him that commendation.

“I repeat. What the fuck? Is this a
direct order?” asked Iman.

A waitress set a glass in front of
Kellan and walked away. “I don’t know. I did ask if this was a
‘just for show’ temporary arrangement.” Kellan took a gulp of the
beer.

“Granted, I know that you play both
sides of the field on the dating scene, but don’t political
marriages usually tend to opposite genders for um… procreative
purposes?”

“I would have thought. It’s also why I
wonder if this is basically a media stunt to appease the higher ups
in the Terran Alliance and the Brel side. I look pretty decent in
an interview.”

“Vain much?” she teased and mimed
smacking his head.

Kellan stuck out his tongue at her.
“Thoughts on what my answer should be if I’m given a choice in
this?”

“You have awful skimpy intel at this
point. Is it going to benefit your career long term? Is there going
to be a financial benefit? Is this guy ugly as hell and thinks
belching the alphabet is a high art? You do have a thing for the
ones that are pretty and high maintenance.”

“You are cutting me to the bone Iman,”
Kellan said with a laugh.

“I’m telling it like it is.”

“Do you think if they had wanted a
woman, it might have been you? You’ve got almost as many
commendations as me.”

“Enh, maybe. Crap, I hope not,” Iman
replied.

***

Prince Phindarius Victor Janus Duranda
paced the length of the sitting room in his quarters. His personal
assistant, Kane, opened the door and a woman bearing a tray of food
and drink entered. She set the tray on the table near the window
and bowed slightly before leaving.

“Come, have some tea,” Kane
said.

“I’d rather have an entire bottle of
cognac.”

“I can request that if you prefer,”
Kane answered. “But I think you might regret that.”

Phin made a rude gesture toward Kane,
who smiled a little. “You usually have a leveler head than I
do.”

“Only when you’re stressed.”

“I always knew I’d end up as a pawn in
a political marriage. I guess, I just hoped to put it off as long
as possible.”

“Why don’t you show me the dossiers of
the four candidates that you were sent? At least we can look at the
pros and cons of each one.”

“I suppose. Tapestry on,” Phin said. A
four-square meter section of the far wall displayed a computer
screen interface. “Call up mail from Ambassador Carter. Open
attachments one through four and display in four columns.” He
flopped into a chair beside the table and picked up a small
sandwich from the food tray.

At the top of each column was a head
and shoulders picture of a man.

“Number four is likely to be considered
too young. He’s twenty-four. Despite his record as a pilot, he
doesn’t have a great deal of leadership experience,” said
Kane.

“Agreed. I think he’s the least likely
to be chosen.” Phin ate one bite of the sandwich, then put it
down.

“Number two is fifty-seven years old.
Now he does have a child, so there’s proof that he is reasonably
capable of providing you with an heir, but considering there is a
media facet to having you married to a soldier, I suspect he might
be considered too old,” Kane speculated.

“Good, because I’d really rather not be
stuck with a man nearly my father’s age. Thoughts on the other
two?”

“Similar ages. Thirty-four and
thirty-seven. And not a huge difference in service records. Neither
has any verified children.”

“They both look like they have a stick
up their ass in those photos.”

“I doubt military service records take
photos designed to make people look desirable.”

Phin made a grunt of acknowledgement.
Desirability wasn’t a factor that was apt to play into this event
in any way. He spent a moment thinking back to the handful of
sexual liaisons he’d had while in university off world. Hot,
fuckable and discrete were the only qualities that had entered into
those encounters. Maybe once all this was said and done, he and the
“prime candidate” could come to a standard agreement that their
marriage was merely the political alliance that they were both
shoved into and nothing more. Lord knows, his eldest brother
Julian, heir to the throne, and his husband saw only a little of
each other now that three children had been born.

***

Kellan was back to standing in front of
General Nguyen’s desk again. “Sir.”

“Sit, I have some information for you.
I’ll forward you the file but I thought perhaps we should discuss
it before you read it at length.”

Kellan sat in the chair facing the
General’s desk.

“If you’re chosen and agree to the
marriage to His Royal Highness Prince Phindarius, you are expected
to assume the role of royal consort.”

“Which means…?”

“There will obviously be a very public
and highly publicized wedding ceremony. One of the facets will be
signing of the official trade agreement between the Terran Alliance
and The Brel. Your responsibilities will entail bodyguard duties,
assisting in re-organization of the The Brel military to improve
their efficiency and designing a tactical training program for
them. You will be expected to father at least one royal heir with
Phindarius and remain accessible for a minimum of two years after
the birth of said child.”

“So, this isn’t a purely ceremonial
event.”

“No, unfortunately. However, you are
not required to resign your commission with the Terran Marine
Alliance, and depending on how long it takes to design this
training program, you could reasonably expect promotion to the rank
of General in five years. At that point it’s likely you could
request any posting in the entirety of the Terran Alliance. You
could run a space station, or planet-side military
base.”

Parts of that were a very appealing
offer, if Kellan could get his brain past the concept that he was
basically being asked to whore himself out for massive military and
political gain. The upside was he wasn’t all that likely to die a
wretched death on some numbered colony planet being shot at by
Ssaanth over those next few years. The downside, he likely had to
fuck some guy he barely knew.

“You have slightly less the two days to
give me a decision,” Nguyen said.

Kellan nodded and stood up. “Sir, if I
should decline…?”

“There are pay grades higher than mine,
and I have suspicions your career might… stagnate. I don’t have
conformation of that, just a feeling.”

“Yes sir.”

When Kellan left the office, he began
to wonder if getting shot at by the Ssaanth might actually be
preferable to getting pimped out by the Alliance he’d originally
sworn to protect. And his brain also rolled back around to the
father a child with this prince. He assumed this meant one of the
extremely high-tech genetic extraction techniques that led to
blending of heritage and was then surrogated or grown in an
artificial womb. All that very high tech came with an enormous
price tag. Price probably didn’t make a difference if you were the
prince of a star system.

***

“The Terran ambassador’s aide slipped
me a piece of information,” Kane said. He had come into the long,
narrow room with windows along both sides and in the ceiling. The
center held a sparkling lap pool.

Phin stood by the edge of pool, about
to start his laps. “And?”

“A choice has been made.”

“Which one did they pick?”

“Major Kellan Rhodes.”

Phin stood immobile for a few seconds
digesting the news. “The dark haired one.”

“Yes.”

“Any chance I get to meet him prior to
the actual wedding? Not that either of us probably have any say in
this. It would be nice to get a chance to speak with him informally
before this all goes down.”

Kane raised the tablet in his hand.
“I’ll send a request. There are no guarantees that I can make it
happen. Although since you’ve been strategically cooperative so
far, the king might be willing to give you some leeway.”

“Just fulfilling my duty as fourth son
of the monarch, selling my body and most of my life to cement a
massive trade agreement,” Phin said with as much sarcasm as he
could muster. He gritted his teeth and dove into the
pool.

***

“Should I be honored or appalled that
you picked me as your ‘best man’,” Iman teased. She sat beside
Kellan on the shuttle that was transporting them to the cruiser
that would take them to Brel Prime for the wedding
ceremony.

“One, I need moral support. Two, if all
this bullshit ultimately benefits my career, I don’t see why I
should give you a hand in the climbing of the ranks
too.”

“Sir, yes sir,” she said with a laugh,
and elbowed him. “I have something you should read.” She handed him
her tablet with an article displayed.

“A History of Brel biology?”

“Read it.”

Kellan spent a few minutes skimming
through the information, and becoming more and more deeply
unsettled by it. The founder of The Brel worlds was a serious
misogynist, who ultimately decided that only children born of the
male line could inherit the throne. It got weirder. He wanted no
women involved at all, nothing to dilute the purity of genetics.
Through a mix of genetic tinkering and the discovery that the
extract of a very rare plant on that world affected the DNA
methyltransferase enzyme, it was possible for the male of the royal
bloodline to achieve a stable ability to actually bear children and
pass the alteration on to their sons.

“Fascinating right?” Iman
prompted.

“So… I’m not just donating off some
sperm to a lab? I’m actually supposed to have sex with this prince
and he gets pregnant and gives birth?”

“That’s my take on it. I guess it’s
good thing you’re bisexual.”

“God… I’m being bartered like a
medieval wench to make a political deal happen. Wasn’t this sort of
thing supposed to go away like two thousand or so years
ago?”

Iman shrugged, and said, “Five years,
and then you can move wherever the hell you want. And likely boff
whoever the hell you want for the rest of your life.”

“It’s not prostitution then, it’s
indentured servitude with a side order of sexual slavery.” Kellan
made a face.

“Considering that they also want you to
re-organize the whole Brel military model and train their elite
guard… I have an idea the –make an heir part- is going to be a five
minute a night event. At least you’ll get your rocks off
regularly.”

Kellan rolled his eyes. “Think you’ll
be required to watch?”

“Fuck, I hope not. Not that I don’t
have memories of you and that guy from Cygnus system burned into my
retinas forever.”

“The door was locked when we started, I
swear.”

***

“Why is everyone looking at me like I
have three heads?” Iman asked.

Kellan was sitting on one of the large
cargo boxes that contained his possessions. His legs were stretched
out in front of him. Since this was a multi- year deployment in
essence, it was being treated as Permanent Change of Station
orders. The loading dock of The Brel Prime spaceport was a busy
place. They had been told basically to just cool their heels until
appropriate officials arrived to escort them to…
somewhere.

“I get the impression they weren’t
expecting my primary attaché to be a woman.”

“Great,” she muttered. “I’m the one who
told you about their history. I should have expected
this.”

“I’ve seen a few women pass by, but
it’s not the usual sixty-forty split I see in most
spaceports.”

“They’re just going to have to suck it
up and deal, unless you’re planning on ditching me.”

Kellan smiled. “Hell no.” He got to his
feet as people approached.

A group of men, that Kellan assumed to
be a diplomatic group stopped near him. A middle height man with
dark hair tinged with gray approached Kellan. “Major Rhodes, I’m
Leland Decameron, Minister of Foreign Affairs. Welcome to Brel
Prime.”

They shook hands. “A pleasure to meet
you sir. This is my attaché, Major Iman Bakir.”

There were nods in Iman’s direction,
but apparently, she didn’t rate a handshake.

Decameron said, “My staff will arrange
for transportation of your luggage to temporary accommodations for
the remaining two days leading up to the wedding. Uh… where would
you like your attaché to be housed?”

“As close to me as possible,
I will need her assistance with communications and paperwork. Since
I don’t know anything about the buildings here, I would like her to
be across the hall, or next door or anywhere that is basically no
more than a few hundred meters from my quarters.” Kellan figured
suggesting the two of them had no problems sharing the
same quarters would cause
more problems than it would solve.

Decameron nodded slightly. “I’ll have
it seen to.”

“For the time being, I want her to
accompany me.”

There was another of those tight little
nods. “This way Major. I’ll show you around the palace grounds a
bit while your possessions are moved. Then you’ll be given a short
period of time to freshen up from your travels and prepare to meet
the King. I presume the rest of the delegation is arriving
shortly?”

Kellan guessed that standard working
uniform he was wearing wasn’t considered appropriate for meeting
the ruler of a planetary system. He exchanged a look with Iman, who
smirked at him slightly. She was probably thinking something along
the same lines. “Yes, the ship carrying the Terran Alliance
Ambassador and the military dignitaries should be arriving in less
than two hours. Most of them were coming from Terra itself. Major
Bakir and I were on Space Station # when the decision was
made.”

“Excellent. And your
family?”

“Are deceased. They died in an asteroid
strike when I was in my teens.”

“My condolences.”


Chapter Two

Long winded military events came with
the job. Long winded, stiffly formal ceremonies with royalty were
only somewhat different, and every bit as tedious.

Kellan was presented to King Andrew III
in a huge, ornate hall that he presumed was likely to be designated
the throne room. There was an hour of speeches before he was called
to actually stand face to face before the king. Andrew III was a
stocky man with graying hair who looked to be relatively fit and
healthy. The expression of the king’s face was stern, maybe
approaching a frown, which made Kellan wonder if he was considered
to be a poor choice.

Once the formal introduction was made
and Kellan bowed, another man was motioned forth from the cluster
of Brellans around the king.

“To the Terran Alliance, I offer my son
His Royal Highness Prince Phindarius Victor Janus Duranda for
marriage to Major Kellan Thomas Rhodes to finalize the contract
between our governments,” the king said.

Kellan gazed at the prince. He was
reasonably tall, with thick raven-black hair drawn back into a
braid, definitely not ugly. In another time, in another place, he
might even catch Kellan’s eye to ask the guy out for a drink. All
of that was probably good, considering Kellan had no idea how much
time he would be required to spend in the prince’s company over
those next five years. He stepped up on the dais and faced Prince
Phindarius. The king took hold of Kellan’s right hand and the
prince’s left and brought them together to touch.

The Terran Alliance ambassador Carter
spoke in reply. “On behalf of the Terran Alliance, we accept your
offer. Major Kellan Thomas Rhodes will wed your son tomorrow. The
contract signing will occur at the wedding.”

***

Apparently, a brief meeting in private
between Phin and Major Rhodes wasn’t in the cards, which annoyed
Phin to no end. The best Phin could come up with in replacement was
sending Kane to bring Rhodes to the terrace outside, while the
pre-wedding reception was going on. There were only a handful of
people scattered about the exterior space. That seemed to be as
close to private as they might get.

Rhodes was delivered by Kane, and Kane
withdrew to the far side of the terrace, maintaining line of sight
but offering a hint of privacy.

“Your highness,” Rhodes said. His tone
sounded a little uncertain.

“When we’re alone, just call me Phin. I
have too much pomp and circumstance in my life already.”

“Thank you. I go by Kellan, or Kel’ if
you’re shouting down a hallway at me.” Rhodes promptly shut his
mouth, looking like maybe he thought he’d been too
informal.

“I had hoped to speak to you alone
before the ceremony tomorrow, but … fifteen minutes out here is all
I’m likely to get. I wondered if you had an opinion on when you
want to consummate this. We have three days, but I didn’t know if
you wanted to do it tomorrow night once we finally get left alone,
or if you wanted to get a good night’s sleep and pick a time the
next day…?” Oh great. Now the man looked distinctly
uncomfortable.

“You mean having sex.”

“Yes, of course. I was told you had
been informed that siring a child for me was part of the
contract.”

“I was. I guess I just assumed we would
discuss this… later. Uh, I didn’t know there was a … time
limit.”

“I assumed
you had been briefed on the general schedule of
events.”

“Not really.”

Thrilling, Phin thought. “Alright then here’s a basic outline. Ceremony
tomorrow at noon. Massive banquet after so everyone can do their
toadying and dealing. Then we are sent to Newgale along with my
honor guardian and yours. I confess I didn’t expect a woman in that
role.”

“Is that a problem?”

“No, not for me. For some of the
diplomatic corps… enh, not my problem. Tell her to be prepared for
… a level of lack of cooperation.”

“Okay. What’s Newgale?”

“The eastern royal residence. It’s
significantly smaller than the palace here and will become our
primary house. Once there, we will be left alone, except for the
honor guardians and some servants for three days. After that, I
will be tested for confirmation of our act.”

Kellan glanced at the ground before
looking back at Phin. “Should I assume that this will be your first
time having penetrative sex?”

“Hell no. I spent seven years at
university off world. I’m an adult. I behaved like one. Anyway, the
next ten days or so will involve you meeting with various military
leaders to begin the project of improving their training and
organization. I will be preparing for our trip to Gepa IV. I’m the
designated negotiator for the purchase of a very large cargo ship
for shipping livestock from Brel III.”

“Depending on how many hours the
banquet goes on for, I am leaning toward the next day.”

“Fair enough. Until tomorrow.” Phin
inclined his head toward Kellan and then went back into the
reception.

***

“Will you hold the fuck still while I
straighten your collar,” Iman groused. She tugged and wiggled the
collar of Kellan’s formal dress uniform, as they stood in a small
quiet room. It was wedding day.

Kellan rolled his eyes. They had about
ten minutes left before the procession into the throne room began,
well his part of it anyway. “I hope the banquet after all this
features alcohol.”

“Considering the open bar yesterday
evening, I’m betting yes and I swear if one more diplomat guy gives
me the evil eye…”

“Once this is over, maybe I’ll punch a
few for you,” Kellan teased.

“I’ll punch them myself if needed,
thank you very much.”

One of those diplomats, actually one of
the diplomatic underlings, scurried into the chamber that Kellan
and Iman waited in. “Major Rhodes… and guardian, please begin
moving in this direction, your part of the procession is about to
begin.”

“See? No one can even remember my damn
name,” Iman muttered.

Kellan gave her a smile.

They lined up, preceded by more than a
dozen Terran Alliance officials and entered the throne room. The
walk from the back of the room to the dais at the front seemed a
hell of a lot longer than it had yesterday. Undoubtedly it had to
do with the several hundred people all standing at their chairs,
watching.

The music changed as the prince entered
the hall. He was dressed in layers of ornate fabrics with a navy
blue surcoat embroidered in shiny gold thread. The surcoat had a
train that extended back a couple of meters as he walked slowly
down the aisle. A narrow band of gold circled his head. Kellan
supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised about that. Phindarius
was a prince, and this was a “state occasion.”

The ceremony itself droned onward for
nearly an hour. Eventually, the religious official that Kellan had
totally forgotten the name of, finally got to the part of
pronouncing them married and Kellan awkwardly leaned forward for
the barest of kisses with Phin, then it was onward to the signing
of the trade agreement. The banquet finally began, which was just
another exercise in tedium, that at least had good food. The
alcohol helped ease the monotony of it all.

***

An elaborate transport shuttle took
Phin and Kellan, accompanied by the woman Kellan had designated his
honor guardian as well as Phin’s second cousin, Eridius, to
Newgale.

“Guess there’s not going to be any
hoverboarding down the central staircase this time,” Eri murmured
to Phin.

Phin smirked. “Only because I’m
incredibly out of practice.” He and his cousin had spent a good
portion of their teenage years raising as much hell and pushing as
many boundaries as a pair of royal blood boys could get away
with.

“Do the woman and I get to tuck the two
of you in bed?” Eri asked, the teasing tone continued.

“No. You can see us into the suite and
shut the doors.”

“The woman has a name,” Iman spoke up.
“Major Iman Bakir.”

“Ah, noted,” Eri said.

The shuttle landed in a courtyard and
they all got out. Kane stood at a door to greet them. “The bedroom
quarters have been prepared. Major Rhodes, all of the things you
brought with you have been relocated to your rooms.”

Phin and Kellan followed Kane inside,
Eri and Iman behind them. Although Phin knew exactly where he was
going, he slowed his steps enough to make it easier for the
everyone else to keep pace.

They were led to a set of double doors
that stood open displaying a spacious sitting room. Phin
immediately began to strip out of the layers he’d endured all day.
The surcoat had blissfully been removed for the banquet, but that
still left him with far too many stiff and uncomfortable clothes.
He tossed his circlet on the table in the center of the room,
shrugged out of the tabard and dropped it on the floor. The next to
go was an overtunic and then an undertunic. He flopped onto a sofa
and yanked off his boots. That left him in the comparably
comfortable base layer tunic and a pair of leggings and socks. The
damn socks needed to go too. He wadded them up and dropped them
beside the boots. “Kane, show Kellan into his rooms. I’m sure he’d
like to get out of the dress uniform.”

Kellan was standing in the middle of
the room, one eyebrow raised as he looked at Phin. There was a
vaguely disapproving look on his face. He did however follow Kane
off to the right into an inner set of rooms, that Phin knew matched
his own on the left. There was an actual bedroom, a walk-in closet
and a full bathroom.

Eri sat down across from Phin on a
matching sofa. “Did you know that your father was going to assign
you this residence to live in?”

“I suspected. It’s close enough to the
palace that he can drop in and harass me without a lot of travel,
but far enough that he doesn’t have to see me on a daily
basis.”

“So... opinions of?” Eri gestured in
the direction of Kellan’s rooms with his thumb.

“Undecided. We spoke for less than five
minutes yesterday. I don’t think I’ve exchanged more than twenty
unscripted words with him yet today.” Phin closed his eyes for a
moment and leaned his head back. He made himself take a deep slow
breath and blow it out, before opening his eyes again.

“Do I go so far as to wish you a
not-awful intimate encounter with soldier guy? He’s kinda hot for a
Terran, purely physically speaking.”

“You have a uniform fetish.”

“Well, there is that,” Eri admitted,
and grinned.

Kellan, Kane and Iman returned to the
sitting room. Kellan had gone so far as to removed his jacket and
unbutton his shirt a bit but still wore the remainder of his dress
uniform.

Kane said, “The time has come for honor
guardians to adjourn to their own quarters. Food should be arriving
momentarily.” He began to gather up all the dropped clothing of
Phin’s

“Ah, unsubtle hints to go away,” Eri
said.

Iman turned to face Kellan. They bumped
fists but said nothing.

A soft knock on the door prompted Kane
to open it and a large wheeled cart was pushed in by a young woman.
Bottles, wine glasses and covered plates sat on the cart. Kane
directed the woman where to leave the cart. It took him a few more
minutes to collect all the ornate clothing from the wedding. “I
will see that this is cleaned, pressed and returned. If you require
anything else, call.” He shepherded everyone but Phin and Kellan
from the room and closed both doors.

***

Being left truly alone for the first
time with Phin, left Kellan feeling apprehensive. Maybe Phin had
actually had the right idea of setting up some form of guidelines
for their required “duties.”

Phin got up off the sofa and poured
himself a glass of wine. “Want some?”

“Yes.” Kellan came toward the cart and
Phin handed him a full glass.

“What did you think of all of today’s
events?”

“Outside of my usual experience,”
Kellan said carefully.

Phin let out a low snort of amusement.
“I was expecting, tedious, excruciating, boring as all hell, maybe
punctuated by moments of discomfort. Which means it basically lived
up to my expectation.”

Kellan had to smile. “I wasn’t sure how
honest you wanted me to be.”

“We have to spend a couple of years in
each other’s company at the minimum. I know our backgrounds are
very different but reasonable candor will hopefully make this a
little smoother.”

“Then, I think I’ve enjoyed being shot
at by Ssaanth more.”

“That, I will believe.” Phin carried
his glass to the sofa and sat down again, stretching his legs out
in front of him. “I’ve read your military dossier, or at least the
unclassified bits. Tell me … something about yourself, like what do
you do when you’re not working.”

“Work out, spar, run… uh, mostly fairly
physical things.”

“Ride?”

“Ride what?”

“Horses.”

“Marinner II doesn’t have horses. And
I’ve been quartered on a space station for most of the past year in
between combat missions,” Kellan answered. “I take it riding is
something you do?”

“Yes. And I swim. But I also draw and
paint, and play. Entirely un-useful skills according to my
father.”

“When you say father…” Kellan began,
unsure how to phrase it.

“The one who gave birth to me.
Lysander, my sire, also known as the royal consort to Andrew III,
is currently residing in some rim world, with a very enormous
income having done his duty and sired a fourth child for the
king.”

“It doesn’t sound like you have a good
opinion of him.”

“I have essentially no opinion. He left
shortly after my second birthday per the terms of the marriage
agreement, which is similar to yours. I hear from him only
occasionally.”

Kellan winced a little. Here they were,
dumped into a marriage at the behest of a batch of politicians, and
it stood to reason that Phin would expect him to live by the terms
of the contract… which now seemed even more awkward than it had
earlier. He had no idea what to say about the situation.

“You have a crappy poker face,” Phin
commented.

Kellan laughed. “Iman would agree with
you.”

“You two are close?”

“I trust her with my life.”

“Why aren’t you two a couple
then?”

“Enh, it’s not that kind of a
relationship. We tried… once… when we were both drunk off our ass.
It didn’t work well.”

“That sounds similar to my attempt at
heterosexual sex at university.”

“I’ve had girlfriends, and boyfriends.
It was just too weird, with her.”

“Ah.” Phin drained his glass. “It’s
been a very long day. I think I’m going to bed. Don’t feel
compelled to get up at any particular time tomorrow. Kane can
arrange for breakfast to be delivered anytime you like. I am only
an early riser when I’m required to be.” He stood up and walked
toward his bedroom.

Kellan wondered if he should have
offered him some sort of perfunctory good night kiss, since
tomorrow was supposed to entail the requisite intimate encounter.
Phin was already halfway across the room, so he settled for, “See
you tomorrow.”

***

Plans, and backup plans and more back
up plans, Phin lay in bed staring at the ceiling. Morning light
seeped along the bottom of the heavy curtains at the window.
Perhaps he should have activated the metal blackout shutter before
he crawled into bed last night? No, he needed to get the hell out
of bed and face the day… and his husband.

He pulled on a loose shirt and a pair
of leggings. Picking up a communication tablet, he sent a message
to Kane that he desired breakfast. The time code in the corner of
the tablet indicated it was already mid-morning.

As he went out in the sitting room, he
saw Kellan at the table. He wore a long-sleeved white t-shirt and a
pair of dark colored slacks. Unlike Phin, he appeared to be freshly
showered and ready for the day. He looked up from his own tablet as
Phin approached.

“Am I allowed to go running in the
mornings? I didn’t, because I wasn’t sure about protocol, but if
it’s possible I’d like to have that as part of my routine,” Kellan
said.

“Do you want a treadmill or do you want
it to be outside somewhere?”

“As long as we’re on a planet and the
weather’s not horrific, I’d rather run outside. What little I saw
of the grounds when we flew in yesterday, looked
extensive.”

“Notify Kane. He will arrange for
security to be told.”

“Does that mean I’m required to have
someone go with me?”

“No, as long as you stay within the
grounds it’s fine. Security just needs to know, so that they can
remotely monitor you. It’s a standard precaution,” Phin
said.

“You read my dossier. You do know that
I led a covert assault team in my last deployment.”

“And now you are part of the royal
household, therefore … security.” Phin was irritated and knew it
actually had nothing to do with Kellan’s mild objection.

The door to the suite opened and Kane
came in accompanied by an older woman bearing a tray
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