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They arrive at the venue amid stately
chaos.

This isn't the first diplomatic summit that
Finn Garrison has attended—though in his entirely biased opinion,
there is no reason to subject the commander of a class six science
vessel to such a shameless dog-and-pony show. He is no ambassador
to negotiate on behalf of an entire solar system, and he certainly
does not have the kind of acclaim and prestige that would make the
lofty personages mingling around him care about anything he might
have to say.

But his superiors seem to think he has the
potential to make a good impression at this week-long gala, and
Commander Garrison was unable to dissuade them.

"You alright, sir?"

The soft question soothes Finn's frayed
nerves, and he smiles wryly in answer.

Lieutenant Ashton Kipp stands beside him,
within easy touching distance, though both men keep their hands at
their sides where propriety dictates. Finn is well-accustomed to
containing his untoward affection for the young officer, protecting
their entanglement as the sacred and private secret it is. Their
affair would be inappropriate even if they stood closer in rank—as
commander of his ship, Finn has no true peers among the crew—and
Ash's impressive skills do not change his status as a junior
officer.

But Finn has long since given up resisting
the powerful gravity between them, and he is grateful to have Ash
by his side in this moment.

He wishes he could keep the lieutenant with
him throughout the week ahead, but he will have to content himself
with tonight. The excuse of requiring a second person for the
opening ceremonies has gotten them this far, but it can't overwrite
the broader scope of decorum and tradition.

No matter how intensely Finn might wish
otherwise.

"I'm fine." Finn keeps his voice equally soft
and lets dry humor touch the words. This endless stream of
introductions and small talk is exhausting, but at least Finn is
not alone as he navigates the sprawling ballroom. "They can't keep
us penned in here forever." The introductory hour is meant to be
extensive, giving everyone in attendance plenty of time to
circulate amid other powerful patrons and government officials,
allowing time for glad-handing and unofficial negotiations and
off-the-record dealings. But it cannot last forever.

"I wish they'd just let us wear our
uniforms," Ash mutters.

"Me too," Finn says, simultaneously flashing
a smile at a blue-skinned couple he recognizes as the first family
of somewhere important. He resists the urge to tug at the lines of
his fancy coat, and is pleased when the couple acknowledges his
wordless greeting but passes by without stopping to chat.

Both Finn and Ash are dressed in understated
yet unforgivably expensive attire, all provided by fleet command.
Stiff jackets in a shimmery black material set the two men off as a
matched set, and crisp shirts in complementary jewel tones offset
dark dress pants. More than anything else about his uniform, Finn
pines for his comfortable boots. Standing around a grand ballroom
full of marble pillars and golden chandeliers doesn't require much
exertion, but his feet protest the stiff and unfamiliar confines of
fancy dress shoes.

If Finn were interested in dressing like a
popinjay, he would have joined the diplomatic corps instead of the
science fleet. He resents that he is here tonight, decked out like
a storefront mannequin, and pretending he belongs to this prim and
formal crowd.

"At least you look good in a suit," Ash
teases.

Finn turns a single arched eyebrow on him—has
to tilt his head down to meet the lieutenant's eyes—but his chest
warms at the compliment. He has no intention of admitting how much
he appreciates the reassurance, but he can still privately enjoy
Ash's approval.

Then again, Ash knows him better than anyone
in the vast universe. He probably knows exactly how much his praise
pleases Finn, outward reaction or no.

At last the lights from the chandeliers dim,
then brighten again, flickering three times in quick succession.
The pattern is a signal, much like in the lobby of a theater
production—and as Finn follows along with the crowd, he realizes
the comparison is even more apt than he guessed. The ballroom
guests filter themselves along a sequence of grand doors and plush
carpets, the halls eventually lead to another wing of the building,
and Finn finds himself directed into a small, private balcony box.
A sprawling amphitheater fills the space below, and the scope of it
is staggering to behold.

Ash breathes a low, "Holy fuck," at
his side as the gilded door clicks shut behind them, leaving them
to absorb their unlikely surroundings.

"I knew tonight would culminate in some
extravagant performance, but I hadn't considered the logistics,"
Finn admits. Their box is both narrow and shallow, with just enough
space for a small couch—more of a loveseat really—wide and plush
and perfectly proportioned for human occupants. The balcony
directly above them extends out nearly as far as their own, with
small sculpted arches carved in coppery metal. To either side, the
walls seem surprisingly sturdy, and Finn suspects they are not just
decorative but load-bearing. Even here, the sumptuous carvings give
an unmistakable impression of opulence, meeting the balcony's front
railing with swooping lines.

"This is ridiculous," Ash says, not bothering
to keep his voice quiet now that they have this corner of relative
privacy.

"Yes. And even more ridiculous is the fact
that we are here." Finn steps forward to set a hand on the
metal railing. He can see all the way down to the wide floor of the
theater now, where even more seating stretches from wall to wall.
The front rows contain larger seats, clearly intended for audience
members whose entire purpose is to be seen. But all of the seats
are steadily filling. And when Finn casts his gaze higher, he sees
that the walls—all the way up to the ceiling—are covered in
balconies just like this one, measured and separated and shadowed.
All with a perfect view of the enormous stage that dominates the
front of the hall.

He glances down at Ash when the lieutenant
moves beside him. It would be so easy to set a hand to the small of
Ash's back. No one would see, and Ash would welcome the touch.

But Finn does not dare. His heart, as always,
wants more than innocuous touches. Better to keep his hands to
himself. Up close like this, Finn is perpetually distracted by the
smallness of Ash's frame beside his own broad shoulders and looming
height. Possessiveness tangles through his chest, potent and
unhelpful, and he sets it aside with difficulty.

The coming week will be long, but it won't be
forever. When he returns to the ship, he can invite Ash into his
bed and make up for lost time.

Once the seats below look to be entirely
filled—as well as the balconies directly ahead into which Finn can
see—the overhead lights dim and fade. The light disappears slowly
enough to make it easy to find their own places at either end of
the squashy bench seat. By the time Finn and Ash have settled, the
stage below is the only source of light, leaving the tiny balcony
pitch black. Finn can no longer see across the wide amphitheater or
down to the floor. The result is a strange and empty cocoon that
reminds him, more than anything, of the vacuum of space.

He is agonizingly aware of Ash beside him.
There's enough space on the cushion to keep them from touching, but
Finn would only need to reach out a hand to overcome that. Instead,
he folds his fingers together in his lap, willing himself to behave
while the first of an endless procession of envoys and speakers
takes the stage.

Finn draws a slow breath, trying to slip into
something like a meditative state, if only to render the inevitable
eternity of pomp and ceremony tolerable.

He startles silently when Ash slides across
the cushion to sit directly beside him—pressing their thighs
suggestively together. For several seconds, Finn and his young
officer remain perfectly still.

Then Ash sets a hand atop Finn's leg near the
knee. A soft, experimental sort of touch.

Finn sucks in a harsh breath but does not
protest the point of contact. The armrest on his other side is
plush and smooth, and he clenches his fingers in expensive
upholstery. Keeps his gaze turned forward on the bright, far stage.
Thrills when Ash's hand slides higher along his thigh.

"This alright?" Ash murmurs in a voice just
above a whisper.

Finn barely bites down a frantic burst of
laughter at this question. He's never been good with words, but he
doubts there even are words sufficient to describe how
delighted he is with this turn of events. He didn't invite Ash
tonight with lurid designs, but he will always crave the reckless
young lieutenant, no matter the circumstances.

Rather than try to answer aloud—a prospect
that makes him feel far too vulnerable—Finn sets a hand atop Ash's,
and guides it unapologetically between his legs. He barely
restrains a groan of pleasure when he presses Ash's hand firmly
over his burgeoning erection. A moment later, and Ash's grip curls
down to cup him through fine fabric, holding and squeezing
aggressively.

Sharper pleasure ricochets along Finn's
senses, and he breathes out, already considering an endless cascade
of ways he could lay claim to his companion here in the
shadows.

They will have to be careful. Quiet. Their
little balcony is concealed in perfect darkness, but the walls
can't be very thick, and there are important people close by.
Equally tiny box seats beside, above, below. All near enough to
overhear and identify inappropriate sounds, especially in the
softer moments between spectacles onstage.

But the dark corner he and Ash occupy creates
a delightful illusion of privacy, and Finn can't be bothered to try
and behave himself when Ash has brazenly initiated a more intimate
encounter.

He lets his hand encircle Ash's wrist more
loosely, spreading his thighs to let Ash's hand continue grasping
and stroking him. When his trapped arousal has grown fully rigid,
he lets go of Ash's arm in favor of twisting his fingers in soft
hair and dragging the lieutenant into a brutal kiss.

Ash's submission is immediate and complete,
and his hand goes momentarily slack on Finn's




























































THE END
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