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Chapter One

 

The captain and his first officer were playing Monopoly.

Any member of the crew to have walked in on them would have been flummoxed. It was common knowledge aboard The Prayer that the two men didn’t get on. No one understood why the captain had hired Antoine Mbaye given he so clearly disliked him. Why Antoine had ever agreed to work for Khurshed Amirmoez, a man whose decisions he criticized at every turn, was a deeper mystery still. The crew often speculated amongst themselves as to what might be the cause of such deep animosity; why it was that two otherwise level-headed individuals seemed to take such delight in quarrelling with one another. Now and then, someone would suggest that all they needed was a good hate-fuck to get it out of their systems.

Had either Antoine or the captain heard this suggestion they would have laughed themselves sick and then thrown whoever had made it into the brig.

“I want to buy the asteroid belt,” said the captain. He lay on his side on his bed, with a tiny silver satellite dish held between forefinger and thumb. The Monopoly board was spread out before him, framed by Antoine’s elbows.

“How many times must I explain this? You can’t buy the asteroid belt. The asteroid belt was what they put in place of the jail,” Antoine told him. Wearing only his socks, briefs, and an unbuttoned shirt, the smaller man was lying on his belly with his feet in the air and his hands folded under his jaw, looming over the left side of the board. It was home to Earth, Titan, and Europa; collectively, the most prime real estate in the solar system.

“That makes no sense at all. Interstellar space would have been a more fitting space-themed jail. Or…hmm…yes, or a black hole.”

“You only ever quibble like this when you’re losing.”

“I’m not losing,” the captain said, thinking to himself that he probably was. He knew himself to be the worst Monopoly player on board The Prayer. Antoine’s extensive collection of board games was one of the ways they’d kept themselves entertained during their four years of aimless wandering. Echo and Yanmei could now play chess to a championship standard, and the Clue board was falling to pieces from overuse. The captain had played four hundred and sixty-eight games of Monopoly since last he had been anywhere near the real estate featured on the board. He never seemed to get any better at it.

He liked it, though. The dainty playing pieces amused him, and moreover, it was Antoine’s favourite mindless pastime. Since he and his first officer had reconciled, they’d taken to playing a match whenever they could find the time.

“Oh, before I forget, Bon anniversaire, Captain. Your slow shamble towards senility continues unabated for another year. I’m sorry I didn’t get you a cake.”

“To the devil with your cake.” The dice rolled, and the captain’s satellite dish landed on Pluto.

Antoine smirked. “I’d advise you to be on your guard. Thomas might take it into his head to throw you a party. He seems the type.”

“He doesn’t know. None of them do.”

There was a pause. “Oh. That’s a shame. I imagine they’d like to know.”

The captain grunted noncommittally, avoiding Antoine’s gaze.

Antoine added, “You know all their birthdays, don’t you?”

“If I tell them it’s my birthday, they’ll ask how old I am,” the captain muttered.

“So? Tell them. And make sure I’m there when you do. I want to see their eyes pop out.”

“Tell them your real age, that’ll do the trick.”

“They’re not sleeping with me.” Antoine removed his glasses and blew on them. “While we’re on the subject; why haven’t you told them your first name yet?”

“Oh, they probably couldn’t pronounce it,” said the captain, pretending to count his Monopoly money. Antoine’s eyes were piercing, even when filtered through the lenses.

Rolling onto his side, Antoine shuffled around until his feet lay within reach of the captain’s hands. Recognizing the implicit request, the captain pulled off Antoine’s socks and started to massage his left foot.

“Your new companions… No, don’t sigh like that. This isn’t a lecture; it’s a warning. I know you love them. However, the fact is that you know far, far more about all of them than they know about you. You let them have your body whenever they want it, but they won’t be satisfied with that forever.”

“Have you considered that the reason I haven’t told them my name or my birthday is because they haven’t asked?”

“Of course they haven’t. You’re their fearless leader. Even though they adore you, they’re still a little in awe of you. You tend to have that effect on people.”

“Not on you, if I recall.”

“Don’t try to change the subject. My point is, while you can be their lover and their leader at the same time, I think that attempting to maintain professional distance from four people with whom you are in love is a fool’s errand.”

“You think I’m trying to have my cake and eat it.”

Withdrawing his feet from the captain’s lap, Antoine crawled over until he could cup his jaw. “I think you’re doing the best you can. I think there are few men who could have endured what you’ve endured for the last few years. You held the crew together when all hope seemed lost. You’ve done very, very well. I simply…”

“Want me to do better,” the captain said, smiling and touching Antoine’s cheek. “As ever, my talking cricket has dispensed sound advice.”

It was an old joke, resulting from Antoine’s having been reading Pinocchio in a café on the day they’d first met.

How much younger we were then.

The captain lost the game and stared out the porthole above his bed while Antoine put the board away. It was late afternoon—and how strange it felt to be able to tell that by looking outside, instead of checking the ship’s clock. The Prayer was gliding over the great grass plains that dominated this planet’s terra firma, low enough for them to be able to make out fauna the size of a cow or larger—Rux insisted that there were some, albeit their numbers had been depleted in the multiple catastrophes that had wiped out his own people. Their destination was an abandoned city Rux had promised to show them, thus far concealed from their orbital surveillance by advanced camouflage technology. The captain had declined to remark upon the fact that said technology was still operational so long after the city had been abandoned. He didn’t want Rux to launch into another of his orations on the brilliance and superiority of his long-dead species.

Standing, the captain said, “I should be on my way. I told Zachery I’d meet him in ten minutes. There’s something he wants to discuss.”

“I’m sure there is. No doubt some boring technical issue related to the maintenance of the ship,” said Antoine, his voice rich with disbelief. “Have fun. How long until we arrive, by the way?”

“Another two hours or so.”

Antoine stretched. “Then I think I’ll go ask Thomas for a spot of tuition. I still can’t get the hang of loading the damned thing.”

Since their last excursion onto the planet’s surface, it had been agreed that Thomas would teach every member of the crew the basics of how to handle a rifle. It had been his idea, and the captain hadn’t liked it—guns revolted him—but he could see the practicality. Their knowledge of this planet and its environment was still dangerously limited. Best be prepared for anything.

Before the captain departed, Antoine stepped into his arms and held him for a moment. “Once again, happy birthday, Captain. I am rather glad you’re not dead yet. Listen—let’s celebrate when we get done with Rux’s ruins. We could have dinner. Just the two of us, I mean.”

With a pang, the captain realised it had been years since the two of them had had a private meal together—since they’d had anything he thought of as a real date. He also recognised the invitation as Antoine’s signalling a need for reassurance there remained some part of the captain that belonged only to him.

He needn’t have worried.

“What if we had dinner on top of the ship? We could lay out a picnic blanket and name some more constellations,” the captain suggested.

“Ugh, how romantic. We really are getting old,” said Antoine, pressing against his chest.

The captain lingered until the nearness of Antoine’s body caused his own to start reacting. He withdrew, though not out of fear of Antoine’s noticing—his first officer was already aware he found him desirable. Rather, the captain didn’t want to arrive before Zachery with an erection that the engineer hadn’t caused. It felt like bad manners.

“Off you go,” said Antoine. “Don’t let him maul you too badly this time.”

* * * * *

The stethoscope kept getting in the way.

When the captain had suggested he take it off, Zachery had insisted its presence was vital to maintaining the fantasy. The captain had refrained from pointing out that, as a proctologist, he wouldn’t have any reason to wear a stethoscope. Although sex with Zachery was usually fuelled by just those sorts of pig-headed arguments—and all the more enjoyable for it—today was special. It was the first time Zachery was letting another man finger him.

So the captain put up with the stethoscope, even when an attempt to alter their positions for comfort’s sake resulted in its swinging forward and smacking Zachery’s face. Instead of flinging the damned thing into a corner like it deserved, the captain had Zachery lie face down on the examination table, removing his handsome features from the danger zone.

“The door’s locked, right?” Zachery asked for the third time.

“Yes, yes,” said the captain, glancing once again over his shoulder to check that it hadn’t miraculously unlocked itself. He understood Zachery’s concern; God alone knew what Antoine would say if he saw the captain had stolen one of his lab coats to complete his costume.

Zachery himself was naked, spread out like a feast on the examination table. His dark hair was washed and combed, and his dreadful goatee had been shaved into some semblance of neatness. The captain hadn’t asked for either concession and recognised them as gestures of good will.

“How are you finding it?” the captain asked.

“It’s okay, I guess,” Zachery said, which was probably the most lukewarm response the captain had ever received from a man whose arse had now taken three of his fingers. “I mean, it doesn’t hurt like I thought it would. But it’s not really doing anything for me.”
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