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One



Thousands of people moved slowly toward the exits, heading into the rest of the station in small packs or artificially-matched pairs. Many had their heads down, looking at communicators for directions to their assigned housing units. All of them had their eyes on the person with whom they’d been matched, either in furtive, nervous glances or outright appreciative stares. The low buzz of awkward conversation echoed through the halls, making the assembly feel more alive than the stark sterility of their surroundings would have suggested.

Logan, Mercury, Anna, and Orion were still standing in their row near the front of the room, each looking back and forth through the other three. An hour ago, it had been each of them and their spouse against the world. New entrants into the Eleusis Initiative, their entire lives left behind them for the sake of building something new. Building a new world for humanity on Eleusis. A better world.

But there was nothing better about the world. Not if the Initiative’s matching program was going to try and force them away from the person they had chosen to spend their life with.

“There’s no way they reviewed this.” Orion said finally, since one of them had to speak first. “There were thousands of people matched, and like they said, adjustments had to be made at the last second. There’s no way any of the actual administrators of the program reviewed this kind of match.”

“Well, then let’s fucking talk to someone about it and get it fixed.” Anna was nearly growling as she responded, but her jealousy was off the charts. “They didn’t say anything about Petri dishes, and I’m not interested in fucking around on my husband.”

“No one here is interested in fucking around on anybody.” Orion agreed, moving past the woman he had supposedly been matched with so he could get back to Mercury. “Let’s go see what the sixteen-year-old has to say about this. You said she’s done a lot of the work with the program, right?”

Mercury nodded, but she didn’t seem to be in a talking mood, unlike the short and talkative Mrs. Bickford. She followed after Anna and Orion as they led the way toward the stage where the officials were still talking, even though the whole room had mostly cleared out except for the four of them and a few others.

“Dr. Santos? Could we speak to you?” Mercury asked politely as soon as they were close enough to be heard.

Maria Santos turned around at the sound of someone saying her name, her bright eyes and the smooth, severe control of her dark hair bouncing a bit in the motion, in time with the click of her heels as she approached the edge of the stage. “Hello. Certainly. I’m here to answer questions, after all.”

“Your program cross-matched two married couples.” Logan said from near the back of the group. His tone was clipped, but not so far as to be rude. Their quarrel was with technology, not with leadership. “We came here married, and we were given assurances previously that that would be respected.”

“And it is.” Dr. Santos said without even a flicker of change in her expression or tone. “No one is forcing you to divorce your spouse or even to do anything but procreate with the person that you have been matched with. Of course we would like for you to have a cordial relationship with your match, but that’s not always possible.” Dr. Santos looked from one face to the next in the group of four. “This is a hard thing to ask of all of you, I understand that. Here, let me pull up your files.”

As the doctor grabbed a large tablet to pull up their information, all Anna could think about was finding something in the room and throwing it at the doctor’s head. She made it sound like having a baby was simple, as if the existence of a human being growing inside a person should have no effect, emotional or otherwise. As if sleeping with someone still didn’t mean something. However much she had slept around before Logan, she hadn’t treated them as though they were a cock to ride and nothing more. “Your files aren’t going to say anything that will convince any of us that breaking up two marriages is a good idea.”

Dr. Santos looked over her tablet at Anna as she ironically had pulled up Anna’s file. She stared at the earthborn woman for a cold moment before she looked at the device again. “I would think that you, of all women, would understand that furthering the human race is important, Ms. Prince.”

“Bickford.” Anna corrected sharply, since she could tell the doctor was trying to get under her skin. “I know what that file says, I gave you the information to fill it with when I filled out my application.”

“More than thirty sexual partners and still not a single child.” Dr. Santos continued as though she hadn’t been corrected about Anna’s name, or even that Anna had spoken at all. “That doesn’t include female partners, of course.” She finally looked up from the information and turned her attention directly to Anna again.

“Your genetics and Logan’s are compatible to create a child, though the tests show that it hasn’t happened yet, and that it may be a struggle to do so. Regardless, both of your families have spent a significant amount of time in the Midwest district of North America. You’re both of similar descent, even though your family lines haven’t actually crossed previously. When you agreed to be a part of this project, you agreed to participate in supporting its genetic diversity. I have your signatures, I have recorded, verbal agreement from not only you, but all four of you.” She looked away from Anna and looked around the group again. “Are you telling me those records were falsified?”

“Supporting genetic diversity is one thing.” Logan spoke up again, an immediate and intense dislike for the woman apparent in his tone. “We talked about that in the past month since we got our letters. So if the giant over here needs to fill up a cup to be used later, that’s one thing. You’ve all got technology coming out your ears up here, so don’t tell me that’s not feasible. But if you’re gonna try and tell us that agreeing to support genetic diversity is the same thing as cheating on our spouses, then I’ve got a list of things you can do with those signatures, none of which you’d find pleasant.”

Dr. Santos smiled at Logan before she responded. Clearly she was unaffected by his attempt to take control over the situation. “I assure you that a veiled threat isn’t going to get you anywhere, Mr. Bickford.” She moved on to pull up another file, this time it belonged to Mercury.

“Doctor Finnegan.” Maria scanned over the file quickly and looked up at her colleague with a warmer smile. “You’re the baby expert here. Tell me. How feasible,” she said as she flicked her glance to Logan once before she looked back at Mercury. “Is it that we can monitor and administer the collection of specimen, monitor and regulate the cycles of all of the women that have been matched today, and also have the support staff and medical facilities to perform the creation of embryos and then the implantation of all of those embryos, on a newly colonized planet where we will be dealing with immediate needs like food and shelter?”

She turned slightly to point a hand at the screen that had been lit up during the matching process, but was now dark. “Even with the lives that were lost, we have well over two thousand people in this program.”

Mercury didn’t like being put on the spot by anyone, even though she could answer her colleague’s question easily enough. She didn’t like the fact that she didn’t have the realization on her own, especially knowing their training was only a year. She didn’t consider they would want trainees to go into full procreation mode before they were even on Eleusis.

“It would take a medical staff of hundreds to monitor every step of that procreative process efficiently and far more time to implement than a year.” Mercury replied softly. “But you’re crazy to think you have the staff or the facilities to handle that many pregnant women in the first place.” She added quickly, since that was just as crazy.

“That’s true, but we can be assured that not everyone will get pregnant immediately or quickly. And once we’ve reached a number of what this facility can handle, then we can cease the push for procreation and wait until the first round of babies are born. Regardless, that’s not a concern for us right now. Getting enough babies to take to Eleusis is our concern. Not having too many.”

Dr. Santos looked over Mercury’s file again. “It also says here that you and your husband, while well-matched, may face a greater hurdle in procreating than Logan and Anna. Your blood types are highly incompatible, and your children face a much higher risk of genetic abnormalities than children you would naturally produce with Logan. Since we don’t have the staff to monitor the conception of children, we certainly don’t have the staff to correct genetic abnormalities. Not here. And certainly not when you get to Eleusis. It is preferable to minimize the risk.”

Orion had started feeling hopeful when Mercury mentioned they wouldn’t have the staff to support a thousand pregnant women in the first place, but by the time Dr. Santos was finished speaking, his eyes were wide again. “Right. Sure. It’s a math equation. Simple.”

He and Mercury had been matched. Why wouldn’t the program have told them about some kind of possibility for abnormality when that happened? More to the point, why would it have matched them at all? Even as he wondered, though, he already knew the answer. Procreation was common in orbit, even encouraged, to a point, but it was far from universal. His family had been incredibly strange for having three children, and neither he nor Mercury had placed having children high on their list of priorities in submitting their profiles to be matched.

“I guess the four of us will just be late having children, then, and they’ll offer Eleusis what they can offer.” Orion had no doubt that most of the other Initiates would follow the program as outlined, since they had signed up for it without reservations, after all. “The rest of the Initiative can provide plenty of children without the four of us making it a top priority.”

“I see. So that’s how your attitude is going to be toward this entire program? Whatever suits you best, regardless of what is needed?” Dr. Santos pulled up Orion’s file next and read over it. “I would not have guessed that of you, Lieutenant. Everything in your file shows you to be dedicated to the causes you choose.” She looked around the group and looked back toward Director Vance and Manager Kaplan. “Maybe you’re not suited for this project after all. I can certainly talk to the Director to see about sending you home. Doctor Finnegan has worked very hard to make it this far, I’m certain that she’ll do well regardless.”

“What was it you just said about threats not working? At all?” Orion shot back without missing a beat.

“Just to be clear,” Logan interjected before Orion could say anything else to dig himself in deeper, “going home is an option, then? Being released from the program and returned to our place of origin?”

“His home is Station Three. Going back to Earth is an option for no one. All transportation except vital transport between Orbit and Earth has been halted due to the attacks earlier today.”

Logan’s jaw tightened at that, even though he knew he should have been expecting it. They had known there was no way back to Earth once they left, or at least that it was possible they would never return. But hearing someone state it as a fact was a very different experience than assuming it.

“I see.” His tone was his best mimicry of her own professional politeness. “Well, Doctor, you’ve clearly given us quite a lot to consider. While we do that considering, we all have quarters to find and I’m sure you have a great deal to do.” It was clear they weren’t going to get any kind of resolution or change out of Santos, and Logan had never seen the point in continuing to beat a brick wall. They would have to sort things out on their own, somehow.

“And what about you, Doctor?” Anna said with as much acid in her tone as she could muster. “Are you exempt from having to fuck someone you didn’t choose?” She said it loudly enough for the director and manager to look over at them. “Kaplan too? Must be nice.”

Kaplan’s eyes widened a little, but he was smiling at the woman’s attack, and he nodded afterward, stepping up closer to Dr. Santos and the obvious hostility of the discussion underway. “You know, that’s curious, Maria, I completely forgot to submit my profile. Did you submit yours?”

“I forgot to submit mine as well.” She looked up at Kaplan. They had been colleagues for some time while working on the Eleusis Initiative, and they had gotten to know each other fairly well. Not everyone had been matched due to some recalculation needed for the lives lost, so there was a small pool of possible matches remaining.

“But it’s prepared, right? If there’s anyone in the world the program knows best, it’s you, right?” He completely ignored the temperature of the preceding discussion to smile at her, then pulled out his communicator. “What do you say? Count of three? Small drum-roll?”

Maria gave him a small glare she hoped no one else would notice. “No theatrics necessary, Mr. Kaplan.” Maria pulled up her own device and navigated to the ‘submit to be processed’ button. She tapped it without the countdown, giving him a look that was anything but encouraging.

He tapped his own at the same time, and changed the display so it would project the hologram of the screen in front of him for easy manipulation. “I don’t have to explain how this works to you two,” he nodded at Orion and Mercury, both of whom were giving him dark looks in spite of his smile. “But for those of us who didn’t grow up in near-zero gravity, it can take some adjustment. System is rigged to account for all kinds of factors. Kind of shit you wouldn’t find out about a person till you’d been married to ‘em for years, it already knows. Knows how you’d deal with it, if you’d let it ride, if it’d be a deal-breaker, all of it. Things like the genetics you were talking about. It already knows, it’s already taken into consideration.”

“Maybe you should get matched to the computer.” Orion suggested before he could stop himself. “You’re clearly already a fan, I’m sure you two would be very happy together.”

“The first real convincing artificial intelligence that comes along that isn’t throttled by the Consortium? Absolutely. Sign me up.” Kaplan said with a laugh, as if he couldn’t feel the heat of the glares all four of them were giving him.

“Isn’t that romantic.” Anna said sarcastically as the big screen lit up again, this time with Dr. Maria Santos on one side. It looked like it was still processing her match for another minute before Kaplan’s face appeared next to hers.

Maria was clearly surprised, but relief quickly followed. At least with Stephen, he was as deeply a part of the Initiative as she was, and they were both going to be busy keeping the Initiates in line. “It seems there’s a reason we work well together, Stephen.”

Anna just stared at the screen and started to laugh. Loudly. “All you’ve done right now is prove that the fucking thing is rigged.”

“Well, if you call working within available parameters rigged, then sure.” Stephen was clearly happy about it, and he smiled over at Maria before he changed the screens to show the names and photos of all the remaining single members of the Initiative. There were half a dozen men and ten women remaining to be matched, all of them younger and all of them from Earth.

“This was the available pool against which it attempted to match us. Not really an easy goal, I think you’ll agree. None of these have the education or the background me and Maria here have in common, none of them are from orbit, it looks like at least two of the women are dominantly interested in more passive partners…I could go on. There are plenty of reasons.”

He turned back to the four of them with the same bright smile on his face, motioning to their pockets. “The same information is available to you on your devices. This isn’t private record. Well, ours is, but yours is available to you, your own match information, the reasons behind the system’s choice, all of it.” He paused and clasped his hands in front of him. “Unless you’d rather we re-ran the match program against everyone in the Initiative? Possibly shuffle around some new matches a bit? What do you think, ladies, would one of you prefer me over the two men you’ve already got? There’s a chance.”

“I have one man.” Anna replied immediately and looked over at Logan before she continued ranting. She looked Kaplan up and down once before she narrowed her eyes at him. “I don’t think you could handle me. Sir.”

“There’s no need to re-run anything.” Mercury finally responded, since she really didn’t even want to think about the situation anymore. “I think there have been enough waves today.”

“At last. Reason is seen.” Kaplan sounded sarcastically relieved, and flicked away the images up on the screens before turning back to face the four of them again. “You four are some of the best we’ve got. I’ve seen your profiles and your aptitude scores. Bickford and Bickford, I don’t imagine either of you will stay long where you’ve been put, it’s just a matter of seeing where you’re needed most. You’ll do some excellent things for this Initiative. Just keep your heads on straight.”

Logan glared at the man, who had the single most smug smile Logan had ever seen in his life. He took Anna’s hand and pulled her away without waiting for Mercury and Orion to join them. Logan had seen enough.

Anna tripped and bounced after him as he pulled her along in the weird gravity, but clearly she wasn’t interested in hanging around. She attempted to use her communicator to find her unit, but it kept telling her how to get to a shared unit for her and Orion Al-Jabbar. There were supposed to be options. “The fuck. What does yours say about a unit? It’s telling me how to get to a shared one with the fucking pilot.”

“Mine’s telling me the same, with the doctor. Deck seven, hall three, I don’t even know.” He sighed and returned the communicator to voice function, which he had figured out it could do on the way up in the shuttle. “Locate my individual unit, not the one shared with Finnegan. Everybody else in the damn Initiative’s gotta have one, show me mine.”

A path lit up for him to follow, and Anna relaxed just a little bit as soon as she saw they actually had a place they could go. “Thank god.”

Once they reached the unit and had sealed themselves inside, Anna threw herself full-force into Logan’s chest. Angry tears stung her eyes, but she didn’t care.

“Logan…” She could feel his name breaking her inside just a little, fear clutching every nerve in her body even if she hadn’t allowed herself to show it in the face of the fuckers responsible.

“I know.” He held onto her, arms tightening around her shoulders as he closed his eyes. He didn’t want to see the unit, didn’t want to see the place where he and Anna would be hiding out from the rest of the Initiative staff or trying to remind themselves that they still had each other. All he wanted to do was hold his wife.

Hot, traitorous tears slid down her cheeks as she kept her face buried against his chest and her fingers dug into his back. “I won’t do it. I waited so long…I only want you.”

“I don’t want anyone else.” She could hear the anger in his voice as he said it. She knew him much too well to mistake quiet for calm where Logan was concerned. “We could take a shot at a shuttle. Pilot it to some other station where they’re not complete fucking manipulative assholes.”

“I don’t know enough yet.” Anna shook her head, though she would have gladly piloted anywhere but where they were. “They would send someone after us and probably shoot us out of the sky and call us terrorists.” She gripped his shirt even tighter. “I saw her face and when she sat down near you, I wanted to lose my shit. She’s gorgeous.” They hadn’t been together long enough for her insecurities to fall away, especially because she had seen Logan with other women before.

“I don’t care if she’s Helen of fucking Troy. She’s not you.” Logan said sharply, letting her go just enough to look her in the eye. “All I care about on this entire damn station is you.”

Anna put her hands on the sides of his face and pulled him into a rough kiss, even as the tears continued to fall. “I love you. I’m not going to let them force me into anything. I’m not sleeping with anyone else. Just you. You’re the only person that matters to me.”

He kissed her until it felt less like the world was about to break apart beneath his feet. With one arm still around her, he turned back to the door and looked around for something that equated to a lock, but he had to settle for a handprint plate along one side. The panel lit up and there was a low ding, but nothing else actually appeared, so Logan took it as his cue to speak. “Okay, if this is voice activated, I’m gonna tell you to lock this fucking door so that nobody else can get in. You understand that?”

“Door locked.” The computer affirmed, giving Anna the only cue she needed to start clawing at the ridiculous clothes he was wearing. She hated the way the orbital suits looked on both of them. “We’ll just stay in here. You and me.”

“Fine by me.” He reached for the top latch of her suit and broke it with one hand, along with part of the zipper it was attached to. “Let them just forget we’re in here. I’ve got no problem with that.” He had no trouble ripping down her zipper to expose the rest of her, walking her backward into the unit without even knowing where he was going.

It didn’t matter. All that mattered was Anna.

* * * * *

Mercury had a much easier time finding a unit where she and Orion could go without having to worry about who was assigned where. The medical halls nearby were nearly empty, except for those tending to the injured from the debacle of shuttle launches.

Both of them were quiet as they walked and after Mercury closed the door behind Orion, she quickly moved to the nearest chair and buried her face in both hands.

Orion was the practical one who decided to lock the door and make sure they were secured against anyone else coming in and ruining their day, but he stayed beside the door to heave a sigh, both in relief and resignation.

When he’d allowed himself a moment to dwell on things, he moved to her chair and went to his knees in front of her with his hands on the arms of the chair. At first, all he did was lean in to kiss her once, but then he went the rest of the way down to his knees and began untying the laces of her boots.

Mercury started to cry softly by the time he got both boots off her feet and she slowly lifted her heavy head from her hands. “What are we going to do, Orion?”

He set the boots aside precisely and looked back up at her with his arms resting on her thighs. He was so tall that he was still nearly her height on his knees when she was sitting down, and his lips were only a heartbeat from hers.

“What we’re not going to do is what they want. We’re going to get ourselves back together and we’re going to find a way through this. You’re going to look into the ‘genetic abnormalities’ shit she just shoveled on us and verify everything she’s saying, see if there’s loopholes she hasn’t seen. And we’re gonna figure it out. The way we said we were going to when we decided to come into this.”

Mercury looked into his eyes quietly before she kissed him gently. “I’ll look into it, but I wouldn’t be surprised if the genetic abnormalities part is true. There’s no reason for them to lie about it, and there’s no reason that it would have mattered before. If we had wanted to have children and it would have been a problem, we would have just gone to a geneticist and chosen an embryo without any abnormalities. It’s a little more difficult to make those decisions with a natural conception.”

She sighed, pressing her forehead to his. “My parents chose most of my traits before I was born. That’s how it goes most of the time, so far as I have seen. It can create difficulties down the line, but no one worries about that anymore. Not usually, anyway.”

“My siblings and I were the same way.” He shook his head and moved in to kiss her again anyway, resting his cheek against hers. “Genetics and probabilities didn’t have anything to do with the beginning of this. The beginning of us. I don’t feel any need for it to have anything to do with the rest of us. I want you. I want this. Nothing else.”

She nodded, but it didn’t stop more tears from sliding down her cheeks. “I want you too. I want this. Only us.” Mercury felt fairly confident, though, they wouldn’t be able to fight what had been handed to them. “I’ll try to find a way out, but after the response we were given…” She heaved a heavy breath as a few more tears fell.

“If we don’t at least make it look like we’re getting along with the other two, things could get really bad. We’re in an entirely closed environment. They’ve cut us off for our protection, but that also means that we can’t reach out for help. Or get out. These are powerful people running this program, they could keep us apart even if we left the program. The way Dr. Santos reacted to our questions and concerns…“

Orion had always taken what Mercury said seriously, and that moment was no exception. But Mercury had a medical background. He had been in the military since he was ten. “So if we’re trapped here, with people in charge who have all or most of the control over this situation, then we’re backed into a corner. You can’t plan for something like that. All you can do when it happens is refuse to give up, refuse to give them what they want, and get creative.” His hands moved to her sides to hold her. “We came here for Eleusis and each other. Not their games.”

She wiped at her eyes and sniffled a few times before she grabbed onto his hands and got up out of the chair. Afterward she hugged herself tightly to him and buried her face against his shoulder. “Can we just snuggle and go to sleep? I’m exhausted and I just don’t…I just want to be with you.”

“That sounds like a plan to me.” He massaged her back in the hopes of smoothing away some of the situation, if only for a while, then headed away with her toward the bedroom.

The unit was plain, the walls nothing but the steel grey of the prison it was. There were directives on the walls that instructed them to customize the place to their own preferences, but Orion shook his head at them.

It would still be a prison, no matter how it was decorated. And they had walked right into it.

Mercury stripped down to her underclothes and slid under the blankets wordlessly. As soon as Orion joined her, she curled into his embrace and buried her face into the side of his neck. The scent of his skin was comforting, at least, and she closed her eyes as she savored being close to him.

“I love you, Orion. This is worth keeping. This is worth fighting for. You are worth fighting for.”










Two



Gordon turned around once he and Jessie got out of the main hall. He tugged lightly on her hand to spin her through the air in the low gravity, clearly savoring the moment, and her.

When she stumbled a little on the landing, he caught her with a chuckle and settled for only holding her hand on the way to the lift. “Okay,” he said once they were relatively alone in the corridor. “Twenty questions. I know you’ve got them. And now you’re my match, officially and completely under the sacred auspices of the holy and sanctified Consortium. So you’re entitled to answers. Hit it.”

“Maybe we should wait until we get to the unit?” Jessie looked both ways along the corridor, since there were people everywhere trying to find their way. “Though, to be honest, I’m nervous about the unit too, so that might not help.” They got to the lift and she turned her gaze back to Gordon. “I guess there are safe questions to ask. Where you’re from, favorite color, favorite food…”

“Where I’m from is complicated.” Gordon smiled and pulled her into the corner of the lift as a few other people joined them to head down to levels where gravity meant a little more than it did so close to the docks. “I was born in Sweden, as close as I’ve ever been able to find out. Grew up in the Montana territory till I was six, then ended up in the Dakotas till I was sixteen. Been hopping around since then.”

“And your family?” She looked around a little bit again, since she was a little uncomfortable in a corner with him looking at her like he wanted to devour her. “That can’t have been fun, moving around all of the time.”

“I don’t mind most of the time.” He cleared his throat before he answered her first question, and the unspoken answer pulled down his smile. “I have…I had fourteen brothers, once. At last count, I have six left. That I know of.”

“Fourteen brothers? Six left?” Jessie’s shock showed plainly on her face, since that was a number she didn’t think was possible on Earth. “Wow. That’s a lot of family.” She watched people get off on the same floor they were supposed to, but they were the last ones off the lift.

Jessie chewed on her bottom lip as he led her toward the unit they were assigned to share. “Are you sure you want me instead of whoever you were supposed to be with?” She replied in a low voice as they drifted toward their unit.

He smiled at the question, and shook his head to himself before he looked back over at her. “Yes, I’m sure. Just tell me up front how many times you’re going to ask, so I know. However many times it is, the answer is going to be yes. Unless you’re hiding an awful lot that I’m for some reason not going to be into. You’re the one who’s likely to start running here in a minute.”

“Me? Why would I run?” Her stomach twisted into more knots as they reached their shared unit. Jessie was too nervous to put her hand up to the scanner, but Gordon chuckled and scanned his hand, tugging her inside. Their bags had been delivered, and she immediately went to hers so she could make sure everything was there. Anything for a distraction.

Gordon smiled as she went to her things, but he didn’t try to stop her. Instead, he went to take his boots off by the door and gave her the space to be nervous if she wanted to be. He stepped up to the door and placed his hand to the plate once he was finished with his shoes.

“Lock, please. Full privacy. And send up some water bottles and snack bars, please.” He waited for confirmation of his request, then headed back into the unit to get a look at the whole place. “Looks like they gave us a smaller unit. Must not think we’re very important.”

“We’re not.” Jessie confirmed as she went through her things, pulling out clothes that were more comfortable than a flight suit. She retreated to the small bathroom in the unit and looked around, since she wasn’t exactly sure how things worked. It couldn’t actually have running water, right? Would the water float, or just bounce around like they did? Instead she found some sanitary gel and used it on her hands, though she really wanted to wash her face before she changed into comfortable pajamas.

By the time she got back out into the room, Gordon had gotten out of his flight suit as well, though he had gotten re-dressed, after a fashion. He had apparently either brought a long robe with him into space, or had ordered one and it had arrived already while she was getting changed. Either way, he was barefoot and sitting on the side of the bed.

Their bed.

It was low to the ground, covered in the same grey as the rest of the walls, but it looked fairly comfortable, with big pillows at the head of it waiting for them. He looked over at her once he heard her come out, and smiled. “You look comfortable.”

“I, um…we’re matched and everything, but I didn’t want to assume…we barely know each other, right?” Even though they were essentially ‘married’ by being matched, she wasn’t going to jump into anything. They were still strangers. Mostly. “I couldn’t leave home without some of my own things.”

“None of us could.” He smiled at her pajamas, and stood up slowly. The fabric he wore wasn’t silk, but the cotton moved easily as he walked, and it was warm to her touch when he moved to kiss her gently. “I’ve had this since I was…fifteen, I think? Didn’t seem right to go anywhere without it.”

Jessie kissed him eagerly as soon as he initiated a kiss, then nodded in agreement. Nothing about leaving home had felt wrong, but it wouldn’t have been right to leave every single thing behind. She ran her hands over his arms, above and below the loose sleeves of the robe, her fingers caressing tentatively over his wiry grip on her. “You’re right, I do have a lot of questions, but I’m too distracted to ask any questions. Do you have questions?”

“One to begin with. And it’s fairly important.” His hands moved up over her body freely to cradle her face in his fingertips for one last kiss. He stepped back afterward and reached up to take the necklace he wore with the data core on it out from under the neckline of his robe. He set it gingerly on the table next to what was apparently going to be his side of the bed.

“I um, I wish there was something I could say or do to sufficiently warn you, but I’m afraid there really isn’t. I just…”

Was he…nervous? Everything about the man since she had met him had been overflowing, frankly annoying, self-assurance. And now he was mumbling?

“I need to know if this is something you can tolerate.” He continued, finally getting his speech back in order. “If you can’t, believe me when I tell you, I will understand.” Once the data core was out of his hand, he reached up to untie the belt of his robe, clearly lacking the hesitation she was feeling about herself for the time being.

He wasn’t looking at her when he finally pulled the robe aside and let it fall over his arms to the floor. He was still wearing boxers beneath it, but his underwear was far from the first thing she noticed about him once the bathrobe was gone. The rest of him told a story too loud and violent to be ignored.

More of Gordon’s body, his torso, legs, and arms, was covered by scars than by unblemished skin. There were long, angry gashes over his chest in particular that looked like they had all come from the same source, raised and badly healed, but the cuts crisscrossed over his entire form, no part of him left sacred or safe from whatever had caused them.

Beneath the marks, she could see from the outline of his stomach that he was missing part of at least one rib, and another one had been broken long ago and healed incorrectly, leaving a small protrusion on one side. Looking closely at his stomach brought to her attention just how skinny the man really was. He looked lean while he was wearing clothes, but without them, the only thing that stopped him from looking emaciated was the clear muscle definition of his abs and chest. He seemed well-enough nourished to develop an impressive musculature beneath the scars, but not enough to gain weight otherwise.

Where the incisions weren’t, he had small burns or more jagged marks that looked like bites, especially on his arms. None of them were particularly discolored, and they were all obviously long-healed, but they had left their print on him in a way that would never truly leave.

Jessie didn’t move at first, but when she did, she moved toward him instead of away from him. She reached out to touch his arms and chest, and her fingers moved lightly over his scars. She looked horrified but she still met his eyes. Clearly she wasn’t horrified by him, but for him. “My god, what happened to you? Who did this to you?”

“More complicated answers.” He smiled weakly, but he didn’t move away from her exploration or flinch at her touch. It took some time for him to meet her eyes again, but eventually he did. “The majority of them I got when I was six. The rest I’ve collected over the years since, a few at a time.”

“Six?!” She said as she recoiled slightly, but she immediately met his eyes again. “Who would do this to a little boy?” Jessie felt sick at the very idea and she moved her hand to his face, tentatively touching his cheek. “I hope they’re dead, whoever they are. No one should do this to an innocent child. God, that makes me sick.”

“Some of them are. Others will follow.” There was a promise behind his tone, but his expression didn’t change. “It would take a long time to kill everyone who was involved. It’s important to have priorities when you’re plotting revenge on my kind of scale.”

He turned his face to kiss her hand as she touched him, grateful, for her sake, that the scars had never reached his face or his hands and feet, though those were the only scar-free parts of him. “I’m aware of what they look like. I wanted you to see them so you could know that I’m not interested in pity. I only want to know if they’re something you think you can tolerate or not. That’s all.”

“I’m sorry, I’m not trying to pity you, even though I do feel terrible that you had to endure whatever you endured. I don’t know if you’ll ever want to talk about it, but you can. If you want to.” Jessie looked away from him and down at her own feet when he asked her if she could tolerate the scars. “I know it sounds cliche, but I really don’t care about scars. Even though yours are pretty intense.” She chewed on her bottom lip before she looked up at him again briefly. “The last man I was with wasn’t exactly the prettiest man in the world. And clearly I’m not one to talk. Don’t worry about your scars. They don’t scare me.”

Gordon watched her eyes for the truth of what she was saying, then reached out to hold her by her waist with the ghost of a smile creeping back onto his face. “Yeah, I’ve seen pictures of your brother-in-law. Not the most dreamy-looking fellow. He didn’t deserve you.”

Jessie laughed and shook her head before she looked him in the eye. “I think you mean he didn’t deserve my sister.” Her sister was beautiful, thinner, less plain in her coloring, while Jessie had brown hair and eyes and somewhat tanned skin. Her curves meant that she had an ass and breasts to be proud of, though, which was the main reason why her brother-in-law had pursued her in the first place. He was an ass-man, and her sister didn’t have those particular goods like she did. “I can’t complain. I would probably be a virgin without him.”

“Is he the only one you’ve been with, then?” His eyebrows rose in confusion, since that was incredibly strange among those from Earth. His hands weren’t idle as he asked, moving over her shirt and even dipping beneath the hem of it to caress the bare skin of her waist.

“The only man I’ve slept with, yes. Mostly because I come from a wealthy family but as soon as other men found out that I won’t inherit, they moved on. The only person who inherits is whoever has children first, but it’s still their responsibility to take care of the direct family. I would have been my sister’s responsibility if my mother died before I left, but instead my mother hung around to berate me until I left the planet.”

“Well, she’s not around to berate you now.” His fingers worked at the hem of the pajama pants she had on, tugging them down slightly on her waist as he kissed her again. “Probably for the best. No mother should ever see her daughter in the kind of positions I mean to put you in.”

Jessie sucked in a clipped, nervous breath as he pulled at her pants, and when they fell away from her waist to her ankles, her cheeks turned deep crimson. Clearly the sass that she liked to flaunt was in hiding, and she was all nerves. Jessie’s skin was warmly tanned and her legs were silky. She was concerned about her curves, but every part of her was voluptuous and plush. She couldn’t convince herself to look at him again. “Can we turn the lights off?”

His hands moved over her newly-exposed hips in a slow caress before he answered, still holding her close against him. “I would rather see you if the choice is up to me. But I won’t do anything to make you uncomfortable. You don’t have to ask me what you can and can’t do, you can do as you please. With me and with just about everything else.”

In an effort to compromise, Jessie asked the computer to only lower the lighting instead of turning them off, though she still found it impossible to look at him directly. He was touching her like he wanted her, but she didn’t want to see it in his expression if he didn’t actually want her.

Jessie moved toward the bed and sat on the edge, though she didn’t know if he would pursue her to help her out of the rest of her clothes.

He followed her slowly, looking her over in the small space between them, until he came to stand between her parted knees and nudged them yet further apart with his own. He reached down to tilt her chin up to look at him, then ran his fingers through her loose brown hair to smooth it all away from her face. Once she was looking at him, if only furtively, he leaned down to kiss her and spoke against her lips afterward as his hands moved down to caress her through her shirt. “I’ve wanted you from the second you opened your mouth at that meeting, Jessie. Haven’t stopped since, and I don’t intend to. I hacked the matching system because I wanted you to myself. I’ll hack whatever other systems I have to hack to keep you mine, and do whatever else needs doing.”

“I want you too. I know I put on a lot of show…” She was getting a little bit braver about meeting his eyes. Small steps. She pushed herself to kiss him again and again, her arms working up his bare sides to pull him down to her. Each kiss came with more need, more urgency. “Acting like I’m brave. I have a hard time believing you would really want me, but you’re saying that you do, and I don’t think you would lie. I don’t think you have any reason to lie to me, but maybe you do. I don’t know. Even if you’re lying to me, I still want you.”

“I’m not lying to you.” He said between kisses, returning the hunger in her kisses as it rose between them both. “I can’t promise that I’ll always give you the full and unabridged truth right away. I have a lifetime of secrets to share, and they’ll take some time for us to get through, but I can promise you that I won’t lie to you.”

He made sure she was looking at him as he promised, but afterward he leaned down and grabbed the hem of her shirt with both hands to pull it up over her head, leaving her bare beneath him. He pressed her onto the bed in the kiss that followed, until her back came down on smooth grey sheets and the lean, scarred weight of him settled on top of her. “We can share our insecurities, I’m comfortable with that. So long as we’re sharing more than just them.”

“Mhm.” Only her whimper agreed, and she couldn’t help but squirm as his hands wandered over her bare skin. A low groan escaped her as his hands grabbed onto her ample breasts and his fingers caressed her nipples. Her nipples pebbled instantly and ached for more of his attention, peaking at the smallest touch. Her hands wandered down to the waist of his boxers, tugging at them in a silent command.

“You don’t have to be insecure.” Her fingers wandered over his abs again as he rolled to one side of her to accommodate, allowing her to pull his boxers down and away. Jessie took a good look at the cock bared before her. “Your cock definitely looks better than any other one that I’ve seen up close.”

“Says the woman whose only other experience belonged to an accountant.” Gordon grinned in spite of himself at the compliment, and let her take in the sight of him for just a breath longer before he kissed her, taking one of her hands and placing it on him firmly so she could feel what the sight of her was doing to him. She could doubt what he said, but that kind of response left no room for confusion about his attraction to her. “Fate’s been a bitch to me in half a hundred ways, but she’s thrown a few things my direction to try and make amends, this cock being one of them.”

“Clearly.” Jessie replied breathily as her hand slid up and down the length of him slowly. He was already rock hard, but her fingers teased and explored eagerly. He was amazingly patient as she indulged her curiosity. “It always drove me crazy he never knew what he wanted. Like sex was this confusing, complicated thing.” Jessie looked into Gordon’s eyes as he hovered over her, mostly because she was having a hard time believing that she was turning him on so much by being naked and not in complete darkness. “Probably because he was married to my sister. I hope you know what you want.”

“I do.” He growled, kissing the breath out of her with a desire in his touch that was intent on devouring her. His fingers were all over, but mostly teasing her nipples as often as he could. Jessie’s hips bucked a few times in response as he tortured her breasts. “I want you under me, exhausted and begging for mercy because you can’t take me making you come even one more time. That’s what I want.”

Of all the things she’d imagined hearing from him, that had not been one of them. She gasped between kisses as his hands branded her skin. “Is that even possible? Usually I…take care of myself.”

“Do you?” He grinned as his hips moved him against her hand and his own touch slid south over her waist. “Well, no reason to let me stop you. But from now on, if you’re taking care of yourself because I’m not doing a good enough job of it for you, you should let me know, and I’ll be sure to up my game.”

She nodded as if she agreed, but there was no way she would feel comfortable telling Gordon if she felt like he was ‘doing a good enough job’ or not. Instead she let his hand wander until it found her core and she gasped. He hadn’t spent that much time exploring her, but she was slick from his attention.

Jessie squirmed when his fingers slid through and her pulse skipped several times, since she couldn’t believe it was actually happening. They were still strangers, but she’d thrown caution to the non-existent wind. She took quick breaths as his fingers stroked her slowly. He eased one finger around her clit as though he knew what she wanted and she only ached for more.

“You don’t have to…” She gasped between strokes, since she didn’t want him to think he had to please her. They were matched together, but she certainly didn’t want to give him any reason to turn her away.

He gave a moan of his own at the way her grip tightened on his cock in response to what he was doing to her, but her unfinished statement only made him grin. She was distracted by his adept fingers, but she didn’t stop her erratic stroking. “Life…is filled with things…I don’t have to do. All the more reason to enjoy doing them.”

Jessie whimpered as his fingers teased her clit and then slid into her. She was so wet she almost felt embarrassed, but he kept going. Jessie wanted to make him feel good in return, so she focused on stroking him quickly instead of erratically. “You’re so hard…”

“Yeah, well, you’re to blame for that.” He said with another violent kiss, moving away from her to get farther up the bed. He pulled her with him, throwing her around easily in the low gravity, then attacked her again with his lips, but this time along her neck and breasts, his hands roaming all over her to take her in hungrily.

His tongue laved at her neck and traced along her breasts before he took a nipple into his mouth. Every time he touched her, every time his cock grazed her leg, she could feel the heat running through him, the need he was feeling for her now that he actually had her. There was nothing feigned about it, nothing that made the encounter feel like he was doing her some kind of favor by spending time with her. The only thing in his eyes when he looked at her was desire, the likes of which she’d never seen before, even from her own reflection in the mirror.

Eventually Jessie’s thoughts were swimming in lust and desire and she couldn’t think about being self-conscious. She also couldn’t control all the noises escaping her lips as he tortured her, and her kisses turned frantic as she edged closer to orgasm. How was she so close already?

“Gordon…” She moaned his name in a worship, since he was about to undo her. “I’m going…to…” His mouth didn’t stop with her breasts, and between sucking on her pink nipples, he teased them with a heated breath across her skin.

His fingers moved against her as if they had been pleasuring her for years, pressing her right to the edge over and over again, teasing her with it, driving her insane with it as he moved to position himself against her. There was an eager triumph waiting behind his eyes as his fingers circled her clit, but just as her moans escalated and her hips started to twitch against his hand, his touch stopped completely and he slid himself inside her, one delicious, rock-hard inch at a time.

By the time he was all the way inside of her, the pressure and the feeling of him inside of her was enough to push her over the edge into an amazing orgasm. Her body clenched around his cock and her hips kept moving to keep the pleasure pulsing through her body.

All the hesitancy in her demeanor had been banished by the spine-tingling orgasm, and she arched her back beneath him, fanning her hair back on the covers behind her before she reached up to tug him against her boldly.

“More.” She begged, since he was still buried inside of her. “I need more.”

He had a grin on his face and from the way he slammed himself into her in answer to her begging, she could feel just how much he had enjoyed watching her come undone for him. “All you want.” He promised in a growl, then pulled back from her just enough to grasp her hips and brace his knees on the bed to get the leverage he wanted to piston himself into her. If she wanted more, he was absolutely going to give it to her.

Jessie enjoyed seeing his smile but she could barely focus on it as he drove into her with such force. She was being well and truly fucked, and she liked it a little too much. Her previous lover had been careful and uncertain in bed, but Gordon had no such uncertainty. She could already feel her body building up to another orgasm again. “This is…so…fucking…good…”

From the fervor in him, she could tell it had been a while since he’d been with anyone as well, but he was still fixed on making her come again as he groaned down against her. He leaned down to tease along her neck and her breasts as he plunged himself into her with abandon, licking and nipping at her skin as she felt him get closer to his own orgasm.

“Fuck, Jessie…” He groaned against her nipple and drove himself into her fully so he could feel the entirety of him buried into her, staving off his orgasm just a little longer. “You’re even better than I imagined.”

“You imagined?” She couldn’t refrain from asking, even though they were both so close to orgasm, her for a second time. Jessie wrapped her legs around him as soon as the entirety of him was thrust inside of her, and his growl against her nipple sent chills down her spine. Her sensitive and pert nipples enjoyed every bit of attention, and the realization he had fantasized about her only turned her on more.

“Damn right I did.” He could only hold himself off for so long, and he had no desire to try very hard in the first place. He gave her nipple one final lick and leaned back again with one hand on her shoulder for leverage as he drove himself into her. His shaggy brown hair fell wildly around his face, but it couldn’t hide the need in his eyes. She could see it in his face when he passed the point of no return. That didn’t stop the rest of him from going wild on her until she felt him reach his own climax, with a cry that knew nothing of restraint.

It was only moments later as his movements slowed that she climaxed again, simply because her body had built up the tension so much that any kind of movement sent her over the edge. Jessie’s nails bit at his shoulders as the warmth of the orgasm rippled through her body, wringing every heartbeat from him before her body relaxed slowly.

“Mmmm.” It was the only thing she could say for a long time, but it summed up exactly how she felt.

For his part, Gordon just laid on top of her trying to catch his breath, his lips moving over her breasts as they heaved beneath him. His hips continued to grind against hers even after his body spent itself, as if he already wanted her again the moment he’d been satisfied by her. The sweat they had between them was heated with his quick breaths against her chest, and his arms worked under her shoulders to hold her tightly. “Mmmm is right.”

Jessie reached up to run her fingers lightly across his face, and she pushed some of his hair out of the way so she could see his eyes better. “Did you really mean what you said about imagining what it would be like to be with me?”

He nodded under her touch and leaned down to kiss the inner curve of her breasts without breaking eye contact. “I hacked your family’s phones after that first meeting. Wasn’t looking for anything like it at the time, but I ran across some of the pictures you sent the accountant.” He grinned and moved his hips against hers one more time to savor the way she felt so exposed against him. “Been jerking off to you every time since.”

Jessie was definitely stunned by that kind of revelation, but she loved it at the same time. Feeling sexy, or empowered, was a new feeling for her, but she was quickly finding out just how much she enjoyed both. “That is wildly inappropriate.” Jessie chewed on her bottom lip for a moment before she pulled his face toward hers and her lips dove into his. “I don’t usually do that, send photos. I don’t like my body.” But amazingly enough, it seemed that Gordon did.

He finally moved away from her with a groan, but fell on the sheets beside her with a deep sigh of satisfaction. He rested on his side to look at her, and continued to run one hand over every part of her he could reach. “I meant what I said back on the ground too. You are gorgeous, Jessie. You’ve got nothing to be ashamed of, and nothing not to like.”

“If that were true, I wouldn’t have ended up as someone’s dirty little secret.” His fingers exploring her skin gave her chills. “I’m definitely softer in places where I shouldn’t be. But as long as you’re okay with it, I’ll try to be less obsessed about it.” Jessie turned toward him as well, which only pressed her breasts together and pushed them closer to him. “I want to know more about you. Who you are, what you like, what you don’t, sexually and otherwise. I’m a pleaser when it’s people that matter.”

That comment made him laugh, and he laid back on the bed with an arm around her shoulders to keep her and her exquisite breasts close. “I’m glad to know I fall into that category.” He looked into her eyes and brushed some hair out of her face as she laid against him. “Who I am, what I like…you ask some seriously complicated questions.” He teased her with a whispery kiss, but sighed afterward.

“Who I am…you’re going to have to wait a little while for the answer to that. What I like is easier. More than anything, I like seeing people get what they want. So I want you to tell me what it is you want as often as possible, so that I can make sure you get it and watch when you do. Sexually and otherwise.”

“What I want more than anything, I’ve already told you. I want a life on Eleusis with someone who wants me, and only me.” Jessie felt like the conversation was a little too serious all too quickly, but maybe it needed to be serious. Everything around them was serious, people were trying to kill them, for crying out loud. “And you may or may not have just put a baby in me, but you don’t want to tell me who you are?”

His eyes flicked down to her stomach as he grinned. “I want to. It’s a matter of being certain I’m not overheard doing it.” His eyes flicked up to the ceiling and the walls around them, as if he could look at the eyes and ears the Initiative planted into the residential units.

Jessie looked around in paranoia, since she hadn’t even thought about the possibility of someone listening or watching. “Well someone just got a show, didn’t they?” She actually crossed her arms over her chest, since she was feeling insecure again with the thought of being watched planted in her mind. “I think I had three orgasms. That’s a record for me.”

“Only three? Good thing I’m just getting warmed up.” He pulled her into his body, the back of his fingers tracing a caress down her breast. “If they’re gonna watch, they’re gonna watch. I’m not going to let that possibility stop me from doing as I please.”

* * * * *

Aiko fell asleep as she sat in the waiting room after everyone had been released from the meeting. Hours had passed. People had encouraged her to go back to her unit, but she had already been there to put her things away and to change into more comfortable clothing. Kazuo had hesitated to leave her, but he had his own match and Aiko was stubbornly staying put.

She had barely met the man before, but Aiko had Kazuo who would have sat vigil and Carl didn’t have anyone but her. Her parents told her before she left that she shouldn’t get too attached to her match, since it was a manipulated program, but she didn’t care about that. They might all be dead if it weren’t for the giant of a man. He deserved to have someone waiting for him to wake up.

Well into her first night on the station, (observable only by the fact that the lights in the hallway were dimmed to simulate nighttime conditions) a man stepped out whom she recognized, but only vaguely, as having been on her flight earlier that day. He was wearing a white coat and carrying a tablet in one arm.

“Ms. Tanaka? I’m Dr. Woods. They tell me you’re here for Mr. Espinoza, is that right?”

Aiko nodded as she jumped up from her chair at the sound of someone calling out her name. She regretted it immediately, sore from sleeping in an awkward position, but she stretched herself out quickly before she approached the doctor. “Yes, I’m here waiting for him. He’s my match. He’s going to be okay, right? They said he was stable.”

Dr. Woods smiled amiably and started walking back down the corridor, motioning for her to follow. “Carl is harder to kill than most, don’t worry. He’ll be fine. We’ll tell him to take a few days off, he won’t listen, and he’ll still be in fine shape in a couple days. My boss has been treating him for years, and he’s been through worse than this. I’m just surprised they didn’t let you sit with him. There’s a bed in the same room for you, just in case.”

“Well, he doesn’t really know me. We only met very briefly down on Earth before the accident. He doesn’t know we’re matched yet. They kept telling me to go to my unit and when he was well, he would join me there, but I didn’t want to just leave him. He saved our lives down there.” Aiko said the last bit softly, since she knew that maybe not everyone believed that Carl did as much as he did, but she did. “He was kind to me. It deserved kindness in return.”

“That’s very dutiful of you, on such short acquaintance.” He smiled back at her, and held open a door for her to get back into the critical care section of the ward. “As his match, you’re entitled to all medical records and histories, so just a quick update on what to expect from him at this point. He’s still unconscious, but that’s mostly because we’ve kept him sedated all night, to let his natural healing start to do some of the groundwork he needs.”

“The knife he was stabbed with was a wicked piece of work, and it did a lot of damage to his kidney on the way in and out, not to mention leaving him bleeding like crazy. Dr. Finnegan did well to help him as much as she did. He had some touchy moments in surgery, but it’s Carl. So he pulled through like a champ and he’s resting now, still not quite conscious. But yes, he’s stable and we expect a full recovery. Probably a whole lot sooner than you might expect.”

“Access to his medical records? Histories? Just because I’m his match? Would he even want me to know that information?”

That question made Woods laugh, even though he knew she meant it seriously. “I haven’t known Carl myself for very long, but I’ve heard of him plenty of times. He’s done security on just about every station in orbit. He once told an angry mob his payroll number and then dared any of them to use it. Crazy bastard repeated it twice for those who missed it the first time. So I doubt he’d have much of a problem with us giving out his current condition. And yes, just because you’re his match. Carl was pretty excited about going into the matching program when the Initiative finally got together. I’m sure when he wakes up he’ll be pissed that he missed the first meeting.”

“Sounds like quite a character.” Aiko said with a slight note of concern in her tone, since she didn’t know what she would do with a man so rough. She had experience with men that were more like her brother; quiet, usually shy. Since she was usually fairly quiet herself, it drew her to the like-minded and similar personalities.

“What kind of medications are you giving him?” She could look at his file now that she had access, but she would rather hear it from a doctor. “I study plants and pharmaceuticals.”

“Oh, excellent. Always happy to talk to an apothecary.” He was clearly in an incredibly good mood in spite of their setting and the situation, but eventually Aiko remembered seeing him on the screen earlier with his wife. So he’d been matched with the woman he’d already been matched with. No wonder he was in a good mood.

“Carl’s had a long history of medical treatment for us to go by, so don’t be alarmed when you see some of the stuff we’re giving him. He’s been through pretty much everything ever created. Right now, we have him on Oritavancin and a new Morphine derivative I’ve been working on, in addition to a secondary shot of his usual daily cocktail. They had to stitch him in with some mesh on account of all the damage, but he’s already more or less healed through that in just the past few hours.”

Daily cocktail? Healing so quickly? Aiko nodded but she really did need to look into his file to see exactly what kind of man she had been matched with. This was the same man who was supposed to father her children, after all, according to the Initiative. Even though her parents told her to avoid that possibility as well. “He sounds like he’s near indestructible.”

“He’s plenty destructible. He’s just stubborn enough to get back up again every time.”

Carl’s was a private room, and the operating table took up the entire center of it. He seemed even more massive when he was lying down, somehow, his eyes closed and his entire body covered in what was obviously the largest size of gown they had. He looked like he was resting peacefully enough, as Woods had said, but Aiko could see the stab wounds in his side. They were open to the air, but not bleeding.

One machine was dropping medicine directly into the wound and another was hovering over it with some kind of beam that pulsed into the wound every few seconds to assist his body in healing. As he’d said, though, it was much closer to being healed than it should have been, for having happened only a few hours before. The wound was closing up from the inside out, almost visibly as she watched. In any event, it was close to the surface of his skin, and therefore nearly finished with stitching itself closed.

Aiko moved closer to him but carefully dodged all of the equipment so she wouldn’t get in the way. She looked him over carefully before she grazed one of his hands lightly with her fingertips. “So you said I can stay here with him?”

“Of course. Big guy’s all yours. He’s not due for any rounds for a while, just once the stitching over here finishes up we’ll be back in to check on him and do some final scans. Other than that, he just needs to rest up. Not that he actually will, I expect.” He went to the side of the room and hit a latch along the wall that pulled down a mattress with sheets wrapped in plastic waiting to be used. “Best projections, knowing Carl, is that he’ll be up and walking around by morning, pretty well back to normal in a day and a half or so. Any other questions?”

Aiko shook her head as she continued to stare down at Carl, but then she turned and looked back at the doctor once he started to move away. “Actually, yes. If I look over his file and think there might be better medications for him, can we discuss his options? I’m not a doctor, of course, but maybe he won’t have to take so many synthetic medications if I can find other things.”

“We don’t get much by way of herbal remedies up here.” He said with a patient smile and a shrug. “I mean, yes, we’ve got the entire hydroponics bay down on the outer ring, but our medications are typically shipped in from Prime and Seven. But yes, of course, I’d be happy to discuss any ideas you have. He has a fairly long medical history to sort through, though, you’ll find. Treating him gets trickier every year. There aren’t many things left that his body hasn’t already been exposed to and learned how to resist. That’s why we had to go to the Oritavancin for him this time, it’s not something he’s had before, so his body didn’t know how to break it down yet.”

She knew a smile like that, since most of the time people thought l the medications she developed were ridiculous, but her brother was living proof that she knew what she was doing. If it wasn’t for all of her research, her brother never would have made it long enough to make it up to the space station in the first place.

Aiko just nodded. Being underestimated was sometimes better than being understood.

“Thank you for being willing to discuss his medications with me, should the situation arise.” She looked away from the doctor and back at Carl, and instead of going to the open bed, she decided to grab a chair and pull it close to the side of his bed. “I don’t have any more questions.”

“Well, if you need anything, the call button’s right there. We’re not far away.” He waved pleasantly as he made his exit, obviously already moving on to the next item on his to-do list before he even finished closing the door behind him.

Once Aiko was alone with Carl, she looked over him closer. It was insane how his body healed almost in front of her eyes. Even though he was unconscious, she grabbed one of his hands to hold onto it as she got comfortable in the chair with a tablet from her bag. There was a lot in her bag that she didn’t want anyone to have access to, but the tablet was issued by the Initiative after the first meeting, so she wasn’t worried about being on it as long as she kept her searches low-key.

She pulled up Carl’s medical file to look over, but she was still exhausted from being up for nearly twenty-four hours with little sleep in the lobby. It wasn’t long before sleep won out over everything else.

Before she was even fully conscious again upon waking up, she heard somebody groaning nearby in a voice that was so deep it shook the table she’d laid her head down on. The table shook a little and finished the process of waking her up, but by the time her eyes were open again, Carl had pushed himself up to a mostly-sitting position on the operating table.

He reached over to switch off the stitching machine that was still working on him with a grunt as if it had offended him. It had clearly done its work, from the first glance she got of his dark skin that had grown back over the stab wound. The drips of antibiotic fell past his side onto the table until he shut that machine off too and shook his head to clear the grogginess.

His hand was still holding hers as he tried to get up, but he didn’t seem to realize it until he was finished with the machines and started looking around the room. “Um, hi.” He said awkwardly as he looked down at her in confusion. “Are you…one of my doctors? Because that’s some pretty intense bedside manner you’ve got going for you there.”

Aiko laughed nervously as she pulled her hand away before she sat up and cleared her throat. “No, I’m not.” She wasn’t surprised that he didn’t remember her from their brief encounter on Earth. He’d been stabbed and drugged since then. “I’m your match. Aiko Tanaka. They let me in here a little while ago. I was waiting for you to wake up.”

“You’re my…” he looked her over a second and then a third time at that announcement, his eyebrows nearly leaping off his face in the process. “I…holy shit! I’ve never been religious, but if you’re my match, then I’m pretty sure there is a god, and he must really, really like me.” He swung his legs off the side of the table to face her, moving a little gingerly at first but then apparently deciding that caution wasn’t warranted as he adjusted his position to face her directly. “Carl Espinoza. But I’m guessing you already knew that.”

She winced on his behalf as he moved around haphazardly and she eyed him carefully to make sure that he wasn’t going to start bleeding again. “Interesting thing to say about someone you just met.” Aiko sat up straighter in the chair next to him and she put her tablet back in her bag. “You might want to be a little more careful, you’re supposed to rest.”

“Are you sure you’re not one of my doctors? Because that’s what they always tell me.” He looked down at the IV in his arm and reached up to stop the flow of fluids before yanking it out himself, with no regard for either the medications it was dispensing or the pain involved in doing so. “Oh wait, I remember you and your brother from St. Louis. So I’m guessing everybody made it up to orbit alright?”

“Mostly. I don’t know what happened to the other guard, um, Johnson was her last name.” Aiko frowned at the fact that he yanked the IV out of his arm, so she got up quickly to retrieve some gauze and a bandage to stop the bleeding. She didn’t even ask permission to bandage him up, she just went to the edge of his bed and attended to the puncture wound the IV left behind. “Please be a little more careful.”

He was taken aback by her taking care of him so immediately, but he stayed still to let her do her work, staring at her the entire time. “Sorry. Old habits. I’ve actually never been able to stand needles.” He watched her closely as she worked on him and nodded to her once she was finished. “Thank you. You didn’t have to do that. Or, you know, come and sit with me for…however long you were here.” He looked himself over and gave her a tentative smile as he tugged at the hospital gown briefly. “Also not exactly the first impression I really wanted to make on my match.”

She shrugged, since the current state of his dress didn’t really bother her after what he’d done for the entire ship. “You’re a hero. You risked your life to protect a bunch of strangers from Earth. We probably wouldn’t have made it up here if you hadn’t jumped in when you did. That’s quite a first impression.” She gave him a small smile and looked around for a glass of water or something, but she didn’t see anything. “Are you hungry? Thirsty? I can get you something.”

“Let’s get something on the way out. Hospital food always ends up tasting like sanitizer.” He moved to get off the bed, moving slowly for her benefit. He put a hand over the spot where he’d been stabbed, which was obviously still a little sore, but nothing started bleeding again and the rest of him seemed to be alright as he stretched. Standing up, even in a hospital gown, he dominated the room, though he didn’t seem to know it. “You wouldn’t happen to know where they put my clothes, would you?”

“You bled through most of what you were wearing.” She grabbed a bag she brought from their unit and held it out to him. “They delivered our things to our unit. I put some clean clothes in here for you. I intended to drop it off because I didn’t think they would let me stay, but then I stayed in the lobby and now here…”

She shook her head, since she was repeating herself. “Do you need some help?” Aiko knew it sounded ridiculous she was offering to help the giant man with getting dressed, but she truly was concerned that he was going to bust open a wound. “I don’t want them to change their mind about releasing you if you hurt yourself getting dressed.”

He looked confused at first, but took the clothes from her with an amused smile. “They know better than to change their minds about releasing me, don’t worry. Thank you, though.” He clearly didn’t fit her usual type of shy, since he sifted through the clothes and started pulling on the boxers right in front of her. The fact that he was still wearing the oddly-shaped hospital gown hid most of him from view but Aiko did get the occasional flash of the large man underneath. Once he had his boxers on, he did away with the hospital gown entirely, and she got her first good look at the man she’d been matched with.

When Dr. Woods had mentioned Carl’s previous hospitalizations, the man had sounded both reckless and dangerous, but looking him over was an entirely different testament to both possibilities. Most of his past wounds had been gunshots, that much was obvious at a glance. He had four in one arm alone, at least six in some part of his shoulders and chest, three in the stomach and a few in each leg. The stab wound he had suffered the day before had been stitched up perfectly, leaving the slightest hairline scar that she could barely notice.

Next to many of the bullet scars, there were tattoos in small black print, almost invisible against the perfect darkness of his skin. Other than those small marks, the only significant tattoo he had anywhere to be seen had been done in white ink along one of his shoulders, a pattern that looked like a fire spiralling out from a central point.

Beneath the scars and the tattoos, the man was built like a tank. He wasn’t just tall, everything about him was huge, from the size of his arms to the breadth of his shoulders and the torso that looked like it could have been carved out of marble by the ancient world.

He saw her looking him over once the hospital gown was off, so he moved slower, pulling on his jeans, letting her look her fill. “The first few times I needed looking after, they tried to do the whole song and dance. ‘Stay in bed, take your meds, watch reruns, just sleep.’ Fuck that.”

He caught himself and looked back up at her quickly. “Sorry about the language if you’re sensitive about that kind of shit. Stuff.” He censored again quickly, then returned to getting his pants up over his waist. “I just don’t stay still. They know that by now. If I really needed to stay in bed any longer than I already have, they would’ve kept me sedated.”

Aiko tried not to embarrass herself by gawking at the rest of him any more than a few glimpses here and there. She gave him a reassuring smile as soon as he started talking again. “I’m tougher than I look, even though I realize saying that to a man who has survived multiple bullet wounds is pretty worthless. Just be yourself. Don’t censor yourself for me. But also don’t be crazy reckless? It would be unfortunate if our match was short-lived because you’re so restless.”

“I promise you, walking out of a hospital will be the craziest thing I do today. Unless there are extenuating circumstances that call for added crazy. Then I might top it.” He gave her a tentative smile and pulled his boots on while disregarding his shirt. “So you’re…I remember something with plants and drugs. It’s a little fuzzy. Mostly I was just wondering how two Japanese siblings ended up in St. Louis, of all places.”

“Well, my parents are actually from Japan, but my father is a botanist and wanted to work on Eleusis research. They have a big facility in St. Louis, so he and my mother moved there when I was about three.” She could see him struggling with the bending over part of getting his boots on, so she went and knelt in front of him to help him with tying them up.

“Kazuo, my brother, was five. My mother stayed home and raised us. I have three younger siblings, but I’m the only one who turned into a botanist. My mother teaches Japanese at an extended-learning school in St. Louis.” Universities didn’t exist anymore, there weren’t the people or the staff (or, usually, the time) for it, but in some of the bigger cities, there were ‘extended learning’ schools. It was as close to post high-school education as anyone could get on Earth.

“Five of you, wow. That’s a lotta Tanaka.” He clearly wasn’t accustomed to getting help with his shoes, but he gave her a grateful smile once he could get back on his feet. The world felt like a slightly better place the more he got away from his hospital appearance. “They sound pretty great. Mom, Dad, siblings, the whole bit. I hope I get to meet them someday.”

He took the shirt she’d found for him and pulled it on over his head, leaving it to hang loose around the bulk of his torso. The garment would have drowned at least two of Aiko without a trace. “You don’t have to worry about anything like that with me. Never had parents or siblings, unless you count fosters, which I don’t.”

“I got dropped off at a clinical wing on Twelve when I was about a week old. They tried to track down my parents, genetic testing and profiling, found out they had their profiles burned out of the system a week before I was born, nobody could get any more information on them. Best guess is they were station-hoppers who wouldn’t want their information in the system and couldn’t be bothered to take care of a kid.” He shrugged as he said it, though, and didn’t sound too upset about the circumstances he was describing. “So yeah, no need to worry about meeting my family. One less thing.”

That sounded a little suspicious to Aiko, but she didn’t say anything about it out loud. “I would have been glad to meet whoever you wanted me to.” She couldn’t imagine not having family, even if her parents were extremely controlling. Her parents had exceptionally high expectations, but Aiko did her best to live up to every single one. “It’s not unusual to have big families on Earth. I don’t even think about it, most of the time.” She went back to pick up her bag and she slung it carefully over her shoulder, since she cared about most of the contents. “Are you sure they’re going to let you leave? You just woke up.”

“They’ll let me leave.” He tossed the hospital robe on the bed and looked around the room for anything else of his that might have been left, then headed out into the hall with her, opening the door for her in the process.

He smiled when he saw Mercury, of all people, at the far end of the hall reviewing someone’s chart on the screens in front of her, and he headed her direction even though he didn’t know who he had been assigned to. “Good morning, Doctor. Think you could take care of my discharge?”

Mercury looked him up and down with narrowed eyes as she thought about how to respond. “You know, Orion asked me to check on you several times. I really don’t think you should leave, but I know it’s unlikely that I can stop you.” She sighed as she pulled up his chart on her tablet. “If you leave, are you going to promise me that you’ll take it easy?”

“That depends on your definition of easy.” He couldn’t help himself when it came to doctors, and his grin was everything ornery. “I’m glad Orion didn’t have to take any of the heat off those idiots. Did we end up getting any other intel on them?” He looked back and forth between Mercury and Aiko for an answer, since he had just assumed everyone made it up to orbit safely after the altercation with the crazy in the parking lot.

“I haven’t heard anything about intel.” Mercury said softly as she looked between Aiko and Carl, but it was clear that she was distracted by something. Carl didn’t know what had happened, and she didn’t want to talk about it. “You might want to talk to Orion about everything, he knows more about it than I do.”

“I’ll do that.” He could see that all wasn’t well with her at the moment but he wasn’t going to bother her. “I’m sorry, Aiko, this is Mercury, my best friend’s wife. Her husband is Orion, you probably saw him back on the ground. He was the one who kept banging his head on the stratosphere everywhere he went. Tall guy, light brown coloring.”

Aiko was quiet as she nodded but her glance over at Mercury was sympathetic. “I remember.” She looked up at Carl and while she wanted to say something to him, she didn’t want to say it in front of the Doctor. “I’ll take good care of him, Dr. Finnegan. I’ll make sure he takes it easy.”

He waited on Mercury’s reluctant nod, then smiled and patted her on the shoulder on his way by. “Don’t work too hard, Doc. And thanks for patching me up down there. I appreciate the assist in staying alive.”

Mercury nodded and looked Carl over once more. “Get some rest, Carl. If you need anything, let me know.” She gave him a small smile and then went back to work, clearly seeking some kind of distraction.

When Aiko and Carl moved far enough away from the doctor, Aiko touched his arm lightly to get his attention. “She was matched with someone else.” Aiko glanced back, but the doctor had already disappeared, off to do something else. “And the man she was matched with is also already married. Logan Bickford, from Earth.”

“What the fuck?!?” He yelled loudly at that, making a few people nearby jump out of their skins with the violence of his reaction. He waved a half-hearted apology at a few of them and brought his tone down slightly as he kept walking with Aiko. “What kind of bullshit is that? She just got matched to Orion a month ago! Why would it…that makes no damn sense. I thought they weren’t eligible to be re-matched if they were already matched with somebody from the program?”

“I don’t know.” Aiko replied softly, since she hadn’t stayed around to see any fireworks as soon as everyone was dismissed. She wanted to get to her unit and check on him, even though he had been unconscious. “Most of the married couples, even though there weren’t many, were kept together. I don’t know why they split them up. It was rough to watch.”

“God, Orion’s gotta be a mess.” He shook his head as he tried to wrap his mind around it. “I just went to their wedding. Kind of wedding I actually like going to. Kind where they actually look like they like each other. World doesn’t see enough of those.” He reached up to rub at his forehead and scratch his fingers through the short hair against his scalp. “So who’d they end up pairing Orion with, then? Fitch? That would be the only thing I can think of that would make less sense.”

“No, Kameron Fitch was matched with my brother, actually.” Aiko looked down at his free hand between them and thought about holding his hand, because it had felt nice to do so, but decided against it. “Orion was matched with Logan’s wife. They swapped the two couples.”

“Well, I hope your brother has better luck with Kam than my imagination thinks he will.” He looked down at her incredulously, but his initial explosion had clearly been the only one he needed to get out of his system. He rubbed at his eyes instead. “That just doesn’t make any damn sense. I also can’t see him or Mercury going along with it. That’s so fucked up.” He turned his attention back to her, though, as she led him down a corridor toward their unit, since she apparently knew her way around already. “I’m not married, for the record. Never have been. Not even a serious girlfriend for the past…what is it, two years and change?”

“Not interested or you just traveled that much? Even if you were, I would be understanding. In fact, my parents told me not to get too attached to anyone. They don’t believe in the matching program, but I think that it has enough data to make reasonable matches. It’s the undeniable tampering that really bothers me. I don’t find it convincing that a computer broke up two marriages and swapped the spouses. That’s too coincidental.”

“Why would they do something like that, though?” He kept his voice down as they talked about it, even though he couldn’t imagine they were the only ones having the conversation if the mis-match had happened in front of the entire Initiative. “What’s wrong with just leaving two marriages together if they’re obviously happy about it? Even if there was some kind of fertility problem like they kept yapping about in the intros over and over, who the fuck cares? There’s thousands of us and we can get back and forth to Eleusis in two years round trip now. What does it matter who’s fertilizing who?”

Aiko looked down at the floor as they slowly made their way toward their shared unit, and she kept one of her hands on the strap of her bag. “Why do people do anything? Why do doctors do experimental trials, why do medications go through several rounds of testing, why do farmers cross-breed different kinds of cows or crops? Humankind has always wanted something bigger, better, stronger, prettier, tastier, the list goes on. If you have a group of some of the strongest and brightest people on Earth and in space in an experimental program, why not push them to the limit?” Aiko whispered the entire thing to Carl, since she was aware they were probably being monitored though it was hard to predict how much.

He caught her implication and her tone, and he was quiet for several twists and turns as he followed her lead through the corridors.

“I’m nobody’s lab rat.” He finally said in a low rumble, then reached out with one hand to take hers, even though hers nearly disappeared in his grip. “And neither are you. Somebody puts me in a maze to find some cheese, they’d best be sure the maze is fucking bulletproof. Whole reason I volunteered for this project is to help keep people from manipulating and abusing each other on another world. If somebody’s already fucking with us and my friends, we need to stop that shit before it even gets started.”

Aiko didn’t say anything else until they arrived at their unit, and she scanned her hand to open the door. She took off her shoes before she stepped inside, and put them on a mat by the door. Clearly, even in her rush, she had made the place a little more homey. There were plants anchored in the small windows. There were a few small paintings on the walls, and her things were on her side of the bed except for the bag she had over her shoulder. He hadn’t brought many things with him, but his other clothes and suits were already hanging in a small closet.

“I have a question for you.” She looked over at him once before she went to put her bag down on the table in their small eating area. “Do you even know what is in the medications they give you?”

He gave her a startled look, since that had been far from the first question he had expected from her, but he leaned back against the door to take off his shoes. He followed her lead in the home she had already started for them. “I take it one of the doctors gave you the rundown on my heart condition?” He got his shoes off with some effort and set them next to hers on the mat. “Honestly, I used to ask, but it’s changed so many times I stopped trying. I’ve been taking them since I was a baby. Orphanage told me when I was a kid they thought that might be the reason I got left. Heart works too hard, lungs work too hard, nervous system is always too high-strung. I was just glad when I turned ten and they stopped having to give it to me in an injection every day. Stuff tastes terrible, but it’s better than getting stabbed every morning.”

Aiko was clearly distressed by the idea of him guzzling down even half the things that she’d seen on his file before she had fallen asleep looking it over. She watched him quietly before retrieving a small bottle of water for him from the unit fridge. Without saying anything, she took his hand and led him to a chair to sit down, even if clearly she couldn’t force him to do so if he was disinclined. “I’m going to look over what they’re giving you, and why. I’ll see what I can do. Maybe I can figure out a better solution.”

He sat where she led him, but he didn’t let go of her hand afterward. There was a brief flicker of lingering pain when he actually sat down, but only when he had to bend or readjust himself. Otherwise, he looked her in the eye with a flicker of suspicion.

“I’m trying to think of a better way to ask this, but there really isn’t one, so I’m just gonna ask. Why do you care? You don’t know me. I mean, I get the whole ‘grateful for kicking somebody else’s ass’ thing, I do, but for that, you could’ve just sent a card. All this? Waiting up for me at the hospital, making this place more like a home than any place I’ve ever even lived when you’ve been here all of ten seconds, looking after me, why do you care what happens to me? Especially if the match that put you with me is bullshit?”

“I didn’t say that the matching program was complete…bullshit.” Clearly she wasn’t someone who cursed very often. “Just that I thought it could be manipulated.” Aiko sighed as she looked down at his hand, where she could see a few scars here and there on his dark skin.

“Do you care what happens to me? You don’t know me either. If someone came in here and offered you a one-way jump to all the riches in the world in exchange for me, would you stop them? Or would you let them do whatever they wanted?” Aiko had done as much research as she could on Carl as soon as they were matched, even before she knew she had been given access to his file. He had been a hero more than once. Often.

He narrowed his eyes in a sarcastic glare. “No, because I’m not a complete piece of shit. But there’s a difference between not being willing to sell somebody out and wanting to take care of somebody.”

“Despite what my parents told me before I left, I want to make my match work.” Aiko admitted as she pulled the other chair around, though it meant letting go of his hand. “I want to believe that we were put together because we could be good together, even if I know there’s a chance that isn’t the truth. And I like taking care of people, especially good people who deserve it.” She wasn’t good about meeting people’s eyes, but when she met his again, he could see that hers were an unnatural hue, a light lilac color, instead of a blue or grey. She tucked back a few loose strands of her dark hair behind her ear. “So is it okay with you if I care, even if you don’t think I should?”

He watched her after she asked the question, looking back and forth between her eyes with wheels turning behind his own. She had seen in his file that whatever else Carl had been given, a superior intellect was not among his gifts, with terrible marks in any kind of education that wasn’t physical. But he wasn’t a dumb brute either, and she could feel him looking for any kind of lie behind what she was saying. The inspection only lasted a few moments, but felt much longer.

“I don’t mind if you care.” He reached over to take her hand again, and pulled her out of the chair she had pulled close, into his lap, drawing her in against him on the side that hadn’t been stabbed the day before. “So long as you don’t mind if I do.”

Aiko was immediately nervous about bumping an injury, and her cheeks flushed when he pulled her into his lap, but she didn’t try to get away. She didn’t think he would trap her, but she was surprised that he wanted to pull her close. “You are…incredibly strong.” She commented as one of his arms wrapped around her loosely. Aiko could feel the muscles of his arms easily through her clothes, rippling sinews of pure power. “I feel even smaller than I normally do.”

“Well, this is what I get for working out down on the outer rim of the station at one and a quarter gravity.” He laughed once and ran his hand up and down her back as he held her. She was a small woman, but especially at that kind of proximity, it was obvious that she was no child. “I can make sure to stay sitting down or laying down whenever we’re here, if that would help. Don’t want you to bust your neck looking up at me all the time.” He made the joke tentatively, but moved his fingers up her spine to the back of her neck, massaging gently as if to make amends for his height.

She chuckled in amusement and shook her head. “I don’t want you to do anything to make yourself uncomfortable just to accommodate me. Sitting down all of the time would get incredibly boring.” Aiko was surprised again by his tender touch on the back of her neck, and her cheeks remained flushed as he explored her. “I hope you don’t find us a disappointing match. Especially because I’m sure I sound like a crazy conspiracy theorist.”

“You don’t sound crazy. You sound like you’ve got a lot more sense than I do, jumping into this thing without looking or thinking twice.” He shook his head with mixed emotion and looked her over again, never one to hide his interest in anyone or anything. “And hell no, you are in no way disappointing to me. You’re obviously smarter than I’m ever likely to keep up with, and you’re a damn sight more gorgeous than I’m ever gonna deserve. Only thing I’m disappointed about is that I’ve been unconscious for the first day of our match. Pretty rude of me, really.”

Aiko’s shoulders relaxed a little. “You’re a flirt if I ever met one.” She leaned in and gave him a chaste kiss on the cheek, since he still had her in his lap. She knew she wasn’t unfortunate-looking, but she was thin and small, though at least she wasn’t flat-chested and she had a little bit of a backside. She looked every part a woman. “Are you hungry? We didn’t stop anywhere to get anything to eat.”

“I am. But we can get something from the catering slot.” He said without letting go of her. He looked her in the eye for another moment, then leaned in to return the chaste kiss she’d given him, his arms tightening around her in the process.

“I want our match to work too, Aiko.” He did his best to replicate the way she’d said her own name, though he had clearly never studied Japanese, and his vowels were going to take some work. “I’ve been saying for the past year coming up to this thing that I’m looking forward to being matched with somebody instead of being left to my own idiot devices to figure things out on my own and get myself killed in the process. If we’re on the same page in wanting to make this whole Eleusis thing happen for the world, then whatever it is you need me to do to make this work, I can work on. Can’t promise I’ll be much good at this whole match thing, but I can learn.”

“All relationships start out rocky, there’s a learning curve for everyone.” She assured him, since she didn’t want him to think that he was inadequate. Aiko was lucky to be matched with someone who was as loyal and kind as she felt Carl was, from everything that she could find about him. “I want someone who will be faithful, someone who can and will protect me, and someone who is a good man with a good heart.” Aiko smiled brighter before she caressed the side of his face lightly with her fingertips. “What do you want?”

There was more hesitation in Carl’s eyes as he thought about the question, not because he was uncertain of the answer, but because he was uncertain about how honest to be with her. Eventually, he seemed to decide on full disclosure, since his dark eyes looked like they were unaccustomed to handling a lie.

“Somebody to call home. Somebody who’ll call me on my bullshit when I get things wrong, which is frequently. Somebody who doesn’t start trouble for no reason. Somebody who’s gonna be happy to see me at the end of the day.” His hands moved over her waist as he spoke, leaving caresses over the comfortable clothing she’d worn down to the hospital to wait on him without getting too frisky for the time being. “Somebody who isn’t scared of me. I’ve had about enough of having that effect on people.”

Aiko nodded. “Good to know.” She smiled before she kissed his lips very lightly, almost too lightly, but she was still nervous. They were strangers, after all, but she did want to jump into it with both feet. Carl was someone she hoped she could fully trust, and trust was something that needed to be built, starting somewhere. “I don’t usually start trouble, and I’m already happy to see you, alive and healing.”

“I’ll be back to fully okay within another day or so, unless somebody else tries to stab me in the meantime. I’ll try not to piss you off quite that quickly.” He smiled under the kiss, and pulled her back in for another, fingers sliding along her back as he held her, though he didn’t push for anything more than that. “Let’s go see what kind of food we can get out of the establishment, shall we? I’m starving, but the longer you stay this close, the less I’m gonna care about being wounded.” He kissed her again after he said so, making no motion to get up in spite of what he’d said.

She caressed his cheek again but slid off of his lap, since she was uncertain about tempting anything at the moment. “I care about you being wounded, don’t make yourself worse. Let’s eat.”










Three



When Anna woke, she found Logan was already awake, lying beside her, his eyes open and flicking from place to place as if something was darting around their ceiling. Through half-open eyes, she could see that there was, in fact, a holographic projection of the station layout up on the ceiling, which Logan was manipulating with the arm and hand that wasn’t presently occupied holding onto her as she slept.

He would zoom in on one section, zoom back out, zoom in again, examining different sections of the station one by one as if he was looking for something. His gestures were slow and smooth, obviously doing everything he could not to disturb her.

Anna’s first reaction upon waking was to scoot closer to Logan’s side so there was no space between her body and his. After that, though, she pressed her lips to the side of his neck and nibbled at his skin. They were both naked underneath the sheets, and she liked tasting him first thing in the morning. If morning ever meant anything in space. “What are you doing, babe?”

“Checking out what they do and don’t want us looking at in terms of the station design.” His hand moved down over her back to press her body against him, but he zoomed the hologram out completely until it was just a spinning star against their ceiling. “Interesting place. Not as interesting as you naked next to me, though. I’d much rather study that.”

“Mmmm. I’d much rather you study that, too.” She replied with a sleepy grin before she moved just enough so she was kissing his lips instead of his neck. “I don’t know if it’s possible for us to break out of here.” She said after the kiss broke, but she was a little worried about ruining the moment. “And if it is, we can’t do it alone.”

“I’m figuring that out, yeah.” He glanced back up at the suspended image and waved it away. He was worried the computers would be too advanced in space for him to use, but really, it seemed like they were just sensitive. He could get used to that.

Once it was off, he turned toward her to return her sleepy kisses. They had made a run of the place the night before, but if Logan knew anything, it was that he would never get enough of his wife. “You sleep alright? I know it’s low gravity, but you would think they could at least get beds right. Thing feels like a rock.”

“I slept on you, mostly, so I didn’t even notice.” She laughed softly and continued one slow kiss after another. “You’re the best bed there is. The best ride too.” Anna teased. It was easier to believe nothing was wrong in their own little world.

At least until both of their fancy new communicators went off simultaneously.

“I dreamed about breaking it.” She growled and glared at her communicator, across the room on the floor but unbroken. “But then they would just give me another one.” Anna held tighter to Logan as if someone was going to show up and snatch him away. “Computer, read the incoming alert.” She snapped at no one.

The incoming message for Anna Bickford and Logan Bickford is the same. Please report to the medical wing for your daily treatment. You are due within the hour. End of message.

Anna buried her face against Logan’s chest. “I was hoping we could just lock ourselves in here.”

He took a deep breath to keep himself from growling at the programmatically-pleasant tone of the computer. It wasn’t the machine’s fault. “We can, for another forty-five minutes or so, it sounds like.” He shook his head and rolled them to her side so he could rest his face against her breasts. “We’re going to have to pick our battles when it comes to being disobedient up here. Find out slowly what happens when we go against the grain.”

“I don’t think we should start with the treatments. We do kind of need those to keep from dying.” His stubble against her breasts made her groan as he scraped his chin along her sensitive skin. “Don’t do that. It drives me crazy.”

“It drives you crazy so you say don’t? Right, like that’s gonna stop me.” He nuzzled even further as he pushed her onto her back. The bed was hard, but it was still warm from them sleeping in it together, and he planned to enjoy that warmth for as long as possible before returning to the cold of the rest of the station.

After enjoying each other thoroughly, Anna was breathless beneath him, and she laughed softly. “God, I love having sex with you. You are the best lover.”

There was no one on Earth or in Orbit who didn’t enjoy hearing something like that, and Logan was no exception. One of her legs was still up over his shoulder, and he turned his stubbled cheek to kiss along the inside of her ankle as he worked on recovering his breath. “I keep wondering when I’m gonna get to the bottom of your bag of tricks in bed. I’m starting to think that’s just never gonna happen. That’d be fine with me too.”

“Gotta keep you guessing, Sexy.” She replied breathily as a chill ran down her spine from his teasing stubble.

Report to the medical wing within the next twenty minutes. The computer reminded.

Anna tossed a pillow at the ceiling.

“Fucking computer.” She growled, since she didn’t want to go. “We can come right back here after, right?”

Negative. The computer’s voice continued, since it seemed to think she was still talking to it instead of Logan. The remaining shuttles belonging to the Initiative will arrive in one hour and thirty-nine minutes. All able members of the Initiative have been requested to attend to greet the newcomers.

“Requested.” Logan confirmed. “So we can decline this request?”

The computer hesitated at that, since it hadn’t expected to be contradicted. Yes.

“Then we decline to attend. In the future, when addressing either Anna or me, you will make it clear which meetings have been labeled compulsory and which have not been given negative consequences for attending. Is that clear?”

Directive saved. Attendance at the greeting of the final shuttles is not compulsory. Initial treatments for the Crisis Virus are compulsory.

“Well, I’m glad we got that straightened out.” Logan went back to lie down next to Anna with a sigh, running his hands back through his hair. “Better go shower off if you’re going to, baby. Wouldn’t want to keep our ‘compulsory’ waiting.”

Anna pouted but gave him a wickedly scandalous kiss before she climbed over him to get out of the bed. “Come with me?”

“Didn’t I just do that?” He grinned and slapped her ass to get her moving. “Go on, get it warm for me. I’ll break our clothes out of our bags and be in there in a minute.”

Anna squealed excitedly after he smacked her backside, rushing for the bathroom. Anything for more fun with Logan.

They were nearly late for their appointments. They moved as quickly as they could through the corridors, bouncing like gazelles through the hallways until they arrived at the medical wing. Their names were checked in as soon as they walked in the door, which was a little disconcerting, but Anna was called first and she hurried away to get her treatment.

Logan was called back just a few minutes later, but he noticed that a few people who came in after him were taken before him, which he thought was a little strange. Even so, when his name lit up, he followed the indicator lights like an obedient sheep until he headed into the relevant room where Doctor…

Of course. Those were the first two words that went through his mind as he got in the door and shut it behind him. Of course he and Anna would be required to get their treatments when she was on duty. “Good morning, Doctor.” Logan said in the most formal tone he could manage. “How are you?”

A chill ran through Mercury as she heard his voice. She didn’t even have to look at her tablet to know what chart would show up next. “Mr. Bickford. Good morning.” She barely glanced at him before she started punching information into his chart so she could get his CV treatment. “I’ve been better, but I’m sure you can agree with that sentiment.”

“I can.” He agreed with an equally formal nod, glancing around the room to look anywhere but at her. “Do you need me sitting, standing, lying down? Is there a preference?”

“However you’re most comfortable.” She waited for the vial and sighed when there seemed to be a delay. “Do you have any questions? About the treatment, I mean.”

“It’s compulsory and necessary. No questions I have would alter that.” He was wearing short sleeves in the first place, but he reached up to shove his sleeve farther up onto his shoulder as they waited.

“It’s interesting how it works, really.” Mercury didn’t know why she felt it was necessary to fill the silence, but she couldn’t just sit there quietly with this man in the room. “The treatment is a mixture of medications that boost your immune system and attack the virus directly. After a month of daily treatments, the CV is gone. I’m trying to find a way to make it permanent so that it can be used as a cure, but I need a lot more time, data, and research to break that code. It’s not easy.”

He looked at her for the first time as she detailed the process, but he held his silence while he considered what she’d said. It seemed almost like he was determined not to engage even in casual conversation, but he did finally speak.

“You’re the first person I’ve met who might be able to answer this question, actually. My physician back in the Midwest was never able to find a satisfactory answer.” He looked down at his own arm, considering the question, since it meant he could look somewhere other than at her. Anna hadn’t been wrong about how gorgeous the doctor was. She was beautiful, objectively and subjectively flawless in every way. He’d never seen her like on Earth, and didn’t imagine he ever would have.

“It’s my understanding that human immune response is supposed to be something like four thousand percent stronger in the descendents of Crisis survivors, since they were the only ones who could survive the initial outbreak. I remember learning in school that amplifying immune response even further is often fatal. So then why does the CV treatment amplify what’s already working harder than it should for our species?”

“The treatment is very specific in the way that it works against CV. You’re right, if it boosted your immune system generally, it could be very bad, but since the immune booster is mixed with the CV-targeted medication, it really only boosts your immunity by directing it toward destroying the CV. That’s why a lot of people feel tired after treatment, because all of your antibodies are focused on destroying something that has been present since conception.” She grabbed the vial as soon as it showed up, and slowly pulled the liquid into a syringe.

“The treatment is partially a virus that has been manipulated and perfected to target and destroy CV in the body, but it’s a short-lived virus if it’s not boosted by your immune system. It becomes completely worthless on Earth because of the abundant presence of CV, so even once destroyed, people become reinfected. CV has endless, mutating strains, much like influenza or covid. The anti-virus is deadly to CV but short-lived, so it has to be intensely monitored during treatment.”

She tapped the syringe and cleaned off his arm before she briefly met his eyes and continued her medical explanation and administration. The treatment included large needles and they definitely weren’t painless. “I’ve conducted simulated trials to manipulate the anti-virus, but it’s a fickle thing. It dies too easily or it mutates quickly into something dangerous or something worthless. I don’t even know how they discovered it in the first place, to be honest with you.”

“Must have been a miracle.” His voice dripped with cynicism and he didn’t watch her work since doing so put her squarely in his field of vision, which was something he intended to avoid. “I thought you were an obstetrician, not a virologist?”

“I am.” She finished his first treatment and held the gauze in place to make sure the bleeding stopped. “You have to stay here for fifteen minutes after each treatment for the first week so I can monitor your vitals. Sometimes recipients have troubling reactions.” Mercury looked him over without meeting his gaze, but she checked his pupils as she monitored him.

“Part of my research is focused on babies who are born with CV immunity. I want to study them more so that maybe I can find a way to help more babies, but it’s hard to find CV-immune people who live past childhood. In fact, I haven’t found any. They are incredibly rare, and they all die. It’s a little disturbing, really. But I’m going to figure out the answer. Somehow.”

That sounded incredibly suspicious to Logan, and it almost distracted him from the fact that he was going to be medically detained every day, each time undoubtedly with the woman he least wanted to spend time with in the universe. He went across the room to a chair to sit down and get comfortable if he had to wait it out. “How do they die? Immune over-response?”

“Mostly from commonplace accidents.” She tapped through her tablet and and walked over to him, even though she was sure that he had walked away to avoid her. Mercury didn’t want to spend time with him either, but her nerves kept her talking. Mercury handed him her tablet with her research pulled up. “This table has all the data I’ve collected about babies that tested CV-immune at birth. As you can see, there aren’t many. But their cause of death is listed there too.” Once she handed him the tablet, she backed away to give him his desired space.

He took his time looking over the data trying to see any kind of pattern but he eventually looked back up in confusion. “Fifteen percent of these are Earth-births, at best. You don’t have data collected on Earth pregnancies? I thought we were all tested at birth for susceptibility as well.”

“I was told that you were, but that doctors have become somewhat unreliable on Earth to keep this kind of information. There are bigger issues that they care about on a daily basis.” Mercury shrugged, since she didn’t know if she believed that or not. “I was told that one doctor alone might cover a large area or support a large population on a daily basis. It doesn’t give them much opportunity to keep diligent records.”

“That much is true.” Logan said absently as his eyes scanned the data, rearranging it a few different ways to try and get a good visual of it or pick out a pattern, if there even was one. “My family physician back home lived an hour and a half away. She told me once that she had case files on six hundred people, from up to about four hours away from her home. She was angry at the time, so she might have been exaggerating, but not by much.”

“Wow. Six hundred people?” Mercury couldn’t imagine having that many active patients at once, and it was hard to imagine how busy she would be if she had that many people depending on her. “You need more doctors on Earth.” Mercury kept her distance until she absolutely had to check his vitals again, and she was careful about listening to his pulse and breathing, which seemed normal, if a little quickened. Mercury bent down in front of him so she could check his pupils. “Are you feeling warm? Your pulse is a little quick. It’s normal, but I just need to know how you’re feeling.”

“Slightly warmer than usual, I would say, but I’ve had that since I got on board the shuttle. Even if this place is as big as a city, I’m still aware that I’m spinning in a metal box.” He shrugged slightly, but couldn’t keep his eyes from reacting out of long-ingrained habit and looking down her blouse as she bent in front of him. From what little he knew of the doctor, he imagined she had no idea she was even exposing herself, so he didn’t take it as some kind of intentional tease, but it was a tease nonetheless.

“I’ll get you some water.” She finished checking his pupils and moved away to the same dispensing slot. Mercury gave him a polite smile when she handed him the cup. “Halfway there, and then you can go on your way.” She took her tablet back and went to his chart to enter his vitals.

He stared into the cup for what seemed like a small, awkward eternity after he downed the contents, before he spoke again. “I have a suggestion for your research.” He said quietly. “Look into the histories of the direct blood relatives of the immune children you’re researching. Siblings and cousins especially. The genes that made them immune are in their family somewhere. If they resurface, there will have to be some kind of pattern that could help isolate them.”

Mercury considered his suggestion silently at first and then nodded, since she was appreciative of any ideas that might help her research. “I haven’t done that. Thank you, I’ll make a note to look into it.”

With that suggestion passed on, Logan lapsed back into silence for what felt like the longest five minutes of his entire life. He felt fine, aside from a slight headache that felt like it was building from his shoulders toward the crown of his head, but he didn’t say anything to Mercury about it. If the symptoms of the treatment would pass, he would just wait it out.

When he saw that fourteen minutes of his observation time had elapsed, he got up and headed toward the door, careful of his steps just to make sure he didn’t suddenly feel dizzy or nauseous. He had slight pangs of both, including fatigue that she had warned about, but he stood firm near the door before turning to face her. “You and your husband seem like good and decent people. That’s more rare than most people admit. I think under different circumstances, the four of us could have been friends.”

Mercury nodded in quiet agreement before she picked up a small packet from a table nearby, which looked like a piece of clear plastic with a few pills inside. “For your nausea and dizziness. The sleepy feeling will go away with a nap.” She looked into his eyes briefly, for almost the first time during the appointment.

“You know, maybe that’s the solution to all of this. Maybe we should just try to be friends, and that will appease them into thinking that we’re not resisting. I have a feeling if we resist even speaking to each other, situations like this will just keep happening.” Clearly Mercury was also under the impression that being assigned as his doctor was no coincidence. “Talking to each other isn’t terrible. And you gave me a suggestion for my research.”

Logan nodded, sticking the pills in his pocket so he could pretend he was going to take them later. “We’ll see if that’s possible. For now, with other recruits coming in, I think they should have bigger things to worry about.”

She nodded again and stepped past him to open the door so he could leave. “Have a nice day, Mr. Bickford.”

“And you, Doctor.” He didn’t smile on the way out the door, and he even managed to hold his breath until he got around the corner to let out the sigh he’d been bottling up. Anna was nowhere in sight, but he was determined to wait.

After her treatment, Anna was led by her doctor to another room where she was told to wait, since an official wanted to speak with her. She felt restless and uneasy as she sat in a small room by herself, but she twirled around in a chair as she waited for someone to show up. She spent most of the time brainstorming less and less-polite ways of telling someone to fuck off so she could get back to Logan.

It was almost ten minutes before the door opened, and she knew just by the silhouette of the man’s arm as he opened the door that it was attached to a ridiculously tall person. Orion came through and shut the door behind himself with a sigh, nodding to Anna to acknowledge that he was the one there to talk with her. “Morning. How’s the treatment treating you?”

She stopped cold in her spinning and just stared at him before she let out a sarcastic laugh. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. What the hell are you doing here? You’re an official now?”

“I’m an officer. We’re pretty official people, so if that’s how it announced me, I’m not surprised.” He shook his head and sighed without getting any closer. “I won’t stay long. I’m here to offer you the piloting classes if you’re interested in them. After losing shuttles and having some of our other pilots injured in the attacks, the program has identified a need for more trainees. So I identified you as someone with interest and aptitude.”

Anna opened her mouth to say something extremely rude and sarcastic, but she stalled as she thought about what Logan said about taking a shuttle and getting the fuck away from the station. She needed to know how to drive the damn things if they were ever going to get away. “If I agree, do I have to take lessons from you?”

“I have no idea. But considering the fact that I was instructed by the computer to come down here and talk to you without being given a name, I’m gonna guess that yes, that would end up happening at some point.” He leaned back against the door with his hands in his pockets. “If you say no, there are a lot of other technical jobs I’m sure you’ll get picked up for. It won’t be the end of the world.”

“You know that I wanted to learn how to fly a shuttle.” She snapped at him, since his last comment pissed her off. He knew she wanted to learn to fly, and yet he was being dismissive. Callous, even. Their situation was fucked up enough and he was being a dick. “No. Does that make you feel better? No, I don’t want you to teach me shit.” Anna got up and walked toward him, but only because he was standing by the the only exit.

“Good. That makes that visit easier.” He stood aside and opened the door, looking everywhere else but at the small woman on a warpath headed past him. “If you change your mind later, I’m not the only one who’s going to be running training classes. I’m just one of three. So the odds are plenty high for the system to fuck with.”

“The computer tell you to say that too?” She spat at him, since he was being an asshole, but she knew she was being a bitch too. “It doesn’t matter what I want, really, does it? But lucky you, you’re an Orbital. You could find a way to fly your ass out of here, but the rest of us are stuck here.”

“Fly my ass out of here and go where, exactly?” He spat right back at her once she got into the hallway. “Home? The home that’s run by all the same systems that run this place? Right, that’s an option. Don’t try to act like your will is the only one somebody tried to take away yesterday. Because we are all right there.”

Anna scoffed at him. “So you’re trying to tell me we’re on the same side, but you’re here acting like an asshole to me? You’re wasting your time and mine by showing up here hoping that I won’t do something you don’t want me to do. I thought you were pretty decent before, but now you just seem like an ass.”

“I didn’t know you were on the other side of this door. If I had, I would’ve stayed home, or gone to recruit somebody else.” He jabbed a finger at the door as if it had been personally responsible for him being forced to talk to her. “And I’m giving you the odds so that you’ll have some idea of how to play them if you have to. I can imagine the conversation that you and your husband had last night when you went back to your unit after the meeting. I can imagine it because Mercury and I had the same fucking conversation, I’m thinking. So yeah, in that way, we’re absolutely on the same side. And that side is that we want to stay on opposite sides. Real simple.”

“Logan and I don’t have to discuss staying on the same side.” She responded with a glare up at the giant that was supposed to be her genetic match. What bullshit. “Fucking each other seemed like a much better option than talking about shit that didn’t need to be talked about. Logan and I have been best friends for most of our lives. No one is going to change that.”

“Good. Keep it that way.” Orion threw up his hands and headed away from her down the hall, even though he wasn’t sure he could get out of the medical sector that way. All he cared about was getting away from the woman he had wanted nothing to do with in the first place.

Anna stormed her way all the way to the lobby to find Logan, who was clearly waiting for her. She went up and grabbed his hand, but she looked more frustrated than angry. “Can we go?”

“Yes, we can.” He was already on his feet as soon as he saw her, but the level of frustration in her voice was a lot higher than he had expected. “What happened?”

“The giant showed up.” She held Logan’s hand in a death grip. “To offer me flying lessons that he didn’t really want me to learn. Asshole.”

He walked next to her in silence until her pace began to return to normal, then squeezed her hand once. “My appointment was with Dr. Finnegan. Apparently in an absence of babies, she does general practice and virology as well.” He shook his head and checked both ways before taking the turn he was pretty sure would take them back to their unit. “I can’t imagine this is the last time we’re gonna get crossed like this. What did you tell the giant?”

“It’s not going to be the last time if ‘the computer told me so’ is going to happen again.” She did nothing to moderate the vitriol in her tone. “I told him that I don’t want anything to do with him. What do you think I said? I’m not giving in to this bullshit. Even though I really do want to learn to fly a damn shuttle. What did you say to the doctor?”

“I asked her about CV, she seems to have studied it for a long while. I took my shot, waited around in awkward silence for fifteen minutes for observation, then left. If their computer program, or the people behind it, are going to play childish games about trying to put us with the two of them, then I’m not going to be dragged into participating.”

He shook his head as they walked, looking around at every part of the corridor in the context of the structural schematics. He wanted to understand as much about the place as possible, if he was going to have to live there for a while. Anything could be helpful in figuring out a way to get off. “Be nice if you could learn how to fly without having him be the one to teach you.”

“I think if I agreed to learn how to fly, I wouldn’t have any choice. They’d put him with me.” Anna was clearly pissed about it, but there was nothing she could do to change it. “So I won’t. I’m not going to let them push me around.”

They were given several more reminders about the meeting with the new initiates on their way back to their room, but Logan finally ordered the computer to stop telling them about it. He halfway expected the door to be locked when they got there, but they got in and locked it again behind them without further interference. “Computer, what’s the next thing that we’ve been ‘requested’ to attend after this meeting with the last shuttles?”

During the last meal of the day, there is a social event where all Initiates are requested to attend. The computer reported, then Anna looked it up to get further explanation.

“It’s supposed to be a get-to-know you event, so we can get friendly with the rest of the people trapped on this spinning tin can.” Anna flipped through the message on her communicator. She saw something else come in after she read the notice, her scowl dissolving instantly. “Hey, I got something from Cory.”

“Oh yeah?” That dissolved his frustration as well, and he stood behind her as she pulled up the message, his hands on her hips. “We’ve only been gone a day and a half, he can’t have burned too many things down just yet.”

Anna read over the short message several times as her heart pounded excitedly. “He’s saying they heard about the attack on the shuttle, but they were informed that we’re okay, and he just wanted to get something from me for his own peace of mind.” There were a few pictures attached to the email of her family being goofy, except for Ben, who rarely smiled in the first place unless Susan was the cause.

“I love that kid.” Anna wasn’t sure how a day and a half could feel like a year, but the pictures of her family calmed her significantly. “Look, Larissa is in this one with Cory.”

Logan smiled at how comfortable the two of them looked together, and ran his hands up over Anna’s sides as she flipped through them. “That was one of your better ideas, those two together. I hope they decide to make it permanent.” He leaned down to kiss the back of her neck and sighed against her skin, his smile dimming. “Do we send them back a happy picture of ourselves and tell them everything’s fine, or do we tell them how things actually are? Happy picture seems like it makes more sense to me. It’s not like any of them can be of help up here.”

“Lots of happy pictures.” She agreed, even though things were definitely rough at the moment. “Anyway, if Ben and Liam knew, they’d try to do something really stupid, and we don’t need that. Ben has to worry about Susan and everyone else, and Liam has three new wives. We can handle this shit, right?” Anna turned to look at Logan, wanting just as much to be reassured as they were about to attempt with their families.

“We can handle this shit.” He echoed with a smile he thought he would have to force, but ended up being completely genuine, just because there was no one he would rather be going through problems with than Anna. So long as they were on the same side, nothing in the world would get to him.

They took a couple of silly pictures and one with a scandalous kiss that was sure to get groans, but Anna was in a much better mood by the time she went to respond to Cory’s email. She wrote a quick message about floating everywhere and already missing the food on Earth before she signed off a mushy ‘I miss you guys’, and sent it off.

She turned her attention back to Logan while she waited for the message to go through to Earth. “Did anyone send you anything? I would think if Cory sent me something, Larissa would have sent you one too.”

He hadn’t thought to look for himself, but he took out his communicator anyway. When he pulled up his messages, though, there were a few introductory formal messages from the Initiative network and some station memos, but nothing else at first. One message came up as a “communications error” due to corrupted data. “Mine looks like it’s on the fritz, but of course station messages are still coming through just fine. Figures.”

Anna frowned at that, but when she looked back at her own, an error popped up telling her the message she was trying to send could not be sent. She tried to send it again but it popped up with an error yet again.

An invitation for her and Orion to attend the social, however, did come through.

“I’m not going to the fucking social with the giant.” She growled at her communicator before she looked at Logan again. “I guess I’ll have to try again later.”

The look on Logan’s face was skeptical, though, as she was getting an error of the same type but they were both still getting other messages. He tapped the button on his communicator to enable voice commands. “Are all the other members of the agricultural group on board yet? I’d like to send a message to all of them, if we’re going to be working together.”

Members of the agricultural group are all aboard the station. 

“And is there any problem with me sending a message to them?”

The agricultural group consists entirely of approved contacts. The computer replied.

“Uh huh.” Logan said as he looked over at Anna, since that confirmed his suspicion. “Can you tell me on whose authority or for what reason my contacts have been limited?”

All default settings have been approved by Initiative policy. The reason for the restriction is not known. Would you like the list of your approved contacts?

“Just make sure they’re marked obviously. And if the rest of the agricultural workers in the Initiative aren’t currently on my list of approved contacts, submit a request to whatever fuckwad restricted my access to get them unrestricted. They want me here and working, they’d better give me the room to do my fucking job in the process. And yes, you can quote me directly in that request.”

He tossed his communicator on the table next to him just because he didn’t want to be touching the thing anymore. “They didn’t exactly put in the brochure that we were gonna be incommunicado when it comes to Earth.”

“Maybe they thought we would all play by the rules.” Anna put aside her communicator and sat down in Logan’s lap. She put her head on his shoulder as she draped her legs over one of the arms of the chair. “It’s going to get worse, isn’t it? More than just random run-ins and restricted messages.”

Logan nodded, though he wanted very much to lie, if only to himself. “Depending on just how crazy the fuckers in charge of this place are? Yeah, I’m guessing it’s gonna get worse.” He kissed her once without being able to put the fire behind it that they normally shared.

In the silence, though, Logan could feel the slight humming vibration of the ship’s systems, reminders they were no longer on Earth but constantly falling in a tenuous circle around the planet. “But they’re gonna have to take their time with it. There’s too many people in this program to piss us all off at once. They’re gonna have to make sure the majority of people are happy with the way things are, then they’ll be more free to pick off the rest of us who won’t cooperate.”

“The majority of people didn’t come here already married.” Anna held tighter to Logan. “I’m sure the giant and his goddess wife are just as mad as we are. They’re probably the two people who understand how we feel more than anyone else. Even if he is a dick.”

“So the two people who might actually be sympathetic are precisely the two people we least want to see right now.” He shook his head against her hair, running one hand up over her legs. There was no way he could ever have Anna so close without touching her extensively. “Maybe that’s the whole reason they did it in the first place. The only other married couple I saw broken up was the two British men they called out, but that’s…I mean, I’m sure they’re no more happy about being separated than we are but they had to have been given the same kind of buy-in that Santos threw in our faces yesterday. Genetic diversity and all that bullshit. No matter what, nothing gives the Initiative the right to fuck with people’s lives like this.”

“The way they barged in on my family after what happened to this station should have been a clue, but I didn’t want to think the worst.” Anna never tired of Logan’s touches, even when things seemed terrible.

“There’s gotta be some good that can come out of this. If we can just find a way to get them to either ignore us or ease off on us while we’re here, we can make it to Eleusis and forget all this fucked up mess.” She kissed along his jaw lightly and then sighed against his skin. “Maybe we should just talk to them. They’re from here, for fuck’s sake. Maybe they know how we can get out. The giant can fly a shuttle better than anyone else, according to his co-pilot. Talking to them doesn’t mean we have to get naked.”

“No, there’s plenty of folks I’ve talked to in my life without getting naked.” He groaned at the concession, but he knew she was right. “We need to stretch things out as much as possible, if we’re going to knuckle under for the sake of keeping things steady. We’re going to see them again tomorrow for sure, during treatments. Or I am, anyway. Let’s see about scheduling out your flying lessons a few days, see if that forces the system to ease up on us, then we can go from there.”

Anna’s expression was pinched, like she’d just eaten something sour, but she nodded. “Maybe I shouldn’t yell so much or call him an asshole. But he was being one.” She went back to kissing Logan since that was what she would rather do than anything else. “Wanna be my date to the social? I think they want me to bring someone else, but I kinda like you, Bickford.”

“Good. I’m a fan of you too, missus Bickford.” He smiled under her kisses and raked a hand up and down her back as he held her against him. “I will absolutely be your date to the social. In the meantime, you and I need to see what this station will give us when it comes to some kind of food. That treatment this morning left me fucking starving for some reason.”

“Really? It made me feel the opposite.” She replied as she glanced at her arm. “Also, that doctor really tried to convince me to get stabbed in my ass, and I don’t think it was for medical reasons.” Anna slid off of Logan’s lap so he could get something to eat. “I’m gonna put some pictures up that I brought. That’ll be something, at least.”

“It’s a start.” He agreed as he got up, but he didn’t let go of her. Instead, he ran his hand up over her shirt to her neck to pull her into a fiery kiss before he glanced around the room. “Of course, it’s not gonna feel completely like home until I’ve fucked you on every single piece of furniture, but we’ll run down that checklist pretty quick, I’m guessing.” He smiled as he stepped toward the tiny kitchen, his stomach growling the whole way.

“You can’t just say that and walk away! You’re mean.” She said with a pronounced pout as she let him get away, since she could definitely hear his stomach growling. “Such a tease.” Anna watched his backside before she went to her bag to dig for pictures. He had such a nice ass. Everything. Nice everything.

Logan managed to find the settings that would send along some protein bars, since that was the only thing he felt like he could trust out of the long list of prepared foods. Even when they arrived, he looked over the packaging with suspicion, but he had to remind himself that he had no way of knowing what was going into their food or the treatments being shoved into their arms. All he could do was keep going.

As he waited for more food to come through and Anna worked on the pictures, he reluctantly scrolled through his contact list. He was not surprised to find Mercury’s name on it, but when he looked through it again, he realized it had been moved to the very top as his first-priority contact. He shook his head at the little games the computer seemed to enjoy before he selected her name and typed out a brief message.

Anna and I have decided it’s in our best interests to attend the social tonight in the observatory gallery. Can we plan to see you and Orion there as well?

When Mercury received a message from Logan Bickford, she almost fell out of her chair. She and Orion had met for a meal during a break in their busy day. She hadn’t planned to go to the social, but Orion also thought it was better to be compliant than not. “I just got a message from Logan Bickford.” She put down her fork and looked across the table at Orion before she let him read the message.

Orion took the communicator for a quick look, then handed it back to her with a resigned sigh. “Maybe they tried to call home too.” He stabbed at his food, but he suddenly wasn’t hungry. He brought the meal over to the clinical wing even though the computer told him Mercury wasn’t going to get any time to herself to take a lunch. He figured he was going to be ignoring the computer’s advice a lot in the days and months to come. “I don’t know why else they would decide to make an appearance. Them not attending the greeting with the other shuttles was pretty clear.”

Mercury did no more than poke at her own food the same as he was. “I talked to him today, I had to give him his treatment.” She hadn’t told Orion, but she was a little nervous about admitting that she had been in a room alone with the man who had been slated as her match, even though it wasn’t her choice. “Mostly I just jabbered on about CV. I didn’t know what to say.”

Orion was quiet, unsure what to make of the fact that she hadn’t mentioned meeting with Logan while he had immediately sent her a message about being tricked by the computer into meeting with Anna. He wasn’t going to let stupid little things make him wonder about his wife. “Did he seem interested?” He asked eventually, finally working another bite of food onto his fork. “In CV, I mean.”

“He made a suggestion to look at the families of the children who are born immune. It’s a good suggestion.” She poked at her food some more. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. It felt wrong, being trapped in a room with him. I felt guilty about it, even though I had no idea I would even be treating him. I should have told you immediately. It was silly not to.”

“You’re doing your job. Nothing to apologize for.” He reached over and ran his hand over her back as they sat across a corner from each other to eat. “What do you think about the social? If it’s all two and a half thousand of us in one room, I would think it should be pretty easy not to mingle with them any longer than we absolutely have to. We can focus on seeing Carl and your friend Barry and the others, see how things are going for them. I’d be willing to bet good money Fitch has got some pretty hilarious stories by now.”

Mercury nodded and moved closer, abandoning her meal. “I told you about Carl. I don’t think he should have left, but he seemed eager to get out with his match. She does not seem his type at all. Quiet. Overly helpful. Nice, though.”

“Yeah, I’m not sure putting him with someone quiet was a good idea. That doesn’t seem right at all.” He shook his head and held her close against his shoulder, his fingertips scratching up and down her spine in ways he had learned she liked. “Maybe it’ll work out, though. I told you when we first got together, you’re nothing like the women I used to date. So if somebody had known me before, they wouldn’t have said you were my type either. I have since discovered, however, in a thoroughly scientific study, that you are very much my type. It’s a fact. I have evidence.”

“You have evidence?” She teased as she leaned into him even more. Mercury had seen a lot of patients that day and almost all of them had recognized her, not because she was a good doctor, but because of what had happened with the matching program. She had heard the word ‘mistake’ uttered in reference to her and Orion together more than once, since she had been rematched.

Was it a mistake? Could the computer make mistakes? Had they put all of their faith in something that had put them together by error?

“What evidence is that?”

He held onto her for a while in silence, then took her hand and pulled it up to rest it on his chest. She could feel his heart beating strongly against her hand. Mercury had remarked once that because he was so lean it was easier to feel his heartbeat, and that was just as much the case now as it was while they were naked on Three. “This evidence. Go on, shove me under one of your scanners in there, you’ll see two ventricles, two atria, four valves, and your name stamped on the whole mess, prefaced with the words ‘property of’ in big, friendly letters.”

That made Mercury chuckle, despite her overall dour mood. “I don’t know if I would want to see that. It might make me concerned for your health.” She leaned in and brushed her lips against his before she hungrily dove in for more and tugged on his shirt. “I’ve heard more than once today that we’re the couple the matching program got wrong.” She whispered against his lips, her nose touching his. “Even if it was wrong, I still love you. I don’t care about that now.”

“I’ve never been conflicted about how I feel toward a machine before I got here.” He said with a chuckle, laying his long-fingered hand over hers to hold it against his chest. “I’ve been pretty fond of them, on the whole. They help me fly my ships, bring me food, pump oxygen into the air, so yeah, generally I’m a fan. And the matching program gave me you. I’m fond of it for that reason. This…this feels different. So no, this version of the program, I’m not a fan of. And I don’t care what it says now. It got me to you, and that’s all I want. Just the woman I love. I’m not sure why that particular computation seems to be one it’s having trouble with.”

She responded to his declaration by pressing her lips into his, the warmth of his mouth, the taste of him forever a comfort. Especially now. “I should get back to work for a little while before the social. Tomorrow will be just as busy.” Mercury ran her fingers over his face several times, since she really didn’t want him to go. It was supposed to be lunch but instead she felt like she had stepped into an Orion-shaped haven. “I’ll go back to the unit in a little while so I can get cleaned up and out of scrubs for the social.”

“I like the ‘out of scrubs’ part. I’ll make sure I’m around to help out with that bit.” He grinned and kissed her fingertips without making any move to get up. “I volunteered for some duty work since they tasked you at the clinic for the day, so I’m running inspections on the shuttles if you need me. But I’ll make sure to be back when you finish your shift.”

Mercury stole a couple more kisses. “I brought some new clothes with me. I hope you like them.” She smiled coyly and moved out of his lap. “I’ll see you back at the unit as soon as I can. Thank you for bringing me a warm meal.”

“Wha…” he put his hands up in exasperation as she got up to walk away. “You can’t tell a guy that and then just walk away! That is just mean. You’re a mean person.” He pointed at her accusingly, but he was smiling anyway as he cleaned up their lunch.










Four



Mercury was surprised when she returned to the unit and found that Orion hadn’t made it back before she did. She took one of the fastest showers of her life and pinned up her hair into an immaculate bun on the top of her head with a few loose tendrils before she pulled out one of her new dresses. It was a forest green that flattered her curves and her eyes, and while she wasn’t used to wearing dresses that went to mid-thigh and exposed cleavage, she was learning what Orion liked and she wanted to look good for him.

Her announcement of Orion’s return was a whiff of oil and something burnt as the doors opened for him. He seemed unscathed, but he also seemed somehow deflated.

“If I ever volunteer to try and help out on actual mechanical duty again, please, sedate me or shoot me or…” he finally turned around and saw her step out of the kitchen area and his eyes went wide. “Ho…ly…shit, you look amazing.” For his part, he was covered in singed pieces of fabric with grease marks on his arms and face.

Mercury didn’t even hesitate to rush up to him, bringing a hint of a sugary vanilla scent with her, which smelled as divine as she looked. She looked him over for any bleeding, touching him gingerly. “I told you, I bought new clothes because I wanted to look good for you. I’m realizing that scrubs aren’t very flattering, though they’re much more comfortable than this dress. Are you alright? Are you bleeding? Burned? I have a kit in the kitchen…”

“I’m fine, just a little scalded. Nothing major, I promise.” He stripped off the burnt fabric and left it by the door so that he could bag it up and dispose of it later. “I went through one of the engines with a mechanic who’s also from Three. Never met the guy, but he’s pretty great. Hell of a lot better at actually working on those things than I am.”

“I ended up sparking an ignition core and got myself flashed for it. Nothing major.” Once he was naked, she could see for herself that he was unharmed, but his arms and face still looked like they could use some work. “Seriously, you look incredible, Mercury. I don’t even want to get in the shower and get cleaned up, I just want to stand here and look at you for the rest of the night.”

She rolled her eyes and tried not to show the blush that crept into her cheeks. “Go, get showered. I’ll wait here for you. Are you sure you’re alright? I don’t care about looking pretty if you’re hurt.”

“I’m fine, I promise. Just got a little messed up. I’ll clean up in a hurry.” He leaned in carefully to give her a light kiss, since his lips at least hadn’t been compromised by his afternoon, then headed toward the shower. “Should I go with the uniform or something else? Normally I would go with the uniform, but the last time somebody called me Lieutenant, I wanted to punch her in the face, so I’m feeling like I might need to go civilian for a change.”

“I think you look very good in your uniform, but I also think you look very nice when you’re naked, so I’m not the best person to ask.” Mercury smiled at him and nodded toward their small closet. “I’ll find you something civilian if you want.”

“Sure, let’s go for that, at least for tonight. If a CO comes to the social and yells at me for being out of uniform, I’ll just tell them I didn’t know what rank to wear, so I didn’t want to make the mistake.” He was already in the bathroom by that point, with the water running, but he popped out at that.

“Oh yeah, wanted to let you know that happened today. We all got notified that our current ranks have been nullified. We’re all going to be placed in Eleusis ranks according to the assessment of the military commanders. So I’m not a lieutenant anymore, as of yesterday when we got here.”

“They are changing quite a lot, very quickly.” Mercury commented with a frown. “The next thing you know, they’ll be telling me I’m not a doctor anymore.” She shook her head as she went to retrieve her shoes and his clothing. “I’ll be out here, possibly peeking in on you.”

“Peek all you like. Everything in here belongs to you.” He winked at her before he got in the shower, then kept yelling to be heard over the water. “You’re one of the best doctors they’ve got. What are there, twenty of you with us now? Out of more than two thousand people? Yeah, they need everybody they can get. Besides, you’re obstetrics director. You’re completely fine.”

“An obstetrics doctor who is doing routine work all day long. They could have anyone administering the treatments after the first week. Though I suppose with all the new matches, they’ll have use for me soon enough.” She picked out some dark pants and a grey shirt, but it was the kind of fit that would show off his lean body. “I saw some very enthusiastic matches in the corridors today. You and I have some competition out there for the sexiest kisses.”

“What? No. That cannot be allowed to stand. We will claim our title and none shall take it from us.” He sounded suitably scandalized, and she could just imagine the sarcasm on his face as he said it. “Who’s holding the title, would you say? I like hearing about happy couples.”

“I don’t know, there’s quite a few. I saw a Mister White today with a Miss Rogers. They were rather attached by the lips.” She went to stand by the shower once she had picked out his clothes and once her shoes were by the door. “It was a long day without you, and I think seeing any happy couples made me miss you even more.”

He smiled at her through the walkspace between the rest of the bathroom and the shower. There was a rod for a curtain, but neither of them had seen the point in hanging one, since they enjoyed looking at each other too much. He was already a lot cleaner than he had been, and she could see that he did have a few minor cuts along his hands and one on the side of his neck, all of which had already begun to heal.

“I didn’t get to see any happy couples, just heard about them all day long. I thought pilots were bad with gossip, but mechanics are worse. I think they’ve all been so pent up waiting for it that they were all just glad to finally get with somebody. The ones who got laid last night, anyway.”

“I’m betting a lot of people did last night.” She continued to watch him with a smile, glad he didn’t mind her gawking. “I’m glad that most people seem happy, at least. It restores a little faith in the Initiative. They may have made a mistake with us, but I’m glad that’s not the overall feeling. I still want Eleusis to be a success, you know?”

“So do I.” He looked her over again and turned the water off, checking out his face and hands in the mirror nearby just to make sure he’d actually gotten everything. “So long as what’s going on with us is actually a mistake. I hope it is.”

Mercury’s smile disappeared. She grabbed some ointment stored behind a mirror and put it on a few of his burn spots without asking before he completely dried himself off. “Are you saying that you think someone tampered with it, or are you saying that the new matches might be correct?”

“No, of course I don’t think the new matches are correct.” He looked horrified at even the prospect, but he stood still for her to put the ointment on his cuts. “I think the new matches were tampered with somehow, I just don’t know why.”

“But it is possible that the results weren’t tampered.” She confirmed as she ran her fingertips lightly over his freshly-cleaned skin. “Not that it matters. I’ve made my choice, and I don’t want anyone other than you. But it is possible that these people have actually been matched with us based on the compatibility algorithms built into the program and the computer determined that these new people are better matches for us than each other.” Mercury looked him up and down before she leaned in and planted a kiss on his jaw, since she didn’t want him to think she was contemplating someone else.

“It’s possible.” He conceded, towelling off his legs and returning the kiss she had given him, finally clean enough to put a hand on the waist of her dress to hold onto her. “But like you said, not that it matters. He can’t have you. I said so.”

Mercury’s smile returned to her lips and she stepped in closer, the pull between them was magnetic. She felt like her body was meant to be plastered against his, and their lips fused together. Every velvet kiss, every sweep of the tongue, and she was more an addict than the day before. “I didn’t know you were so possessive.”

“I’m new at possessive, but I’ve got a damn good reason to be.” He had no trouble returning the heat in her kisses, moaning quietly under them after being separated for most of the day. “I told you before I was gonna be greedy with you. That doesn’t change because we actually have to work for a living. Probably only gonna make it worse.”

“I’m okay with greedy.” She whispered between kisses before her hand tentatively trailed down his body, moving lower until she grazed his manhood. “I should have waited out there.”

“Should you, though?” His voice cracked with sarcasm, but he was grinning anyway, and certainly wasn’t moving away from her touch. Just a few kisses from her already had him beginning to get hard, and she could feel as soon as her fingers even grazed him that his body began responding immediately. There were all kinds of questions about the state of their match and the future of the Initiative, but his absolute attraction to her was not in question.

When he moved his kisses to the side of her neck, she let out a small moan. Mercury still smelled strongly of sugary vanilla, especially in the steam from his shower, and with her hair up it gave him plenty of opportunity to kiss along her sweet, porcelain skin. Her hand wrapped around his hardened cock and stroked slowly.

“I read about something that I wanted to try. With my mouth.” She was already dressed and didn’t want to get undressed, but he was still naked and she couldn’t get the curiosity out of her mind.

“Did you?” She could tell he was surprised, but from the way he gripped her waist and ran his hands over her dress, it was surprise of the pleasant variety. “You know I love it when you read. What did you read about, exactly?”

She was glad to see he was eager, but from what she read, there didn’t seem to be many men that were opposed to what she was hoping to try. Mercury moved closer to him, but she turned more of her attention to his penis. “I read about how a woman can please a man by sucking and licking his penis. There were a lot of techniques I read about and I would like to try it. I saw a lot of diagrams and read detailed explanations, so I think I’m prepared.”

As always, Orion smiled at her clinical description of what she wanted to try, and he kissed her again before he led her back to the bedroom with a cushioned bench where he could sit down. “I’ve never once been able to stay on my feet during…that.” For some reason, it didn’t quite feel right to call it a blowjob when she was standing there in front of him looking like a goddess come to life. That felt too cheap for someone like her, but he wasn’t going to go clinical himself and call it fellatio either. That wasn’t him.

Mercury felt a little more shy about it once she realized that he’d experienced it before. She wasn’t surprised by him, but she was surprised at herself for not remembering that he had much more experience than she did. “Oh, okay.” She followed him until he sat down and she easily went to her knees in front of him. “If I’m doing something wrong you’ll tell me, right?”

He leaned in and kissed her once she was down in front of him, one hand sliding down over the smooth fabric of the dress to caress her freely, even if she wasn’t looking to get out of it. “Baby, there’s no such thing as something wrong when it comes to the things you do to me. You do as you please.”

Mercury focused on touching him and stroking him until he was harder, and only then did she convince herself not to be nervous. She leaned in to wrap her lips around just the head at first, suckling it lightly. Orion was not a small man and she wasn’t sure how much of him she could take in her mouth, but she was determined. Mercury also wasn’t sure what she would do when he was near ejaculation, but she figured that would be an in-the-moment decision as well. She was curious about the taste as well as what his face would look like. So far, he just smelled like Orion, clean and fresh, and so she slid her mouth slowly down his shaft while her hands followed the instructions of her research and stimulated him toward the base.

His groans were plenty of guide to go by as she took him into her mouth, and his long fingers rested at first along her shoulder and then on the back of her neck. It had been a long while since he’d last had a woman’s mouth around his cock, and just the fact that it was Mercury was an incredible turn-on.

When she started to move her mouth faster on him, his groans got a great deal louder, and his hand actually slowed her down with its light grip on the back of her neck. “Easy, baby. You keep on like that and we’re gonna be…early to the social, not late.” She could hear the smile in his voice, but it was quickly overtaken by his moans as her lips and tongue continued to stroke him.

From the first time she met Orion, she was surprised how attracted she was to him and the effect he had on her, but this was a new level for her. Hearing him groan and moan like he was having the time of his life because of something that she was doing was intoxicating and emboldening. It made her want to do more research about how in the world she could please him. It was such a turn-on that she couldn’t even think about anything other than Orion. She was also grateful for his simple instruction by his touches here and there. The salty taste of him in her mouth and the feel of his silky skin along her tongue lit her body with need.

At one point when she moved to adjust herself between his knees, she saw his free hand was beside him clutching a hand-towel that he’d grabbed from the bathroom, but he wasn’t paying attention to the towel or to anything in the room as she worked at him. “Holy…shit that’s good…”

Mercury could feel her own arousal between her legs, but she certainly wasn’t going to stop because she had soaked through her underwear. She racked her brain for every trick that she’d read about, and even though she knew she wasn’t doing them perfectly, her enthusiasm more than made up for her lack of experience. It wasn’t long before she didn’t care about when it happened, as long as it happened. She wanted him to reach that delicious point of no return, she wanted to hear him groaning her name. She needed it.

Sleeping with Orion for a little over a month had given her plenty of experience in judging when he was about to reach climax, and that time was only more obvious, if anything. He managed to grab one of her hands and place the hand towel in it as his fingers shook with the impending orgasm, but he was clearly leaving what she wanted to do up to her. She could feel what happened to him both more scientifically and more specifically as she stroked him through the last moments, felt his entire body tense up in anticipation of his release, and above her he couldn’t even open his eyes as his face twisted in the pleasure she was giving him.

Mercury dropped the towel to his feet as she kept going with both of her hands on his thighs as she pushed him over the edge. His muscles were taut in his legs and her fingers dug into his skin and as soon as he climaxed she felt like she’d won the lottery.

Orion’s hands clenched at the cushions on either side of him as he cried out, his legs shaking on both sides of her as she took him in her mouth. It had all happened so fast that his orgasm didn’t last long, but it still left him panting afterward as he slumped back on the bench, his hands moving up and down over her arms and shoulders as she finished him off. “Good…god…” he said as his chest heaved.

Her skin was flushed and she was so turned on she was nearly panting. God, she loved it. The salty taste of him was on her lips and she licked over them slowly after she slid him out of her mouth. Her green eyes devoured him as much as her mouth had, and she wanted to burn the sight of him into her memory. “That was fun.” Mercury said sincerely as she leaned back on her feet. “And sexy. I love all of the noises you make.”

He looked at her with a breathless chuckle, still not quite able to move. “If that was your first try doing that, then god help me, I am a dead man.” He gave a contented sigh, then leaned forward to kiss along her cheek down to her neck while she remained in front of him. “You can try out anything on me you like. I fully support this whole research thing.”

Mercury laughed, since there was little in the entire universe that could stop her from reading and researching whenever she wanted answers. “I’m glad that my research was useful.” She gave a tiny moan of her own when he teased along her neck. She was hypersensitive with arousal. “I wonder what else I can discover that will make you this pleased.”

“Oh no. No no. It’s very much your turn to be the pleased one in this relationship.” He continued his kisses over her neck as his hands wandered over her. “If you think you’re getting out of this without payback, you’d be very wrong about that.”

She wanted to tell him that they shouldn’t really linger and they should get moving, but it seemed like every part of her body was aching for him. Every time he touched her, it made her feel the magnetic pull all over again. “I’m a little embarrassed.” She admitted before he could explore any part of her below the waist. “About how aroused that made me.”

“Really?” He asked with an obvious grin, obviously more to do with the effect it had had on her than the fact that she was embarrassed about it. “That…is a very interesting result of that experiment.” He pulled her slowly up to her feet and parted her legs a little as he looked up to her. His hands moved up over her legs slowly to smooth themselves beneath the dress she was wearing, and he pushed it up slowly, making sure not to wrinkle or distress the fabric as he exposed more of her. “Nothing wrong with getting into what you do.”

Every whisper of a touch had her heart pounding and she chewed on her bottom lip as his hand skimmed up the inside of her leg. “Everywhere you touch me makes me feel like I’m on fire.” She laughed at how ridiculous it sounded until his fingertips grazed the outside of her underwear, and a whimper escaped her lips.

Once her dress was pushed up above her waist and still unscathed, he took her by the waist and spun her to sit on the very edge of the bench beside him, leaning in to kiss along her exposed cleavage on his way down her torso. He slid down beside her first, his fingers hooking into her underwear and tugging it down over her thighs as his kisses continued down her chest. Once he dropped it over her knees to the floor, he tossed her underwear aside and knelt down to trail kisses along the inside of her thigh. “I’m comfortable with you on fire. You keep me warm, it’s the least I can do to return the favor.”

It wasn’t the first time Orion had gone after her with his mouth, but she was nervous every time because she felt so out of control. Her whole life was about control, and giving any of it up to Orion was both nerve-wracking and blissful. His teasing kisses fried her brain, and the excitement she felt at his nearness was infuriatingly irrational but incredible at the same time. This time, though, she was even more nervous because of how turned on she was already and he had barely touched her at all. “You don’t have to.” She blurted out of obligation, but she really didn’t want him to stop.

“Oh, but I want to.” He said very nearly against her core itself, with a smile she could both feel and hear. His fingers moved up over her skin to push her knees just a little farther apart before his tongue’s assault on her began.

Mercury had absolutely no control of the noises that escaped her lips. The way she already felt, the orgasm that built would be intense, and it wouldn’t take long to get there. Her fingers gripped his shoulders, and she bit down hard on her lip just to try and quiet herself. “Orion…” She moaned as often as she could, since it was the only word her mouth could form.

Orion’s experience, in contrast to Mercury’s research, had been entirely practical. He knew how to tease a woman when he wanted to thoroughly shatter her. He held off allowing her to have her orgasm for as long as he could restrain himself. His tongue circled her clit slowly, torturously, and her legs trembled. Mercury’s head tilted back against the wall as he slid his tongue up and down her folds, tasting her sweetness while he drove her mad. When he felt that she was right on the edge, he slipped a single long finger inside her to send her sailing over the edge with teasing strokes both inside and out.

Mercury shattered almost a little too easily once his finger slid inside of her, and she certainly wasn’t quiet. Her hips ground against his mouth and his hand shamelessly. Her body shook as the orgasm tore through her, but it was so delicious she didn’t care. About anything.

“Oh…god…Orion…” She wasn’t really known for using terms of endearment, but she definitely wanted to start after this. Even if it would sound silly. “Baby…” She said tentatively, though it still sounded strange to her.

The term got a full grin from him as he teased out the last remnants of her climax, making sure she rode it all the way through to the end. He kissed his way back down along her inner thigh afterward, the stubble on his cheeks scratching playfully at her skin before he looked up. “Seems to me you needed that the same as I did after a day like today.”

“Mhm.” She replied simply since it was the only thing that came to mind as she attempted to recover. “That…” Mercury tried to think, but it was a jumble. “That was great. Thank you.” Being grateful for it was the least she could do. Especially if she wanted him to do it again.

He grinned provocatively up at her as he ran his hands over her thighs possessively, his thumbs grazing the most sensitive parts of her to keep pleasure thrumming in her veins. “I’ll have to wake you up with my tongue. Really get your day started off right.”

“That would be quite a surprise.” She replied breathily as she attempted to recover from his assault, the best kind of assault to exist. “Now we’re really going to be late.” Mercury teased, but her tone made it quite clear that she didn’t really care. “That was the best reason to be late for something.”

“We’ll have to be late more often.” He pushed himself up to his feet, but enjoyed the sight of her all askew and bothered as she laid back. “I doubt anyone will notice us walking in, even late. If you can walk right now, that is.” He teased before he offered his hand.

Mercury stumbled a little as he pulled her up, but he tugged her into his chest, stabilizing her quickly. She immediately kissed along his jaw and gave him a quick hug before she shimmied her dress back into place. Her underwear was still discarded on the floor. “You better go get dressed or we’ll never leave.”

“And that would be a bad thing?” He grinned, holding her tightly in the hug before he finally let her go with a smack to her backside. “Alright, public appearance, here we come. Even if I am just gonna be fantasizing about getting you out of that dress all night.”

She was still flushed as she went to retrieve her underwear and put it down the laundry chute. She grabbed a fresh pair from the bedroom, brushed her teeth quickly as he finished getting dressed, and hoped he was right about no one noticing they were half an hour late.

He had his own quality time with a toothbrush when he was dressed, and he got out just as she was pulling on her underwear. “Could’ve left those off and made it a really interesting evening.” He teased with a raised eyebrow, since she quickly put them on and pushed her dress back into place.

“You want me to not wear underwear?” Mercury hadn’t even considered not wearing underwear, and she wondered why that would be so exciting to him as she slid into her heels. “That’s not very sanitary, is it?”

He laughed loudly and pulled her sharply into a kiss. “Maybe some other time, with a longer dress.” He twirled her around once just to get another good look at her, then headed out.

The social was full and loud, but it was a ‘requested’ event and there was food and alcohol being served. Mercury didn’t look around to see if she saw her new match, clinging instead to Orion’s arm as they wandered. “Do you see Carl? I was hoping to see how he is healing.”

“Well, he should stand out in a crowd, let’s see.” He squeezed her hand and put his arm around her shoulders as he stood to his full height and scanned the massive room. He had a distinct advantage when it came to looking for people, since he was head, shoulders, and half a torso taller than the majority of people in the Initiative.

It didn’t take long for him to spot his friend, and he raised a hand over the crowd to grab Carl’s attention and tell him to stay where he was. “Well, he’s upright, at least, that’s a start. He’s over by the food. Typical.” He was smiling as he led her over toward the buffet, though, since the last time he’d seen his friend, it had been on a stretcher.

Mercury relaxed a little as they made it up to the food, though she wasn’t particularly hungry. She was just glad to see a friend, even though she didn’t know if Carl was up to date on current events. “Look at you two.” She said with a polite smile as she looked between Carl and Aiko. “You look better, Carl.”

Carl had apparently gone the same civilian route as Orion, since he hadn’t been military prior to the Initiative. He was in black slacks and boots with a bright white shirt over his torso that just barely covered his massive arms. Aiko was tucked in against his side as Orion and Mercury approached, nearly disappearing against the man, but he let go of her to say hello to Mercury.

“Told you I would be, Doc. Being hospitalized is a special gift of mine.” He gave Mercury a brief hug, but then turned to Orion and took him in a tighter hug that looked like he was trying to snap Orion in half. “They told me you got out of there without getting shot. I couldn’t believe it. Had to ask twice.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” Orion rolled his eyes before he glanced over at Aiko.

“Oh, right. You weren’t there earlier.” Carl said hastily, looking down at his new match. “This is my giant friend I was telling you about earlier. Aiko, Orion, Orion, Aiko.”

“Nice to meet you officially.” Aiko said as she held out her hand to shake Orion’s, even though she did have to crane her neck to look up at him. He was nearly twice her height. “Even if it means breaking my neck to talk to you.” She said with a small, playful smile.

“Yeah, I get that a lot.” Orion smiled as he shook her hand, glad that she wasn’t intimidated by him. Though if she wasn’t intimidated by Carl, she wasn’t going to be intimidated by anyone. “This guy treating you alright so far?”

Aiko’s smile was reserved, but spoke volumes. “It’s been nice to get to know each other. I’ll feel a little more comfortable when I know for sure that he’s better and not about to bleed out or die.”

“Eh. I’ve seen him worse. I’m pretty sure I’d have to dump this guy out an airlock to actually get rid of him.” Orion settled with an arm around Mercury’s shoulders and a smile over at Carl.

“Even then. I’d just freeze and come back the next loop and bust through your window to haunt you for dumping me out there.” Carl took Aiko under his arm the same as Orion and Mercury. “So yeah, don’t do that.”

Mercury smiled at the banter between the two friends, happy to be in Orion’s embrace, though she knew that they weren’t far from an awkward confrontation lurking somewhere in the room.

It was a few drinks and some snacks from the buffet table later when Orion and Mercury finally caught sight of Anna and Logan meandering through the crowd, but it was Logan that Mercury saw first. It was obvious the clothes they were wearing had been requisitioned just that day, since they were dressed in styles that were popular in space rather than some of the dingy and functional patterns that seemed to pervade life on the ground.

Logan was in a full black suit and looked like he had been born to wear it. The shirt buttoned up to his neck and had no collar to it, but he wore a black stone covering the top button, per the current fashion. His black vest was buttoned most of the way up his chest and the black coat he wore was open, making his impressive appearance all the more obvious as he moved through the crowd.

Most striking was the intensity of his eyes that Mercury had seen herself earlier in the day. Eyes that took in everything with a single glance, hard clouds set in a face that was pleasant only for the sake of appearances The anger beneath the surface was clear, and barely restrained. It came through in everything about his posture and the tightness of his interactions, like a disease that was all too easy for Mercury to diagnose.

They didn’t seem to notice Orion and Mercury at first, and Orion was too distracted by the conversation with Carl and Aiko to be looking around for anybody. As soon as Logan and Anna stopped to talk to someone they apparently knew, Logan looked up as if he heard someone call his name, and turned to look through the press of people directly at Mercury.

Mercury felt her breath catch in her lungs as he looked at her, since it felt like she was caught, though she wasn’t doing anything wrong by looking around the room and noticing him with Anna. She held his gaze, though, and wondered what he was thinking as he looked at her, if he had any idea how they could all get out of this mess, or if his apparent anger just consumed everything. Somehow they would all have to figure out how to coexist in order to make things work, or they were really going to find themselves in trouble.

He held her eyes only briefly, but immediately afterward, he looked her up and down to take in the full view of the dress she was wearing and the rest of her self-presentation. The look in his eyes didn’t change as he met her eyes again, but he didn’t look away. Only after that appraisal did he turn back to the conversation he and Anna had been having with their friend, and he didn’t look back.

Mercury turned her attention back to Orion and Carl who were laughing about something, but she had missed it entirely. She listened for a brief moment before she felt like she needed to walk to clear her mind. “Does anyone want a drink?” She waited for a lull in the conversation before interjecting, but it still felt abrupt.

Carl and Aiko shook their heads awkwardly, but Orion squeezed her hand and nodded. “Sure, baby. I don’t think we’re close enough to the center for Shine, but if you want to grab me a beer, that’d be great. Thanks.”

Mercury kissed him with more gusto than she normally would have publically. After the kiss she leaned in to whisper into his ear. “They’re nearby. I just need to walk a little bit to loosen up my anxiety.”

Understanding moved across Orion’s features, but he nodded and kissed her again to send her on her way. “Don’t be long.” He asked with a comforting look before he let go of her.

Mercury walked away to get Orion’s drink but took a route around the outside perimeter so that she could take her time and avoid almost everyone in the room. It was something, at least, to distract her from the intense, unexplained look Logan Bickford had given her.

Anna was close to Logan’s side as they talked with Gordon and Jessie. The conversation was a little strange, partially because Gordon was just that twitchy or sketchy, Anna wasn’t sure which, and partially because they seemed like they were high on being close to each other. They were touching each other constantly, and Anna was a little disturbed at how quickly most people had grown fond of their match. After a day.

“This is quite an event.” Anna was in an actual dress, which was rare for her, but it was clearly uncomfortable from the way she kept tugging at it to try and get it to fit right. “Some of these people are dressed like they’re going to some million-dollar meal or something. I would have been happy at a bar with loud music.”

“They have those too, I checked.” Gordon was saying as the four of them moved lazily through the gathering. The hall they were in was something in itself, a broad corridor on the outside of the arm that was, at the moment, angled so that the moon in all its full radiance was looking down on them from a distance. It was beautiful, and more lavishly appointed than most other places on the station. The glass edges of the windows were worked in patterns that caught the moonlight and reflected it in varied patterns along the floor and ceiling. “The best bars are up by the docks, but they’ve got a couple others scattered through. Deck six is a good one too.” Gordon shrugged. “Always know where the alcohol is. Rules I live by.”

“I’m glad someone does. I’m a fan of alcohol.” Anna said as she looked away from the group just to try and spot the alcohol table. “Speaking of, I need to get a bit buzzed in order for this dress to stop annoying the hell out of me. Who’s with me?”

“I absolutely am.” Logan said quickly, since he was in dire need of a drink after realizing that Mercury and Orion were close. “What about you two, anything?”

“No, I don’t drink.” Gordon said, then smiled to show that he knew exactly what kind of contradiction that conveyed. He turned to Jessie without any explanation of himself. “What about you? Thirsty?”

“Why the fuck do you care about where the alcohol is if you don’t drink?” Anna interrupted with a laugh before Jessie could respond, but she watched as Jessie just shook her head at the invitation. “Two non-drinkers? That’s no fun.”

Logan went with Anna toward the bar, and shook his head as he glanced back over his shoulder at Gordon and Jessie. “We’ve got some weird company up here, that’s for damn sure. Not sure what to make of those two.”

“Well, they definitely fucked. That’s for sure. He’s all sorts of grabby and she likes it, so whatever their deal is, it seems to be working for them.” Anna glanced back at Gordon and Jessie once more, but then the giant and his almost-equally-giant friend caught her eye. “So they really did show up.”

He followed Anna’s look to where Orion and a few others were standing, and she could feel him sigh. “Looks that way. Though I don’t see his wife anywhere.” He said it flatly, turning away from Orion to keep his eyes forward, in hopes that Mercury might have suddenly decided to abandon the social altogether. That would make things much easier. “Maybe they had the same idea we did. Cooperate to a point and hope for the best.”

“Maybe so.” Anna walked up to the table where there was a variety of alcohol in clear containers with straws so that the liquid wouldn’t just float around in the air. “Maybe I should at least apologize to the giant for being a bitch. Especially if playing nice means I can send Cory that email so he knows we’re okay. They need to know we’re okay.”

Logan hesitated with another look back at Orion, but he pulled Anna into a possessive kiss and nodded. “Alright. I’m just…gonna be here not looking in that direction and having the strongest drink I can find.”

“I’m just going to talk to him. It’s no different than me talking to that crazy guy back there, Gordon. I don’t want to fuck either of them.” She gave him another kiss just to reassure him and she grabbed a beer to take to the giant, since she figured it could be a peace offering.

She drank her entire blue drink on the way over, though, which was poor planning on her part, since it left her without a drink. “Uh, hey. Hi. Hello.” Anna shook her head at herself and then held up the beer. “Thirsty?”

Orion was clearly taken off guard by Anna coming back instead of Mercury, and he had actually started to reach out instinctively to pull her close when she spoke so close to him, assuming it would be his wife. He stopped the motion before he actually touched her, though, dropping his hand awkwardly. “Um…yeah, actually.” He took the beer from her, then looked back and forth between it and her a few times before he started to raise the bottle to his lips. “Is it poisoned? Because I don’t think I’ve racked up sick time to take off just yet.”
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