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Chapter One

THE DARKNESS REMINDED him somehow of being an unborn child—as if one could remember such a thing—floating weightless, enveloped by warmth. What would anyone give to fall back into such a simple existence, removed of all need beyond instinctual thought? What a fortunate nine months it would be. A wonderful life, sleeping and cared for inside the womb, never requiring a voice. All before anyone could teach a soul to love or hate, or something or someone was unwanted.

Is that what was happening here? Had he somehow regressed back before his own infancy? The pangs of jealousy he was experiencing told him no. Sadly, no.

He felt like he’d been slumbering for such a long time, and very, very gradually he started to wake. Threads of logical coherence tickled his thoughts in the dark. It was not a welcome sensation, and he fought to avoid it. Why couldn’t he go back into the lovely silence?

Envy for the ignorance of the unborn rolled through him. How unfair it was to have the innocence of being sequestered and never hearing the taunts of children or comprehending the cries of the intolerant taken away from him. If only he had never heard slurs of hatred or understood what defined a second-class citizen.

What was that sound? Could it be a faint heartbeat in the distant void? It sounded brash and unnatural, refusing to lull him back to sleep like the soothing cadence of a mother’s pulse.

Like a child, he wanted nothing more than to stay safe and warm, but like in every instance, someone always forced a person into the painful light and cold of reality. The darkness parted above him with a soft mechanical hiss. The warmth bled away, making him want to cry.

Daring to open his foggy eyes, he squinted in the artificial light. A woman in a white coat hovered over him.

“Welcome back to the real world. Can you tell me your name?”

His voice was dry and raspy, and he had to concentrate to answer her correctly. “Costa…Costa McQuillen.”

“Good. Your stats are looking healthy.” A warm smile graced the young woman as she read over the flat scanner in her hand.

Focusing was becoming easier. He found himself undressed, lying back in comfort, some kind of foam bedding molded around him. It held him effortlessly, but its touch was delicate, tricking his senses into thinking he was floating. Several small pieces of equipment were attached to his body, taunting him with their hidden binary code. She touched one piece of technology and looked back to the miniature screen she carried.

“Are you a doctor?” Costa asked.

“Yes, I am.” A small frisson of panic lanced him. He wasn’t about to lie back and allow her to poke and prod him. The doctor placed a hand on Costa’s shoulder as he started to rise, holding him in place with little effort. “Hold on. Don’t sit up right away. You’ll be a little disoriented for a bit. That’s normal for a five-year hypersleep.”

Costa groaned, trying to sort himself as the doctor’s caring tone diffused his anxiety. “Where am I?”

“You’re on board the Mayflower Ark.”

“The Mayflower Ark?”

The doctor nodded. “Yes. You booked passage from Earth to Alpha Centauri Prime.”

“I did?”

“Yes. Just like everyone else on board.”

“I’m sorry. I’m a little confused.”

The doctor’s smile was sweet with understanding. “It’s all right. I have this conversation with most of the passengers. We’ll be arriving on Alpha Centauri Prime within twenty-four hours. We’re in the process of waking all of the Earth immigrants.”

Costa looked around and found himself inside an enormous medical bay filled with mechanical wombs, just like the one in which he lay. Men and women in lab coats drifted from capsule to capsule, setting free the dazed people inside. Some were more awake than others, with men, women, and children milling about the vast room as they dressed. The more he saw, the more the cloud over his thoughts lifted.

“This is odd.” The doctor squinted at her handheld display.

“What?”

“There are a few anomalies in your bio-scan.”

“That’s ridiculous. Your tech must be faulty.” Costa granted the device in her hand a vicious stare. “Look again.”

The doctor’s forehead creased as she blinked in confusion. “Oh. Wait. It’s normal now. Must have been an error.”

“Yes, it must have been. May I get dressed now?”

With a simple touch, the doctor removed each of the devices attached to Costa’s arms and legs. “You seem coherent enough to move around safely. The muscle stimulators kept your body from atrophying during the long sleep, but you may still be a little weak. Be careful until you get settled. If you find yourself feeling lightheaded, I want you to sit down immediately.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

She might have been genuine and helpful, but she couldn't go away fast enough for his tastes.

Once she left, Costa took on the slow task of sitting upright and retrieved his clothing from the bin alongside the bed. After he was dressed and found his footing, Costa wandered over to the observation decks located next to the hypersleep room. He couldn’t bear to keep looking at the rows of chambers. Even with all the living people inside, each capsule reminded him too much of a coffin, and with so many clustered together, the errant idea morphed itself into some kind of perverse morgue. He couldn’t bear to spend time entertaining the image. It sparked far too many horrific memories.

The view into space through the three-story-tall view ports lining the wall pushed back the recollections. Alpha Centauri Prime grew larger as they approached, looking similar to his homeworld with its land masses and blue waters, even if the continents didn’t match. He had to look more than once to convince himself the world before him was not actually Earth. Costa had no intention of ever setting foot on that planet again.

It was difficult to find some space from the small crowds forming near the giant windows. Being around so many strangers made him uneasy. Growing up on the fringes of society, he knew the burn of hate which always made him an outcast. With his slight size, he’d always appeared physically vulnerable, which only emboldened the taunts. As he grew older, he had maneuvered his way into a comfortable existence, but in his experience, there weren’t many men and women who could be trusted. Hopefully, a new setting would change things, but Costa remained skeptical.

A saccharine voiceover chimed from the observation deck’s audio array, announcing the vessel’s history. The Mayflower was one of a series of migration arks comprising the five-year journey, with trips every year to bring people and their families between the planetary cluster surrounding the Alpha Centauri binary star system and Earth. Everyone had the chance to begin again, with as many as fifteen settled worlds to choose from, depending on what life they wanted to lead.

Costa scoffed at the whitewashed presentation. Few ever made the journey back to Earth, which was just as well. The planet had been corrupted and poisoned long ago.

A dull pressure radiated behind his eyes, making him wish for the silence of the hypersleep once again. His meds were in his storage cube, but he couldn’t access them right now. Even so, he only had barely enough with careful dosing to last to the end of his journey. Plus, the other pilgrims might not appreciate his medication efforts—he hadn’t been fortunate enough to acquire legal prescriptions.

It would be all right. He could wait. He had held out this long. Several more hours would be no problem.

“Are you okay?”

Costa turned to the young boy standing next to him. Perhaps barely thirteen years old, the tween looked at him with curiosity and a touch of revulsion only a teenager could muster.

“I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

The boy shrugged. “I don’t know. You keep rubbing your temples. Got a headache?”

“Yes. I do. It becomes worse in the presence of children.”

“You sound kinda British.”

“I was born just outside of New London, in the UK continent.”

The boy’s accent was easily North American, but Costa didn’t care enough to extend the conversation. He turned his attention to the planet outside the ship, but couldn’t help noticing, out of the corner of his eye, the furtive glances coming from the young man. Shifting his weight aimlessly, the boy kept peeking in Costa’s direction and averting his gaze at the last second. Costa held back the urge to roll his eyes. He knew the signs of young desire all too well.

Five years in hypersleep and the first person to look his way was little more than a child—how typical. Costa knew his slender build and youthful features made many men and women question his age, but he had never wanted anyone underage, even when he was underage. Now at thirty-seven, Costa barely stood taller than the boy. He would have to make a point not to encourage him. There was nothing worse than quashing the genuine interest of someone who was in all ways incompatible.

Perhaps if he ignored him…

“This whole thing sucks.”

Costa sighed to himself. “What thing?”

“Alpha-fucking-Centauri.” The boy snarled, filled with derision.

“You don’t want to move to Alpha Centauri?”

The boy shrugged with a disgusted sneer. “Why would I?”

“Then why are you?”

Shoving his hands into his pockets, the boy stared at the ground, kicking at nonexistent debris on the spacecraft flooring. “Dad needs a better job. There’s not much left these days, I guess. He says Earth turned into a total shithole after all the pariahs revolted and got themselves killed.”

Costa cringed, yet restrained his tone. “Para-humans.”

“What?”

“Para-humans. Pariah is a vulgar term.”

The boy shook his head, his face twisted in disbelief. “Whatever. That’s what my dad calls them.”

“In that case, your father is an ignorant bigot. Even if he is right about Earth being a shitehole.”

“It’s not a big deal. They were genetic freaks. It’s not like they were even human.”

With the pressure behind his eyes, Costa found it hard to contain his annoyance. Every word enunciated itself without his conscious effort. “However they came to be, para-humans had powers that made them capable of feats that others were not. They were more than human, not less. Human beings were scared of them, so they made them slaves.”

“But people took care of them. Why did they start a war?”

It was a question only a child could ask, because it was so immature and stupid. Costa had to resist the urge to completely berate the poor boy as he sought to educate him.

“How long would you leave a collar on if you were stronger than the one holding the lead?”

The boy’s forehead creased in thought and he shrugged again. It appeared to be the only gesture he knew. “I don’t know. I guess it doesn’t matter. They’re all dead now anyways.”

“Yes…yes they are.”

Umbrage defused into melancholy, and Costa decided to drop the conversation. It was only a gateway to things better left forgotten. Ignoring the boy once again became the best course of action.

“That’s a cool tattoo on your cheek. Do the patterns mean anything?”

Costa closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “They’re just decorative. They cover up the ones that were there before.”

“I want to get one around my eye.”

“Why don’t you?” He knew the question wasn’t exactly setting the best example, but Costa found himself not caring much. And, quite frankly, the more the boy spoke, the less he found himself in the mood to be helpful.

“Mom says I’m not old enough, and Dad says only pariah freaks get them on their faces.”

A spike of offense strengthened Costa’s growing headache at the sound of the slur. “I repeat what I said earlier about your father.”

A long minute passed as the boy looked around with a nervous eye, clearly trying to find what to say next. Costa hoped the little bastard would stay quiet.

“Did it hurt having it done?”

“Yes, it did.”

“Did it hurt really bad?”

The sad, dark smirk curling Costa’s lips was more for himself than the boy. “You might even say that getting it bloody well killed me.”

“You’re kind of a freak.”

Once again, there was the proof the boy had been groomed with a lack of tolerance and discretion. Costa could have spent hours teaching the young man how skewed his view of others could be, but he was too exhausted to take the time. In the end, his irritation won out.

“You should get back to your bigoted little family.” With a wave, he dismissed the boy. “Run along. We all have new lives to start.”

 

THE GOGGLES OVER Priest’s eyes displayed all the pertinent flight data as he piloted the Santa Claus into Alpha Centauri Prime’s atmosphere. The ship’s size should have made for a rough ride, but he knew how to handle this craft. The Santa Claus was a decommissioned military transport vessel Captain Danverse had repurposed into a freight liner after the Centauri Civil War. Built for function, not for style, the ship could be a handful during takeoffs and landings, but Priest knew how to manage the beast.

Priest loved his life aboard the Santa Claus as they shipped cargo, and occasionally passengers, between the fifteen worlds in the Cluster. Trips between worlds could take weeks at a time, so thirty-two men currently made the cargo vessel their home. Everyone on board was male and non-hetero, which sometimes made for a great deal of fun during the long voyages.

Three pilots traded shifts while off planet, but Priest preferred the launches and landings—they were far more fun. Piloting in space was kind of boring, but necessary. Sure there were moments when they had to maneuver around random debris and objects floating in the dark, but he made a point to be the man on call for his favorite shifts.

Captain Danverse called out from his post behind the pilots at the center of the bridge. “How are we doing, Priest?”

“Just fine, Captain. I’ll get us in smooth as usual.”

“That’s why you’re in that seat.”

Priest grinned. “Tommy, are we good?”

The long-haired navigator sitting next to him checked his console and nodded, making his ponytail bob. “Centauri Station has us cleared. You should be receiving flight path data any time now.”

Priest’s fingers danced over the controls, pulling up the telemetry inside his goggles. The holographic display would be easy enough to follow. The ship passed through the outer layers of the atmosphere and they were moments from approaching the planetary jet stream. Their flight path ran right into it and would make for a hard ride.

He couldn’t wait for what would come next.

The ship shuddered as high winds buffeted the large vessel. Typically a craft this size would park in orbit and the crew would take a separate schooner to the surface, but this ship didn’t come with a shuttle. Not that it mattered. The Santa Claus was more than sturdy enough. Still, pushing through a planet’s atmosphere did make the takeoffs and landings a little problematic at times.

From the corner of his eye, Priest watched Tommy grip his armrest hard as the shaking intensified. Priest could feel the rattle all the way through his teeth, and he loved every moment of it.

“You crash my ship and I’ll kick your ass, Priest.” Danverse was the last person to admit to weakness, but Priest could hear a subtle unease in the alpha male’s voice.

Priest took a firm grip on the controls and throttle. “Trade winds are smacking us around. Don’t worry, Captain. I’ll get us through smooth, just like always.”

Pushing the control forward, he forced the ship to dive against the current of the air stream, making the quaking even more severe. The whole ship developed a growing echo in protest.

Tommy groaned, his knuckles turning white. “Oh, fuck me.”

Priest couldn’t help but whoop in excitement over the noise. “Almost there! I just need to get him in the sweet spot!”

He could feel the gravity well pulling them down like the best carnival ride. It was the sensation of harsh freefall that made him want to be a pilot in the first place. Nothing topped the thrill. Except for maybe seducing an attractive man who played hard to get.

Keeping an eye on the sensor reading, he could see the tremors were creeping to the top of the Santa Claus’s structural stress limits, beyond which actual damage could result. All entertainment aside, it was time to be a hero.

Reaching over to the console, Priest tweaked the control on the often-forgotten inertial dampener. The devices were built throughout the vessel to absorb the G-forces from travel within an atmosphere. However, no one ever appeared to remember you could turn up the power on the system. He pushed the slider upward with a surreptitious little finger and the ship began to settle.

“There we go.” The shaking became little more than a soft rumble. “That’s the sweet spot.”

Priest leveled the ship on course and eased back into his seat, the dampeners removing all the difficulty out of the flight path. An ache persisted in each of his cheeks from the fierce grin he couldn’t wash away.

“Thank you, Priest.” The relief in the captain’s voice was clear.

He shook his head. “Not a problem. You just have to know how to ease him down.”

“I wish the other pilots could land the ship as smoothly.”

Priest shrugged. “Don’t worry, Captain. You know I’m happy to take us up and set us down each time.”

Priest made a mental note to return the dampener control back to its previous setting once they landed. He only used that trick every few times to keep others from getting suspicious. The other men were just as skilled. No need to give away his trade secrets if it meant he kept his position as head pilot.

Once the ship was safely in port, Priest raced back to his quarters to grab his bag. The whole crew would be off-ship for four days before leaving to complete the next leg of their contract.

He unzipped his luggage and took a quick inventory. Clothes, toiletries, and a few simple odds and ends were accounted for to keep him occupied. From the outer pouch, he pulled out a deck of cards with their metal holder and a matching flat cylinder small enough to fit into the palm of his hand.

From the deck case, he extracted a few cards as the holographic surfaces became a five of spades and a six of hearts. Pressing his thumb to the button on the cylinder changed the cards to a king and queen of hearts. The remote and card deck were working perfectly.

He acquired the infamous deck on the ship’s last trip to Luxorian when he caught a bar owner using them to cheat in a high-stakes game. For promising not to narc him out, he gave up the deck to Priest. The irony was Priest himself got caught trying to use them in a game of poker on board when the new cook, Erron, joined the crew, but no one back on Alpha Centauri knew about it. This little deck of cards had a special use on this trip.

After shutting down the deck, he stowed it and the remote in his bag and dashed for the exit. His vacation was about to start.

 

BLOWING OUT THROUGH his pursed lips, Arbor Kittering scrubbed his undersized hands on his pant legs. His palms refused to stay dry. He was so nervous. This job interview was too important. No other employer had been willing to return his application requests and his currency was dwindling. Despite his exceptional tech-coding skills, the mistakes he’d made in the recent past had smeared his reputation. All he needed was a fresh opportunity and he'd have the chance to undo the damage.

Reaching into his shoulder bag—that always appeared too large for his size—he pulled out a small metal rectangle. With a flick of his wrist, it snapped out, expanding into a small step stool. Climbing on top of it in the middle of the men’s restroom gave him a better vantage point in the mirror. Without it, if he stretched out to the tips of his toes, his chin would barely reach the standard counter height, and he had no intention of doing anything of the sort. He had some small amount of pride left.

Such was the life of a dwarf in a universe full of normals.

Arbor was accustomed to the odd stares of folks trying not to be obvious. Some were fine, but others treated his condition as something communicable. As if achondroplasia was catching. If it were, he would run rampant through crowds in public transports, touching everyone he could reach, in a millisecond.

He was fortunate not to be more disfigured. A disheveled thatch of mud-brown hair helped reduce the appearance of his pronounced forehead. Thankfully, his head was not grotesquely large. His limbs were short in proportion to his torso, but the possible spinal curvature was minimal. Growing up, his research brought him a battery of medical images with conditions beyond his ability to stomach. It made him thank whatever gods he didn’t believe in. His life could have been much worse, but it had also been far from easy.

Occasionally, he would meet a person who was fascinated by his unusual stature. It was often exhausting, but he couldn’t blame their morbid curiosity at times. How could you not gawk at something so abnormal, which barely existed beyond obscure medical histories in the last few centuries? From his Subspace Link research, only four cases of dwarfism were cataloged in the last fifty years. It wasn’t surprising. Medical technologies were more than capable of detecting and correcting the birth defect well before a child was born.

After checking the time on his handheld pad, he smoothed down his clothing with his stubby fingers as best he could, trying not to grimace at the juvenile style. Hopefully, no one would notice. With his funds so low, he was forced to shop at secondhand stores in the husky children’s departments. There was no currency to spare for custom-altered garments anymore. The fact did nothing to reinforce his self-confidence.

Damn, he really needed this job.

Hopping down, Arbor collapsed and collected his step stool, then stowed it in his bag. He shook himself to bolster his courage and headed for the door.

Space Station Alpha was alive with activity. Travelers crowded the walkways between businesses, and Arbor dodged person after person in an attempt not to be trampled. He refused to watch their facial reactions as they leapt to one side. Looks of surprise never got easier with time.

Galaxy Diner was only a few shops away but felt like kilometers. It was a simple little restaurant chosen for the interview. At this time of day, it would be quiet enough to talk, and their pricing was cheap enough he could afford to eat.

Ignoring the odd stare from the host, he spied his party. The man sitting at the booth was large, imposing, and ruggedly attractive. The tight, dirty-blond hair and face matched the holos he’d been sent of Captain Marc Danverse of the Santa Claus. The man sitting next to him was stocky and muscular, yet smaller than the captain. This was Mac Smith, looking way too young to be the ship’s head tech.

Arbor waved to the pair to get their attention and pretended not to notice how the captain’s expression flattened. Mac smiled and beckoned him forward. He took a deep breath and said a silent prayer.

After climbing into the chair opposite them, he received a different vibe from each man. Mac appeared delighted to meet him, which was fortunate, because he was very easy on the eyes. Danverse appeared uncomfortable when Arbor had to nearly crawl across the table to shake his hand, but was polite regardless.

The next half hour was something standard. Questions and answers of a normal variety went back and forth easily enough. Danverse and Mac spoke of how the Santa Claus was populated with all non-hetero men who often repeated their yearly work contracts. They all cared for and lived on the ship with the structure of a small town. Arbor was nervous but found handling the details surrounding his skills the easiest. It was the personal queries that set him on edge.

And Danverse asked the first that could take a bad direction. “So why the Santa Claus of all places?”

Arbor swallowed and answered his best. “Well, I haven’t had much luck finding new employment recently. The idea of being on a ship with a community of non-heteros sounds really appealing. Living off planet would be a nice change of scenery.”

“You realize that living and working on board a cargo vessel is not a luxury appointment. Living in space for weeks at a time may not be the best fit for someone your size.”

“Marc!” Mac paled in shock.

Arbor raised his hand in an attempt to calm Mac, who was nothing short of offended by the captain. “It’s a fair comment, Mr. Smith. My ma is a naturalist. She pretty much hates technology in general and would rather do everything in her life without it. If the entire planetary cluster were reduced to third-world conditions, she’d be only too happy. She believes people are too spoiled in this generation. Before I was born, Ma found out I had achondroplasia, and she refused the procedure to correct the bone growth deficiency.”

“She knew what would happen and allowed it? Why?”

“Because she believed I should be whatever nature intended. She’d only been medically scanned because my grandpa and grandma insisted.”

“That kind of sucks. No offense.”

“It’s just my reality. She wanted me to be an artist when I grew up.” He spun both hands back to front in the air as he chuckled. “Do these hands look like the hands of an artist to you? I can’t even draw a crooked line. You can imagine her horror when I showed a talent for data coding. It was the ultimate lesson in irony. We fought about it, but she got over it, more or less.

“I was really good at it, but I still had trouble. One potential office refused to hire me because they thought I wasn’t right for the company image. The job was coding in the back offices. I never would have seen the public during working hours. Captain, I learned a long time ago that this whole universe isn’t made for any adult my size. I make do, but it’s not always easy. It would be nice to finally find somewhere I can really fit in.”

“With your skills, why do you think job hunting’s been so hard?” Danverse’s attention had never wavered throughout the interview, but at this moment, his question had a laser-like scrutiny.

Arbor squirmed in his chair. He’d hoped to avoid this line of his history but had known it was unlikely. Dwarfism was an easy scapegoat for his troubles, but if Mac and Danverse were as thorough as he suspected, they already knew the answer.

“My prison record is as much of a turnoff as being a dwarf to most employers. I’m assuming you’ve already read the charges.”

“Yes, we have. Data hacking and falsifying government files. Mac’s even read the magistrate’s transcripts. I’ve never been the one to read novels. I’m all about the highlights. So, I prefer to hear your version.”

“Where should I start?”

“How about why?”

“There was this guy—”

Mac snorted. “Isn’t there always?”

Arbor couldn’t help but snicker. “Yes, I think there always is. His name was Arthur. He was wealthy and attractive and I couldn’t believe he wanted to date me. You can probably imagine, men don’t line up for someone like me very often. So, I made him work for it. Three months, no sex.”

“Did he do it?”

Arbor sighed in recollection. “Yes. Yes he did.”

“So what happened?”

“Once I finally gave in, a vid of us having sex showed up on the Link. It was his proof to win a bet with his friends that he could bed a midget. Apparently, fucking me was worth ten thousand credits.”

Danverse winced. “Ouch.”

“You were in love with him, weren’t you?” Mac was polite but supportive.

“Enough to hack his financial data records and delete, not steal, all of his money. Then I broke into Cluster Authority files and added him to the Most Wanted List as a violent pedophile. After that, I staged an arrest alert while he was at his nephew’s birthday party. I’m told it was very humiliating.”

“Damn! You don’t fuck around when someone crosses you.”

Arbor shook his head. “I’d never broken the law before. When the authorities came, I didn’t fight and I told them everything. My history was clean and the magistrate wanted to go easy on me, but they were all major offenses that couldn’t be ignored, so they gave me ten years.”

Danverse chimed in, knowing more than Arbor had hoped. “But you only served five months and you’re out with no parole conditions. Good behavior?”

A wave of sadness slumped his shoulders and forced him to avert his eyes. “Someone realized I shouldn’t be in there.”

An awkward lull came over the trio. Arbor’s forehead creased while following the amber faux-marble line in the table surface. Coming up with another sentence was a study in random incoherence. Chest tightening, he drummed the table with anxious stubby fingertips as he tried to forget all of it. Was it suddenly hot in the restaurant?

“Those details aren’t important.” The subtle sympathy underlining Danverse's words surprised Arbor—it didn’t seem like the captain from what he’d seen so far—and calmed his pulse.

Mac chimed in. “Did you bring a sample of your work?”

Relieved over the change in subject, Arbor nodded as he rummaged through his bag. “A lot of my effects were confiscated to pay my fines, but I managed to keep this. It’s the pad I use for just about everything.”

After pulling up the raw code on the screen, he handed the small pad to Mac, who scanned the object with reverence, his eyes flitting back and forth as he read the lines of data.

“This isn’t the standard operating system on this device, is it?”

“No. The standard OS doesn’t work well for me and I’m too impatient for updates. I hybridized the code to run smoother and clean out the bugs in the system. It’s still fully compatible with all known tech languages, so I don’t need other devices for most projects.”

A delighted smile lit up Mac’s face as he turned to Danverse. “I want him.”

Please let there be a double meaning there. Mac was attractive and someone he could talk to about data streams and algorithms without watching their eyes glaze over. He was also seriously attractive. Had he said that to himself already? He hoped he wasn’t blushing.

Danverse glanced between the two men, his scowl breaking Arbor’s daydream. “I’m a little concerned about your ability to play well with others. The men can act like thoughtless adolescents from time to time. We have a nice little community built for ourselves, and I like it that way. I don’t want a bunch of unnecessary drama breaking out in the ranks.”

A growing fringe of despair welled inside Arbor as he watched another opportunity become splintered glass around his feet. The more he heard about the Santa Claus, the more he looked forward to being a part of it. Where would he turn next? He was nearing the end of his options.

Danverse continued. “Even so, I do believe in second chances. I think our whole crew was based on it, and it’s a good thing. Remember that when you sign in for duty in three days.”

Arbor’s eyes went wide as he nodded like a smiling fool. “Thank you, Captain. I’ll be there.”

“And one thing… As you will be reporting to the head tech, you will be serving under Mac.” Danverse leaned forward and his brow arched in command. “But you will not be under Mac. Are we clear?”

Well, shit. Given the way Mac rolled his eyes in embarrassment, Danverse and Mac were together. “Duly noted, sir.”




Chapter Two

“I’M ALL IN.”

The gruff man across from Priest pushed all of his chips into the center of the table. Cyber green numbers on the scorecard pad tallied the value, and Priest knew he could more than match it. This would be the last hand of the game.

The other four men watched with anticipation. After being eliminated earlier, all of them sat frozen, allowing cigar ash to build and ice to melt in their drinks. The bar’s owner, Chuck, was probably sorry he’d allowed Priest to host the game in his back room. The game’s stakes were reasonably substantial and he was the first to go down.

The five cards Priest held in his hand were basically garbage. In a normal game, the entire hand would have been folded long ago. He’d bluffed the guy into bidding everything he had, and it was time to make the payday happen.

Priest scrubbed the card edges against the perpetual two-day scruff on his chin, reached into his pocket, and felt the deck’s remote control. The subtle button was smooth under his thumb as he caressed its edges.

“You got something in your pocket, Priest?” Chuck's eyes narrowed as he leaned forward.

“Yeah. My nuts. Wanna scratch ’em for me? Or, better yet, blow on ’em for good luck?”

A round of snickers erupted through the room, and Chuck backed off with a chastened grin. None of the men here would take him up on it. They were all hetero, and Priest wouldn’t approach any of them under normal circumstances. All of them were coarse and brutish—not really his type. While he might not turn down a night of fun experimenting if any of them asked, Priest preferred men who didn’t have the ability to physically hold him down and have their way with him.

Without changing his expression, he thumbed the remote and watched the holographic surface of his cards re-draw themselves into three queens and two other off-suits. The deck would give him a winning hand based on what was available and unplayed. He only used the remote at key points to keep suspicion down, and made a point to reach into his pocket all through the game, whether he won the hand or not, to make the action look expected.

Priest pushed his pile of chips into the center to meet his opponent’s. “Show ’em, baby.”

The fine sheen of sweat on the man’s brow gave away his confidence as he threw down three tens and an ace. When Priest showed his superior hand, his opponent’s face fell. The rest of the men whooped and groaned in sympathy.

Clamping his jaw shut to control his grin, he raked in his winnings, not wanting to appear too eager. Priest was fit and no little guy, but these men were brawnier and he had no interest in fighting his way out of the room. Chuck gave him dirty looks even as the credits were transferred to his account, and sour looks came from most of the men even as they congratulated him.

The last opponent reached across the table and shook Priest’s hand. “Good game, man.”

“Thanks. I just got lucky.” Priest made his polite thanks and gradually worked his way back into the main bar. The losing players were being good sports for the most part, but none of them had stellar reputations in the first place. Staying in the back room with the grumpy owner who he’d just fleeced a lot of money from might not be wise.

It was after 23:00 hours and the pub was filled to near capacity. The light panel’s amber glow gave off a sultry mood, a reflection of the music weaving between the various conversations. Men and women, young and old, were in every semi-dark corner: eating, drinking, and making merry. Just the way he liked it.

Priest was elated and parched. He’d avoided drinks during the game to prevent any chance of making a mistake. The last thing he wanted, after all the work he went through to choreograph this outing, was for Chuck to start loading him up with booze or to be drugged by the opposition. With a new batch of currency in his accounts, there was no reason not to quench his thirst. With a little luck, the money could buy him a companion for the evening as well. Maybe two.

This was going to be a nice shore leave.

Sitting at the corner of the bar, he spied a young couple, dating or possibly married, enjoying each other’s company. Priest watched from a nearby table for a few minutes. They seemed happy enough, but the guy was a bit pushy and overbearing. A clear sign of insecurity—perfect. The bartender served some florescent-green femme beverage in a stemmed glass to the woman and a clear drink on the rocks, in a short glass, to the man. As soon as the drinks were served, the man excused himself and headed toward the restroom.

As soon as he was out of sight, Priest made a slow count to ten, then sidled up to the woman and leaned on the bar. He gave her a sleazy smile and adopted the smarmiest accent he could muster.

“How you doin’?”

The florescent-green drink poised at her lips, she paused in disbelief with just a touch of horror. Before she could gather her wits, he continued.

“You’re smoking, girl. Let’s go find somewhere we can be private.” His blatant gaze traveled up and down her body, stopping at the key zones from the neck down.

Her tone went from shocked to offended. “Excuse me, I’m here with someone.”

“Not right now you’re not, sugar.” He lowered his voice so only she could hear as he leaned forward. “How could he leave such a fine piece alone—”

A solid hand clamped onto Priest’s shoulder, spinning him until he faced the boyfriend. He looked a lot bigger up close.

Insecurity often equaled quick to anger, and this man fit the description. “This seat’s taken. Get the fuck away from her.”

All sleaziness disappeared, and Priest flipped into the pinnacle of penitent men. He raised both hands in apology. “Dude, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize you were together. I never would have…” Priest turned to the woman. “Why did you call me over here?”

The man’s eyes went wide in disbelief as he turned on his date. “What the fuck, Shell? Again?”

As the couple argued, Priest shifted back, merging into the crowd of patrons. That went a lot easier than he expected. Slipping between people until he reached the other side of the establishment, he snickered as he took a sip of the man’s clear drink on the rocks in the short glass. Collecting a free drink was rarely so entertaining. Luxorian vodka—the man had decent taste. Who knew? Too bad he was a total bruiser and liked women.

Now that he had a drink, Priest scanned the bar, looking for an appropriate playmate. A great number of men were attached to others. The kind that weren’t looking for a third. It would be too much work to make any of those encounters happen. Bar-goers in a space station were usually travelers, so he was used to finding single men in abundance while on leave. From what he could see in this thick crowd, he was going to have to look a little harder.

The drink in his hand was already half empty when he spotted the man at the bar. He was lithe and pretty with rich, dark hair. It fell in a gentle wave, barely brushing past his shoulder line. The decorative tattoo running along his right cheek did nothing to stall his youthful appearance, but his confident gestures told the story of someone much older.

The bar was crowded, but he sat alone, biding his time and enjoying his drink. He paid no attention to the people around him. Aloof and uninterested, he presented an irresistible challenge.

With luck on his side this evening, Priest could be patient and wait for the blond sitting next to the beautiful man to vacate his position. Winning the poker game and collecting his drink without incident left him feeling invulnerable. The nameless blond paid his tab, and before anyone else could close the gap, Priest swooped in.

“Is anyone sitting here?”

The pretty man turned to Priest, giving off the slightest hint of a smile before shaking his head. As Priest mounted the stool, he noticed how the young-looking man’s gaze roamed over him, and he turned back to his near-empty glass.

A bit of small talk would start off Priest's nighttime negotiations. “Are you traveling or arriving?”

“I suppose that in a space station this size it would have to be one or the other, wouldn’t it?”

“Pretty much.”

“A bit of both, really. Just arrived, but I’m heading out again soon.”

Priest flagged the bartender, ordering another round for both of them. “Where ya hoping to land?”

“I’m booked to leave tomorrow morning to settle on Omoikane.”

“Really? We end up in port there, but have a stop on Gamma Centauri first.”

“Who’s we?”

“I’m the head pilot for the cargo vessel, the Santa Claus. We have contracts with about half the planets in the cluster, but Omoikane is a new one. What’s so special about it?”

“Oh, they have the most amazing technology. Light-years ahead of everybody else, they have the first prototypes for anything worthwhile. The data-coding techniques they use there are nothing short of revolutionary. They’re building new memory caches that make the current ones look obsolete as soon as they’re perfected. I even read about the first lifelike android, complete with synth-flesh and artificial intelligence capacity that rivals human beings.” The pretty man paused, his posture suddenly awkward. “Sorry, the subject excites me, but I know that it can be painfully dull to others.”

It was adorable how his cheeks colored as he averted his eyes. With a nervous hand, he tucked a lock of his hair behind his ear. Priest couldn’t help but notice how he turned in his seat, opening his body a little more toward him.

“Not a worry in the least. I’m Priest, by the way.”

“Priest? I’m willing to guess that’s a nickname. Why would you be called Priest? You’re hardly dressed like one.”

He leaned in closer, taking in the smaller man’s fresh scent. “It’s like a big guy named Tiny. He’s nothing of the sort.”

A graceful snort turned his smile up a notch. “Well, that I can believe. My name is Costa. It’s nice to meet you, Priest. I wanted to thank you for the drink.”

Oh yes. All the signs were there and Priest was feeling good. This was a guaranteed bet. Why stand on ceremony when he could get the party started and make it last longer?

“Tell you what, Costa. We’re both on borrowed time here, so let’s just skip forward and find a place to smash your back doors in.”

Costa’s drink was in Priest’s face almost as fast as his expression flashed its outrage. The alcohol stung his eyes much like the slap to his face, which nearly knocked him off his stool.

“What the fuck’d you do that for?” Priest wiped his face with his hands, pissed off at his soaking shirt.

“You pompous ass! I knew you were gearing up for some arsehole move.”

“You were into it.”

“With that cheap pickup? Are you congenitally deficient? What did you think you were going to do? Screw me like some cheap tart and drop twenty credits on the nightstand on your way out?”
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