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"Are you sure about this?" Finn murmurs the
question directly in Ash's ear, leaning in so close his lips brush
against skin.

They are both off duty for the next two days,
thanks to some clever maneuvering with the duty rosters. Commander
Finn Garrison does not often use his position to strategize so
blatantly, but once in a while, he gives in to the urge.

His rank is not the only advantage Finn is
grateful for tonight. He and Ash are also as anonymous as it's
physically possible for two science fleet officers to be, dressed
in civilian attire rather than their habitual uniforms, determined
to blend in with their surroundings. This bar is in a completely
different city from the one where his ship's shuttles set down for
shore leave. They will have to allow themselves enough time to
travel back to the rendezvous point, but that is not a problem for
tonight.

Tonight, the only uncertainty lies in whether
or not they are really about to do what Ash has suggested.

"Completely sure." Ash leans into him,
tucking his face beneath Finn's jaw. "Why? Don't you want
to?"

Of course Finn wants to. He has entertained
exactly such a fantasy more times than he can count. Considering
everything he has learned about Ash in the years they've been
together, it's maybe even a little surprising they've never done
this before. Discretion has to guide their liaisons—always—but they
will perpetually find ways around the limitations of their closely
guarded relationship. Stubbornness and ingenuity can go a long way
in the face of unavoidable secrets.

As commander of a class six science vessel,
Finn Garrison has no business carrying on with a subordinate. If
they are ever discovered by the admiralty, it will almost certainly
end his career. A court martial for fraternization would see him
dishonorably discharged for certain, and yet here he remains.

He's never been strong enough to refuse
Lieutenant Ashton Kipp, especially when it comes to indulgences
they both desperately crave.

"And you really want me to choose?" Finn does
not bother pretending reluctance. Instead, he wraps his arms around
Ash and draws him close, savoring the way Ash's small frame tucks
easily along his chest, eclipsed by Finn's tall bulk.

They fit together in a dramatic, exaggerated
sort of way, a perfect pairing of opposites. Ash is not nearly as
delicate as he looks, but his thin frame and narrow shoulders give
him a deceptively vulnerable air. His hair is perpetually on the
verge of too long for regulations, messy strands framing a
distractingly lovely face. By contrast, Finn is bigger and bulkier,
and he knows he cuts an intimidating figure. He stands nearly a
foot taller than Ash on level ground, and his broad shoulders
easily overwhelm Ash's entire frame. They are perfect halves to a
complicated whole, and no risk of court martial could ever be
enough to scare Finn away.

He's long since forgotten how to exist
without Ash beside him.

In his arms, Ash gives a pleased little
shiver. "You know exactly what I want."

"Tell me anyway," Finn insists. In so many
realms, he knows Ash's limits and desires intimately. Certainly he
knows Ash well enough to extrapolate what will best satisfy the
lieutenant tonight.

But they are exploring uncharted territory
here, and guesswork is not how they operate when it comes to
intimate experiments. Every line they have ever crossed has been
meticulously negotiated. It's a safety net that has served them
well, and Finn intends to do this right if they are going to
do it at all.

"I want you to pick one of the men who've
been staring at us all night," Ash says. "Preferably someone big
and tough, who looks like he could wreck me with one hand." There
is more, of course. Ash has always been a talker, and Finn has
always encouraged this tendency. For several minutes, Ash carries
on describing exactly what he wants this big, tough man of Finn's
choosing to do to him.

When the breathless narrative ends, Finn
grabs Ash's face between his hands and forces his head back for a
ferocious kiss. The pornographic ebb and flow of Ash's voice has
gotten under his skin, and calming down enough to follow through on
this detailed request will take Finn a moment. But for now, he
wants only to stake his claim for the world to see.

His chest warms at the way Ash melts
submissively into the kiss.

"Stay out of trouble," Finn growls, as he
reluctantly lets go and eases into the crowd.

Leaving Ash alone at the tall, skinny table
is a calculated risk. It will allow Finn to observe the rest of the
room watching the beautiful young man, to best gauge not just
interest but also compatibility. Anyone who approaches too brazenly
is going to be an automatic rejection, because Ash is so clearly a
taken commodity—but there are other ways to express interest.

Finn takes in every potential candidate with
a subtle, darting focus. He exercises skills more often used in
tense diplomatic settings, but these observational talents serve
him well as he quickly scopes out the room and the eyes that follow
both himself and his lieutenant.

When he finds the right man for the job, his
gaze connects with the stranger's so abruptly his stomach tightens.
It's a pleasant sensation—anticipation rather than unease—and as
Finn's mouth curls into a smile of understanding, he sees the other
man's expression shift to match.

Without approaching the table where Ash
waits—Ash can take care of himself, and will be fine for however
long it takes Finn to take care of this vital negotiation—Finn
moves through restless shadows to claim the barstool beside his
choice.

The stranger is not human, and Finn can't
tell from his features where he might be from. He's enormous. Ash
will appreciate the mind-bending scope of him, even larger than
Finn's marked advantage in size. And his skin shines a luminescent
green.

The luminescence could be makeup, but Finn
doesn't think so. There's something too subtle in the way it
ripples across visible planes, along a perfectly smooth scalp, and
even seems to glint beneath the dark fabric of the stranger's
shirt.

Enormous eyes, with pupils dilated so huge
they nearly block out the whites, have locked onto Ash across the
room, and there is a hunger there that ignites a conflicted wave of
possessiveness and pleasure along Finn's nerves.

"What's your name?" Finn pitches his voice so
that he doesn't sound like he's shouting, but still has a hope in
hell of carrying over the crowd and music. He has to tilt his head
back. The stranger is at least a foot taller than him, maybe two.
When Finn imagines him naked and touching Ash, his brain nearly
short-circuits from the heat of the image he conjures.

"P'ri," the man rumbles in a deep, throaty
voice. The sound reaches Finn like a physical feeling—like bass
notes rumbling through a big speaker and directly into his body. He
considers the enormous span of the stranger's chest and decides
it's no wonder the voice packs so much power, as P'ri continues,
"What do you call yourself? And more importantly, what do you call
the beautiful specimen fending off suitors over there? Why, in all
the galaxies, would you leave such a prize unattended?"

Finn snorts in amusement and shakes his head.
"Ash can hold his own. And I'm called Finn."

"Mmm," says P'ri.

They both watch as another hopeful patron
approaches Ash with two drinks, clearly hoping to make a
more-than-friendly acquaintance. Whatever Ash says must be kind,
because the interloper leaves looking wistful but not crushed.

"Not to be blunt," P'ri murmurs in an even
deeper tone, "but why are you talking to me? I have some suspicions
about your intent, but I prefer not to make assumptions."

A good sign, Finn thinks. Confirmation that
he has chosen well, and all that remains is a quick interrogation
to cement his decision.

So he opens his mouth and tells his new
acquaintance exactly what he and Ash propose for the evening.

When they return together to the table, the
newest hopeful hovering in Ash's orbit takes one look at Finn and
the even taller humanoid standing beside him, and scatters
mid-sentence. Ash is not facing them. Finn made sure they
approached from behind, the better to secure the drama of surprise.
And so, when Ash turns with a smile—intuiting who is behind
him—there's all of an instant before the smile freezes in delighted
shock at the fact that Finn isn't alone.

Ash stares at the mountain Finn has
collected, gaze sliding up—and up—and finally coming to rest on the
strange and shimmering visage.

"Holy fuck, you're gorgeous," Ash
breathes.

P'ri, obviously braced for rejection despite
his obvious attractions, bursts out in startled laughter.

"P'ri," Finn interjects smoothly, stepping
into place beside the table, "this is Ash. I think he'd like to get
acquainted, somewhere more private."

"Follow me," P'ri growls. The way his hands
clench at his sides—as though consciously fighting the urge to
reach out and touch before he is invited to do so—makes Finn's
libido spike hungrily.

Finn gives Ash a quick, piercing look before
falling into step, asking without words if this is still okay.
Ash's eyes are wide, his face so flushed Finn can tell even in the
dim lighting that he is blushing. His bottom lip is caught between
his teeth, and the look he returns to Finn conveys, He's
perfect, where the hell did you find him?

Thankfully, Ash does not speak this question
aloud. They're both far too experienced with interstellar
exploration and diplomacy to assume they won't be overheard, even
with the distance P'ri has moved ahead in the crowd. But Finn
quirks a smile and raises his eyebrows, and quick as that, they are
agreed.

Their final check-in has taken all of an
instant, in which P'ri has gotten only a few steps away, but Ash
hops down from the tall stool and rushes to follow, leaving Finn to
bring up the rear.

Rather than leading them out of the dim and
sporadically-lit bar, P'ri guides them up a well-concealed flight
of stairs in a dark corner. The wide spiral leads directly above
the noisy establishment, into a space with much better lighting.
Music throbs through the floorboards



























































































































































































































THE END
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