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Chapter One

“You want me to do what?”

Ari straightened his shoulders, hands folded together on the table between them, suppressing a wince as his skin stuck unpleasantly to a thick smear of residue best left uninvestigated.

Somewhere behind him the sound of glass breaking was followed by a bowel-shaking roar, a meaty impact, scuffling sounds, and hearty guffaws.

Definitively best left uninvestigated.

He sniffed quietly, regretting the action as the odor of stale beer and unwashed bodies assaulted his senses. Forcing himself to meet his companion’s bored regard, he cleared his throat before speaking in as firm a tone as he could manage.

“In the interest of saving both of our time, I’ll cut to the chase. I require a pilot capable of navigating uncharted areas with immediate availability and a willingness to negotiate a flexible pay schedule.”

Mr. “Call me Orin, honey” Stone slumped back in his seat with careless, sprawling grace, the edge of one enormous scuffed leather boot sliding across the floor to rest a millimeter away from the polished black toes of Ari’s spats.

“So, just so we’re clear— You’re asking me to find you a pilot ready to jump right across the Verge into the deepest, slimiest dark, for—and this is the bit that really sticks in my throat, pumpkin— You want me to find you some sap willing to do all that for, apparently, no pay.”

Keen bourbon eyes swept Ari from head to toe, that restless boot finally edging just close enough to touch.

“You’re cute, sugar. But you’re off your rocker.”

Ari’s chair scraped against the floor as he jolted forward in his seat, one hand closing around the fraying cuff of Orin’s greatcoat.

“This is a matter of utmost urgency. My brother is—” He paused to clear his throat after an embarrassing crack in his voice. “My brother is missing; he has been abducted by an Outlier fiend, and I am utilizing every resource at my disposal to ensure his safe return. My inquiries led me to you, with the assurance you could facilitate a jump with immediate effect. Now I demand that you either provide said assistance, or you cease wasting my time.”

Orin fixated on the white-knuckled grip holding his sleeve. The coiled strength of his thick forearm underscored Ari’s awareness that he could break free at a moment’s notice with very little energy expended.

“What kind of resources are we talking, here?” Orin’s eyes narrowed under a heavy brow, the sweep of space-black lashes unexpectedly elegant against his brutish visage.

Ari drew a long breath, attempting to steady his resolve.

“I possess a three-year-old Xalanthe Explorer model 953V. It is in exemplary condition, and I am prepared to offer it as payment upon my brother’s safe return to our home on Britannia.”

Before he finished speaking, Orin sat up in his chair, the full extent of his imposing size suddenly evident even while seated. He turned his hand in Ari’s grip, long fingers wrapping easily around his thin wrist.

“You’re trading your ship. A brand-new ship. To any asshole willing to fly it? Just to finish a little game of hide-and-seek with your brother who—no offense, Red—sounds like he ran off with a bit of strange?”

Aristotle bristled, slim shoulders rising to his ears as the heat of an angry flush spread from the unfortunate ginger of his precisely parted hairline down to the white of his starched collar points.

“He did not ‘run off’! He was abducted. I have no more time to waste with your nonsense, sir. Are you able to assist in my endeavor, or shall I continue pursuing a pilot on my own?”

A lopsided grin spread across his companion’s face, revealing a hint of prominent canine and a surprisingly charming set of dimples. Orin gave another insolent sweep of his gaze, sticking to the length of Ari’s throat rising above his cravat. The rumble of his voice dropped low enough that Ari had to strain to hear him above the surrounding chaos.

“Hmm, that depends, Red. That blush go all the way down?”

The clatter of the cheap aluminum chair against the cracking concrete floor was lost in the cacophony of raucous laughter, clinking glasses, and blaring synth music that characterized drinking establishments on the rough ring of colonies lining the Verge. Ari wrenched his arm away as he stood, breaking free.

He turned his back, adjusting his waistcoat with trembling fingers as he wracked his brain for alternative solutions. He had only taken a half step away from the table when a firm grip on his coattails wrenched him backward. He swung around, fists in a pugilist’s stance, raised to the smiling face of Mr. Stone.

“Whoa now, slow up there, professor. If you’re wanting to trade a whole damn ship for the temporary services of some sleazy sack of shit with a pilot’s license, I got just the guy you need.”

Knees weak with relief, Ari nearly attempted to sit before remembering he had overturned his chair, which was now likely glued to the filthy floor of the saloon.

“Excellent. Where can I find this person?”

That lopsided grin opened up into a full-blown smile, revealing rows of white, uneven teeth. “You’re looking at him, sweetheart.”

Ari twitched at the endearment, unaccustomed to the way they seemed to drip from the pilot’s every phrase like butter melting off the plate.

He turned fully to face him, coattails twining around his narrow hips as Orin maintained his grip, tugging once with a waggle of thick brows at Ari’s resulting unintentional pelvic thrust before releasing him with a flourish.

Orin pushed off from the table, broad shoulders rising up and up to just above Ari’s line of sight. Ari swallowed an obvious comment on the pilot’s intimidating height, realizing how much he’d underestimated the man’s size.

Ari stared straight ahead at the hollow of Mr. Stone’s throat, bronze skin left exposed by the open vee of his collarless shirt. A few dark, curling hairs peeked out of the opening, inches from Aristotle’s nose. A strange fluttering sensation swept through his abdomen at the sight.

Recognizing the sensation as inappropriate at best and disastrous at worst, Ari turned on stiff legs and led the way out of the saloon, doing his utmost to avoid brushing up against the rough clientele. Heads swiveled to follow Ari even as they ignored the much larger figure of Mr. Stone following close behind his every step.

Ari ducked his head as they emerged into the daylight, squinting against the intrusive brightness before heading off toward the nearest dry dock, zeroing in on his ship after a few minutes’ walk. Mr. Stone was a silent shadow at his back, footsteps shockingly light for a man of his size.

The small exploratory vessel stood out among the busted-up freighters and speeders cluttering the dock. Clean panels of riveted steel shaped the subtle curves framing the centerpiece—a large frontal view screen. The only unnecessary ornament was that of the exaggerated dorsal fin, the sight of which had caused Aristotle’s brother to laugh out loud when they first purchased the ship.

Ari’s back stiffened at a low whistle, two familiar notes usually directed with prurient interest.

Mr. Orin Stone was circling his ship, one hand, large and square as a shovel head, trailing long fingers over the surface with surprising reverence.

“What’s your name, beautiful?”

He directed his inquiry to the ship but turned to Aristotle as though expecting an answer.

Ari cleared his throat. “As I have previously mentioned, it is a Xalanthe—”

Orin cut him off with a rude sound pushed between full lips. “She.”

Ari opened his mouth to reply, mistaking a brief pause for the conclusion of the pilot’s statements.

“Ship’s a she. And she’s a pretty little thing, deserves a name. If you don’t have one for her yet, I can think of something fancy to call her. Something with a bit of glitter to it. Little lady like this one deserves to shine.”

His eyes in turn glittered at Ari, sparkling with amusement and apparent satisfaction upon viewing the small science vessel.

Without looking away, he spat into one rough palm before holding it out to Aristotle as if to shake.

“You’ve got yourself a deal, Red.”

Ari recoiled from the offered hand, curling his own into protective fists at the notion of sealing a verbal contract with an exchange of bodily fluids.

“That is the most disgusting thing I have ever seen.”

Orin’s throaty laughter rang out against the polished metal panels of the ship exterior, echoing across the shipyard.

“Is it now? Well, stick with me, sugar; I could really expand your horizons.”


Chapter Two

The ship’s tour was short by necessity. The interior was built for efficiency, every space dedicated to a specific purpose.

Bay doors and the loading ramp led into the circular central room, dominated by the small galley with its modest multipurpose table and bench seating bolted to the floor off to the side. Storage chests lined the opposite wall.

On one side of the central room, a coded doorway led into the cockpit, pilot and copilot’s seats arm’s length apart with enough room surrounding each for a grown man to stand comfortably.

Ari eyed Orin surreptitiously, amending that to a grown man of average height and build, such as himself. Alright, so admittedly his build was definitely on the slender side of average, but he felt confident in his unremarkable height.

There was nothing about Mr. Stone’s build that was unremarkable.

Ari tore his gaze away from Orin’s broad hands as they caressed the controls on the deactivated dash, clearing his throat to continue the tour back through the galley and into the rear corridor.

The corridor was wider than one might have expected for a modest-sized vessel, but it was necessary for Ari to transport his storage crates of samples to and from the laboratory. The width was also sufficient for two men to stand shoulder to shoulder across. Ari mentally traced the sweeping lines of Orin’s shoulders. It was also apparently just wide enough for one Mr. Stone and one Dr. Aristotle Campbell to stand with Mr. Stone’s shoulders across and Aristotle’s back flat against the wall.

Ari swallowed convulsively at the thought of Orin having him flat against the wall.

On one side of the corridor was Ari’s room, a standard ship’s bunk with en suite head complete with a sonic shower he could barely squeeze himself into.

On the other side was his brother’s room. Theo had claimed the larger captain’s quarters as both his bunk and workspace. Half again as large as Ari’s room, his shelves of books and cluttered desk had dominated the space.

Prior to his disappearance, Theo’s bed had practically become part of his desk, a Theo-shaped blank space the only concession to sleep amidst teetering piles of books and parchment.

In preparation for his search, Ari had cleared all but the bookshelves, carefully packing Theo’s work into the storage crates now tucked beneath the floor panels of both their rooms.

Theo’s en suite was also twice the size of Ari’s, his sonic large enough for Ari to stand in without hitting the walls until he extended his arms past the elbow. He hoped Mr. Stone would be able to fit.

He also hoped he’d be able to stop picturing how Mr. Stone might fit into a shower stall. Stealing a glance at the pilot as he pushed thick waves of brown hair back off his face with a roguish grin, Ari knew it to be a false hope.

At the end of the corridor, another coded doorway led to the laboratory, a clean workspace of floor to ceiling storage panels and long workbench cluttered with equipment and samples.

All experiments had ceased upon Theo’s disappearance, and in his haste, Ari had even mixed samples and destroyed months of work while searching for clues.

He cringed at the disorganization of the lab, but Mr. Stone simply looked it over with an impressed nod before heading back into the cockpit.

The pilot seemed entranced by the state-of-the-art flight controls, carefully pulling panels away here and there to study the inner workings.

Ari called attention to himself by snapping a roll of simulated parchment open across the dash.

Orin followed Ari’s movements as he unfurled the collection of star maps. His gaze flicked up to Ari’s face as he held out another roll of parchment. One broad thumb rubbed across the sharp edge of his jaw as Orin regarded the papers without making a move to accept them.

“What’s all that?”

Ari shook the papers insistently, pushing them further into the pilot’s space until large fingers wrapped around the roll.

“This is the ship’s charter. Navigation is not my forte, so I will need you to check it over and make sure my calculations are sound. The remainder are charts I have fabricated in case we encounter Enforcers along the way, intended to indicate we have fallen off course rather than intentionally jumping the Verge. I attempted to procure emergency licensing, but I was denied. I can delay no longer, hence my need for your services.”

Orin’s eyebrows climbed as he studied the charter.

“Looks like more than a little jump across. Looks like you wanna go pretty far past the Verge. Ain’t exactly easy to get through that big old force field, honey. Won’t be an issue for me, but we’re gonna have to come up with a plan to get you through the barrier. Everything about you screams Core, from the top of your combed-down hair to the tips of your shiny little shoes. Enforcers would never mistake you for a Verge rat like me. You look like you’ve never been out of the interior ring in your life.”

Orin straightened up, turning to Ari with a serious expression, somehow all the more handsome for the shift in mood.

“Gonna have to fabricate more than a couple of maps for this. Besides, there’s not much point to using maps if we’re heading into the uncharted space of the deep dark. Gonna have to rely on my calculations to find our way out of there. You sure you wanna go through with all this? I gotta say, the deep dark just ain’t a place for someone like you, professor. Seems to me you could barely handle our civilized life here in the colonies.”

Ari crossed his arms over his chest, chin jutting defiantly. “An astounding assertion, having barely made my acquaintance. Just who do you suppose is ‘someone like me,’ Mr. Stone?”

Orin’s eyes twinkled, mouth kicking up at one corner just enough to reveal a flash of dimple.

Ari was in no way charmed by it.

Orin took measured steps in a slow circle around Ari, heavy boots clunking against the metal floor in the restricted space of the cockpit.

“Someone like you is someone who grew up with a full belly and a solid roof. Nah, more than that. Bet you had servants, didn’t you, sweetheart?”

Ari shrugged one shoulder, skin prickling as Orin circled behind him, sharply aware of his gaze tracing every line of his body. “We had a modest household staff when I was a child. My brother and I take bachelor’s lodgings while planetside now, with only a housekeeper in our employ. All quite standard for our homeworld, I assure you.”

Orin’s snort was accompanied by the hushed sounds of him removing his heavy greatcoat and tossing it over the pilot’s seat rather than hanging it on the dedicated coat peg as Ari had done upon entering the ship.

“Right. Someone like you is real used to being taken care of, used to having things when you want them, when you need them. There’s none of that past the Verge, professor. Nothing so soft and pretty as yourself out there. Out there, fellas even rougher than me would give a lot for a go at a soft pretty thing like you.”

Ari wrinkled his nose. “What precisely is that supposed to mean? A go?”

Ari’s attention fell to the wide belt loops of Orin’s broadcloth trousers as the pilot hooked his thumbs in them while leaning back to bray with laughter.

“Damn. You are precious, you know that, Red?”

Ari did his utmost to glare menacingly, to little effect. If he was honest with himself, all of these words and endearments were beginning to wear on him. No one had ever said anything remotely like that to Ari before, whether intended mockingly or complimentary. Obviously, none of it was sincere, it was immediately apparent that all of this was some strange affectation or quirk of speech. Perhaps it was common, out here in the harsher colonies. Certainly no one would speak that way back home on Britannia, or any other Core world for that matter.

Still. Hearing such language constantly directed at him was bafflingly impactful. He resolved to give his heart and other interested organs a stern talking-to at the earliest opportunity.

Mr. Stone studied him under his overgrown fringe, shaking his head to get his hair out of his eyes, the heavy waves immediately falling back into place despite his efforts.

Ari dropped his focus on Orin’s hair to find Orin’s regard as steady on his face as a hawk. When he spoke again, his voice was softer, careful and emphatic in a way that held every shred of Aristotle’s attention.

“You sure about this? I wouldn’t blame you if you back out right now, wouldn’t even consider it going back on a deal. Seems like the decent thing to do here is to give you an opportunity to see nothing but my ugly backside as I get the hell off your ship, and you get yourself back to the safety of your little Core world.”

Ari shook his head, chin jutting out in the way that drove Theo up the wall during an argument. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible, Mr. Stone. My brother has need of me, and I will not fail him. I am also not the sort of gentleman who is willing to go back upon his word. I struck a deal with you, and I shall uphold it.”

The smile that spread across Orin’s face at that lit a fire behind his eyes, glowing softly in Ari’s direction.

He nodded decisively, chucking Ari lightly beneath the chin. “You can put that stubborn little thing away, sweetheart. Deal’s a deal. If you’re so surefire set on this, then I’m not stopping you. First things first, let’s get this pretty lady in shape. Anything needs doing before we head out for supplies?”

Ari rubbed his hand over his jaw, soothing the strange tingle of awareness that spread across his face from Orin’s touch.

“I’ve been having a spot of trouble with getting it up to speed. We’ll need to get a ship’s mechanic to look at the engines as soon as possible.”

Orin shook his head before Ari finished speaking. “Nah, no call for that. I can fix her up better than any crooked Verge mechanic you’re gonna find around here. Where’s her access panel?”

Ari led the way into the corridor, hesitating for a moment before bending to release the catch on the maintenance hatch in the floor.

He remained bent, turning to address Mr. Stone, whose head snapped up to Ari’s face guiltily. Ari struggled to remember how to shove words out of his mouth.

“Do. Ahem. Do you have the requisite tools, Mr. Stone? I’m afraid we only have a basic toolkit aboard.”

Orin had already turned away, trotting down the open ramp and tossing his words over his shoulder. “Sure do. I’ll just fetch my things right quick, be back before you miss me.”

Ari shut his mouth against any reply he might have made alluding to whether or not he would miss Mr. Orin Stone.

He settled onto the bench in the main cabin, taking his pad out of his pocket to make an order for sundries, paying the exorbitant fee for same-day delivery from the local ship supply.

Ari was deep into calculations for amounts needed of dehydrated grain when a metallic thud slammed to the floor beside him.

Mr. Stone released the handle of a large metal toolbox that had clearly seen better days, if not decades. It might have been painted red at some point, but any remaining color was now merely an accent to the dented steel case.

Orin straightened, an ancient duffle bag slung over his shoulder. Ari valiantly refrained from noting the way the weight of his luggage caused the muscles in Orin’s arm to strain and bulge dramatically. Excessively, even. Practically obscene.

If one were to notice such things, which Ari didn’t.

He released a shaky breath as Orin strode down the corridor to toss his bag into Theo’s empty room before returning for his toolbox.

“I’ll get right to it, professor. Have her fixed up before you know it.”

Ari continued to refrain from noticing how the even heavier weight of the toolbox had a similarly obscene effect on the muscles of Mr. Stone’s arm and back and…backside.

An obnoxious beeping alert from Ari’s pad notified him that he had attempted to order three thousand pounds of dehydrated grain, which exceeded the available supply. That would have been a very unfortunate purchase considering they only needed three pounds.

The clunk of the toolbox settling into the corridor brought his attention back to the pilot who now stood with his hands on his hips, considering the small opening of the maintenance hatch.

Ari set his pad aside to join him in staring at the narrow access.

“Perhaps it would be best if I were to enter, and you could direct me in the repairs?”

Orin’s lips curved into a broad smirk, glinting eyes sweeping along the length of Ari’s body before peering again into the open panel.

“Oh, don’t you worry, Red. I’ve got a real talent for fitting into tight spaces.”

Ari spun around to hide the ridiculous blush on his face as Orin slowly and painstakingly lowered his bulk into the hatch.

Ari finished up his order, switching over to a program his contacts in the Information Technologies department had assured him would prove useful in fabricating documents to get across the Verge, painfully aware that his brother’s fate rested in his unsteady hands.

And now, the very steady, very large hands of an unknown pilot.


Chapter Three

Sparks flew, lighting up the corridor amidst the sounds of clanging metal and whirring power tools.

Ari stepped carefully around the open floor hatch, pressing flat against the farthest wall in an attempt to avoid singe marks on his clothing.

He’d just reached the laboratory door when the whirring ended abruptly, accompanied by loud and colorful cursing beneath the floor.

He paused, counting a few silent beats before one final clang and a softer yet emphatic continuation of the cursing.

With a longing glance toward his neglected laboratory, Ari doubled back to crouch gingerly near the edge of the open hatch.

“Is everything quite alright?” he inquired, chewing on his lower lip as he awaited a response.

And waited.

And waited.

He opened his mouth to ask again, bracing a hand on the cold metal floor to lean over the hatch, when a head of messy brown hair popped up in front of him, safety goggles shoved haphazardly atop the bony brow.

“I mucked up my hand on the rusted wire stripper. Gotta stop the bleeding so I can get back to repairs.”

Orin winced, twisting his face into a comically irritated expression as he gave a sharp exhale before folding his shoulders inward and wedging his bulk out of the hatch one shoulder at a time.

He punctuated his slow progress with dark muttering in a language Ari was grateful he’d never studied, suppressing a sharp pain at the knowledge that Theo would have gleefully interpreted if he’d been present.

Ari’s distraction fled as Orin managed to free his elbows and pull himself onto the floor, his left hand leaving smears of blood across the polished steel surface, leaking fast and thick enough to catch and pool around the riveted depressions holding the floor together.

“You’re injured!” Ari blurted, reaching out a hand to the pilot who unexpectedly flinched backward before rising to his feet.

“Barely. Just fetch the med kit, would ya, honey?”

Holding his left wrist tightly with the opposite hand, Orin raised it above his head before stomping off toward the galley, scant inches of clearance between his bloody fingertips and the polished ceiling panels.

Ari scrambled to retrieve the med kit he kept stored in his laboratory, still pristine and sealed in plastic wrap from the ship supply.

He found Orin seated at the minuscule dining table, hand still held aloft over a thunderous expression.

Blood dripped down the length of his arm, prompting Ari to drop the med kit to the tabletop, watching Orin expectantly.

Honey-brown eyes caught him in a flat stare for long moments before Orin sighed, lowering his right hand to scrabble against the shrink wrap ineffectually.

Ari grabbed the med kit, stumbling out an apology as he tore the wrapping open and undid the metal latches holding the case of medical supplies closed.

Once he managed to remove the lid, he studied the contents blankly before turning back to Orin.

Orin was examining his injured hand, poking at the deep gash with fingers darkened with machine oil in a most unsanitary manner. Ari grabbed cleansing wipes and seized Orin’s hands, dabbing them gently and thoroughly, blood continuing to well up from the wound and drip onto the table.

Orin kept tonguing the side of his mouth thoughtfully; the gesture sending unexplained heat to Ari’s cheeks.

“Gonna need stitches, seems like.”

Holding his bleeding hand away from the open kit, Orin picked a few items from the assortment, moving bandages and tubes of ointment out of the way to gather the correct supplies.

He held out a sealed needle and packet of surgical thread to Ari, who froze in horror. Orin sighed, waving the packets in Ari’s direction.

“Don’t worry, sunshine, I can do it myself. I just need you to thread the needle for me.”

Nodding, Ari donned the stretchy blue gloves from the dispenser slot at the side of the kit, readied the needle, and handed it back before hesitating.

“Are you certain you wish to stitch up your own hand? Do you have prior experience in suturing a wound?”

Orin rolled his eyes in exasperation, wiggling the hand he had extended to accept the needle impatiently.

“Sure. Been patching myself up long as I can remember. Won’t be pretty, but it’ll hold.” He chuckled darkly. “Not like these big ol’ mitts can get much uglier anyway.”

Ari frowned, reaching into the kit for a tube of analgesic, adding a dab carefully around the wound. With a deep breath, he leaned in and cradled the injured hand carefully in his much smaller grasp, using his free hand to begin neat, meticulous stitches, tying each off individually before moving on to the next.

“I think your hands are beautiful,” Ari muttered, voice trailing off as he realized he’d spoken aloud.

To his horror, the prickling burn of a deep flush immediately covered every visible inch of his skin. He ducked his head, focusing on the wound, painfully aware his skin was burning right under Orin’s patrician nose. The curse of his complexion.

As he tied the final suture, Ari braced himself before looking up again, expecting a broad, mocking smirk and surprised to find the pilot smiling softly.

Orin dipped his chin gently at their still-joined hands.

“Thank you, professor.”

He moved to pull away, but Ari tightened his grip, careful of the fresh stitches.

“Wait. Allow me to apply regeneration fluid first.”

Orin’s brows climbed up his forehead.

“Nah. No need to waste good regen on me; stuff’s expensive.”

Ari had already located the correct tube and dispensed a small amount of the fluid onto the wound, carefully ensuring even application.

“I will reapply every six hours until the wound has healed sufficiently.”

He hesitated at the stunned expression on Orin’s face.

“That is, unless you’d prefer reapplying it yourself?”

Orin shook his head slowly, eyes never leaving Ari’s red face.

“No, that’s— You can do it. I’ll just come to you.”

Ari nodded, curling his fingers against the sudden chill as Orin removed his injured hand and snapped a stretched-thin glove over it before standing from the table.

“Best get back to it. Ship’s not gonna fix herself.”

*

Their evening repast was a quiet affair. Orin ate quickly, hunched over his plate with elbows out.

Ari sat across from him, cutting his food into small bites he could chew discreetly, attempting not to stare at his companion and doing a poor job of it.

Each time Orin lifted his head, Ari lowered his attention to his plate, knowing his skin was as scarlet as his hair.

Orin drew breath to speak, and Ari tensed, waiting to be teased for his inappropriate compliment.

“Where’d you learn a thing like that?”

Ari watched him cautiously, raising his napkin to dab at the corner of his mouth.

“Pardon?”

Orin placed his left hand palm up on the table, displaying the neat row of stitches. The edges of the wound were already beginning to close, aided by the cellular acceleration of the regeneration fluid. Orin gestured at his hand with a jut of his chin.

“Had much experience stitching up a man?”

Ari gave a small smile, shaking his head. “Not men, Mr. Stone. I participated in a series of experiments on mice during my undergraduate studies which required mastery of several surgical techniques.”

Orin’s mouth kicked up in surprise, amusement coloring his voice. “Mice, huh? I’m glad for it. Mighty nice of you to bother. If I’d have tried it on my own, it would’ve been a real mess, like this one here.”

He pulled his open collar to the side, revealing a jagged scar splitting the smooth bronze skin from collarbone to bulging deltoid on his left side.

Ari’s mouth unaccountably went dry before filling with such an excess of saliva it forced him to swallow. Audibly.

The softness faded from Orin’s eyes as he kept them trained on Ari’s crimson face. He slipped both arms through his leather braces in a practiced motion before reaching behind his neck to grab his shirt with his good hand.

The rustle of fabric slipping over his head seemed to echo in Ari’s ears.

Orin dropped his shirt to the floor, pointing to a shorter scar tucked between the ridges of his abdomen. “This one here was the first time I had to stitch myself up. Ugly as sin, right?”

Ari couldn’t breathe.

Every inch of the pilot’s torso was corded with muscle, moving hypnotically beneath golden bronze skin. A smattering of scars marred the surface, but the unusual sight of them only seemed to enhance his overwhelming masculinity. Dark brown hair dusted the broad muscles of his chest before tapering down into a thick line disappearing beneath the waist of his trousers.

Ari’s heartbeat throbbed in his fingertips.

Orin had fallen silent, watching as Ari stared at the expanse of skin for an obscene amount of time.

His throat tightened. Ari had to gasp an awkward breath before garbling out something about the med kit and disappearing down the corridor to fetch it.

He took a moment in his lab to press his burning face against the cool metal of the bulkhead, adjusting his trousers to a more discreet arrangement before returning to the galley.

Orin had restored his shirt, though his braces still hung in loops around his hips. He stood holding Ari’s plate, rapidly consuming the remains of Ari’s meal.

He seemed genuinely surprised at Aristotle’s return, lowering the plate from his face sheepishly. “Alright if I finish this up? Looked like you were done with it.”

Ari nodded, resting the med kit on the table in the space where his plate had been.

He sat, willing his hands not to shake as he unlatched the kit, donned a pair of gloves, and located the tube of regeneration fluid.

Orin grabbed the other plate from the table and popped them both in the small galley sonic before taking his customary seat across from Aristotle.

Clutching the tube, Ari forced his fingers to relax enough to reach out for Orin’s hand.

The heat of Orin’s skin as he rested his hand in Ari’s palm transferred swiftly through the glove. Ari looked up as a cleansing wipe was pressed into his other hand, sliding in to nestle against the regen tube.

Orin was watching him carefully, face guarded and dimples hidden.

Ari quickly dropped his focus to his task, gently cleaning the wound before applying a thin layer of fluid. The stitches would disintegrate in another few hours once the regen had done its job.

Orin cleared his throat, nearly startling Ari into dropping the cap he was fumbling back onto the tube.

“You got somebody special waiting on you back home?”

Ari flinched back in his seat, examining the pilot’s face for any hint of malice.

“No, there’s no one waiting on me, special or otherwise.”

Orin’s brows twisted skeptically. “No handsome university man crying into his microscope over you?”

The blood left Ari’s face, his numb fingers dropping the tube to the table.

“How— How did you know that I—that I have a preference for men?”

Orin appeared, of all things, concerned, holding both hands out palm up in a universal gesture of calming.

“Didn’t mean nothing by it. Just saying, I like looking at you, and I see the way you like looking at me. I was just wondering what was holding you back. Thought maybe you had a fella back home or something.”

Ari attempted to control his rapid breathing, struggling to remove his gloves.

“I don’t.”

Orin’s dimples reappeared as he replaced the regen in the med kit and latched it shut. He held it out to Ari.

“Well then, you and I could make this trip a hell of a lot more fun, gorgeous.”

Ari took the kit, hugging it to his chest. “What do you mean?”

The confident smirk on Orin’s face slid downward.

“I meant we could spend some time in my bunk, sweetheart. I don’t think I’ve been exactly subtle.”

Ari’s eyes widened as it finally sank in, his skin glowing as the rest of his body took immediate, humiliating interest.

“You’re sexually attracted to me?”

Orin huffed out a surprised bark of laughter. “Don’t think I could have been any more obvious after that striptease. Hell, what did you think all that sweet talk was for?”
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