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Prologue





IF YOU’D TOLD me fifteen minutes ago that I’d be on the floor of the hygiene bay—with my legs spread, my cock still dripping, and two fingers buried in my ass—I wouldn’t have laughed. I’m not wired for that much humor anymore. But I might’ve blinked. Maybe muttered something like “not today.” Because fifteen minutes ago, I thought I had it under control.

I was tired, sure. Hard, probably. But that’s just standard protocol when you’ve been trapped in orbit with one other person for three months and he looks like that. I wasn’t spiraling.

Not until he walked in behind me. Didn’t say much—just don’t mind me. Then he stood at the urinal with no hands, checked diagnostics like he wasn’t pissing six feet away from a guy trying not to grind his teeth under hot water.

Then he shook. Once. Then again.

Didn’t have to look. Didn’t have to see. I felt it. The weight. The rhythm. The kind of casual confidence you don’t fake unless you’re holding something worth faking for.

And twenty seconds later? I was hard. Ten minutes after that? On my knees. Breathless. Wrecked.

And just like that—I was gone. Hard enough to hurt. Wrecked enough to finish. Open enough to want more.

And when I came? I came with his name caught in my mouth and my fingers still inside me.

So yeah. Fifteen minutes ago, I thought I was fine.

Turns out I was already circling the drain.

                                                                                                    



FIFTEEN MINUTES EARLIER

The hum of the ship was the only thing that ever answered back.

Jace walked the perimeter of Deck 2 with one hand trailing the wall—not because he needed guidance, but because it made him feel like he wasn’t floating entirely off the map. The Chariot wasn’t big by design, but space did strange things to your sense of scale. The longer you were awake, the more the corridors stretched. Like the ship was breathing, slow and mechanical. Inhale. Exhale. Lights dimmed to circadian low. Shadows long.

He hadn’t spoken to Elias in… what, four days? Maybe five. Not unless you counted “Copy that” and “You’re on intake valves.”

He did not count those.

They were functional. Like everything else on this ship.

Elias was the kind of man who could stare at a diagnostics panel for an hour without blinking. Who barely touched his rations until they cooled to room temp. Who answered mission logs like he was giving testimony to God. Always calm. Always exact.

Jace hated how much he noticed that.

Hated the way his body betrayed him in the quiet hours—how his eyes lingered during a shift change, how he watched for the way Elias pushed his sleeves up when things got hot in the PECC. He’d started adjusting his own posture in the mirror without meaning to. Sat straighter. Stretched more. Shaved on days he didn’t have to. Not because he cared what he looked like—but because someone might.

It was stupid.

It was pathetic.

And it was starting to get worse.

He passed the galley. Lights dim. Two mugs still drying by the recycler, neither labeled. He never saw Elias drink anything but water, but he had found a caffeine pod missing from the locked cabinet once. He’d run the logs afterward, just to be sure.

You’re a goddamn mess, Mercer.

He made it to the hygiene station and paused, hand hovering just over the door panel. He didn’t really need a shower. He’d already had one—four hours ago. After a systems pass that didn’t even leave him sweating. But the thought of standing in the hot steam again… of maybe catching the scent of someone else’s body wash on the wall tile…

He triggered the door.

It hissed open with that same soft sigh every time. The sound had started to feel personal.

The water hit like static. Warm. Not hot enough to waste power, not cold enough to flinch. Just enough to trick the body into feeling held. Jace braced one hand against the wall and tilted his head back, eyes half-lidded. Tried not to think about anything. Especially not him.

Didn’t work.

He pictured the way Elias stood at the bridge console—forearms taut, shoulders squared, mouth always pressed in that flat line like he was trying not to say the thing that might unravel everything. He’d seen Elias laugh exactly once. Some glitch in the food matrix spat out a protein square shaped like a dolphin and Jace had made a dumb comment about seafood cravings.

Elias hadn’t even turned his head. Just made this sharp, breathy sound—barely a laugh, more like a crack in something solid. But Jace had felt it like a solar flare.

Now it haunted him.

He turned, back to the water now, and let his hand drift lower.

Not immediately. Not desperately.

Just… curiously. The way you reach toward something that’s already reaching for you. He wasn’t hard. Not yet. But his body wanted. Even if he hadn’t said it out loud. Even if Elias never would.

He imagined the heat of a mouth. A chest against his back. A breath caught at the base of his neck before it turned into a bite.

He shouldn’t imagine Elias.

He did anyway.

The first stroke was lazy, almost thoughtful. Just a brush of fingers. Then tighter. Slower. He let his thumb trace the crown of his cock and let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.

God, if Elias knew.

No—if Elias wanted.

He pictured him across the hygiene alcove, towel low on his hips, that unreadable expression still unreadable even with sweat trailing down the side of his face. Not saying anything. Just there. Watching.

Jace’s hand moved faster now. He pressed his free palm to the wall, grounding himself. A sound escaped him—quiet, bitten off. Not a name. Not quite. But close.

The water masked it. Mostly.

He kept stroking. Not hard. Not frantic. Just steady. Conflicted.

He let the water hit the back of his neck as he braced one palm flat to the wall in front of him, breath syncing with each stroke—slower than it should’ve been, like he was afraid to finish. Like dragging it out might give the moment more weight. More time. More space to imagine something real in it.

His cock was flushed, thick in his grip, slick with water and want. The kind of want that had nothing to do with impulse and everything to do with absence. With patience curdled into ache. He pumped again, thumb dragging over the slit, catching on the sensitive ridge just beneath the head.

His knees bent slightly. Not enough to lower him—just enough to feel unsteady. Like gravity was coming undone.

He let his head fall forward and exhaled against the tile.

Jesus, Elias.

He didn’t say it. Not out loud.

But his mind did. Loudly. Fully.

Elias.

The name coiled in his throat. Built like static just behind his teeth. Not a whisper yet. Not a moan. Just a ghost of a syllable curling into the air, almost weightless.

His jaw clenched. His hips twitched forward.

He tried not to imagine Elias’s mouth—hot and firm and unforgiving. Tried not to imagine those steady hands pinning his wrists back against cold tile while he did the touching. The taking.

Tried not to picture his own breath breaking open beneath someone else’s control.

Tried.

Failed.

Jace’s hand moved faster now. Tighter. He changed the angle—tilted his hips forward, chased the rhythm. A sound cracked out of him, sharp and half-choked.

Not a word. Not a cry. But almost.

A name. Almost.

Eli—

It broke before it landed. Got caught between his teeth and swallowed.

His forehead knocked gently against the wall as he clenched around the sound. Didn’t release it. Didn’t dare. But it was there, so fucking close—rising behind his ribs like a pressure leak, trying to claw its way out.

And then—

Another stroke.

Harder now.

His grip slick and rough, the head of his cock so sensitive it stung.

His lips parted again.

“Eli—”

Bitten off.

Barely audible.

But it hung there, suspended in steam, thick with the kind of gravity that made names feel dangerous.

He tightened his grip and pumped once—twice—then again, faster now, thumb brushing the head, pulling a hiss from between his teeth that sounded too much like a plea. His knees were bending. His whole body folding in. His cheek pressed against the wall, eyes screwed shut.

He didn’t want to be careful anymore.

Didn’t want to hold back. Didn’t want to imagine it in fragments.

He wanted. All of it. Fully.

Elias’s hands—wide and rough—bracing his hips. That low voice, sharp as alloy, muttering in his ear: Is this what you needed?

The heat of a thigh pressing his open. The weight of breath against the nape of his neck. The sound of Elias groaning when he sank into him.

“Fuck,” Jace gasped, the word catching like static in his throat.

His hand was a blur now. Rough. Brutal. Desperate.

He squeezed tighter, jerked himself hard—each stroke grazing the flare of the head, pushing slick precum down his shaft, dribbling onto his knuckles, hot even through the water. His thighs trembled. His toes curled against the drain grates. He couldn’t breathe evenly anymore.

His name.

He needed to say his name.

“Elias—” he choked this time, not bitten off, not swallowed. “Fuck—Elias—”

It ripped out of him. Torn from his chest like a confession.

And that—

That did it.

His whole body seized forward, forehead knocking against the wall with a wet thud as the first spurt of cum shot across the tile—thick, hot, and blinding.

A sound ripped from his throat—half-cry, half-growl—something raw and feral, like a command that had nowhere to land. He jerked again, stroking himself through the second rope, then a third, each one spilling out of him in messy arcs that streaked the wall, the floor, his hand. His cock throbbed hard in his fist, veins standing out like cables pulled too tight.

And he didn’t stop.

Couldn’t.

His fist kept moving, milking every last tremor from his body as it locked, as if his muscles were trying to memorize the shape of this release. His knees buckled. He slid halfway down the wall, thighs wide, breath collapsing against the metal in shattered waves.

He was panting, not breathing. Sweat beading under the spray. His entire torso convulsed with each shudder.

Every nerve felt scraped clean.

His hand went slack.

Cum ran hot down his knuckles, mixing with the water now swirling at his feet—some of it smeared across his hip, some of it cooling on the tile, none of it clean. None of it quiet.

And that—

That was the part that undid him.

Not the orgasm.

Not the name.

The mess of it.

The truth he’d tried to hide behind protocol and posture, now written in spit and cum and breath on the inside of a steel capsule spinning a thousand miles from anyone who would ever know what Elias Ford had done to him without even touching him.

Jace sank to the floor. Fully.

Bare ass on cold tile, legs sprawled wide. He didn’t even bother reaching for the towel. His cock was still twitching, half-hard and glossy in the red-shifted light of the emergency standby setting. The water never stopped hissing.

His pulse didn’t either.

He let his head drop back against the wall and stared at the ceiling, jaw slack, throat working to swallow a breath that felt too big for this room.

His eyes burned.

Not from tears. Not quite. But from something else. Something cellular.

Something like grief.

Grief for all the times he’d walked past Elias on the bridge and said nothing.

Grief for every brush of the shoulder that didn’t linger.

Grief for how close he’d come—

Not to finishing.

But to saying it out loud.

He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth.

It came away wet—really wet—slick with spit and steam and the thick taste of his own breath, like he’d just choked on the want instead of voicing it. His fingers were still tacky with cum, smeared up past his knuckles, and he didn’t bother to clean them. Just rubbed the mess absently on his thigh—left a handprint there. Shiny and low.

It looked obscene.

He looked wrecked.

Sweat clung to his chest. There was a line of it at the hollow of his throat that hadn’t moved in a minute. His stomach was streaked with come and rinse water and something else he didn’t have a word for—but he knew what it meant.

It meant Elias was real in this room. Even if only in his mouth.

His head tipped back against the tile. Water trailed into the curve of his ear. He could’ve stayed there. Could’ve floated. But his hand twitched—idly, like a leftover command from something primal—and he looked down.

His fingers. Still wet. Still slick.

He brought them to his lips. Didn’t think. Didn’t dramatize it. Just did it. Two fingers pressed past his teeth and stayed.

Slow. Shameful. Comforting.

The taste hit first—bitter, salty, unmistakable. His own come. Still warm. Diluted only slightly by the water, but still thick on his tongue. It should’ve been disgusting.

But it wasn’t.

Because this? This was the only way Elias had ever touched him. And even if it was imaginary—especially because it was imaginary—he wanted to taste every fucking second of it.

He sucked once—slow, deliberate. Then again. The texture made his spine twitch. The act made his stomach tighten. There was nothing sexy about it. Not really. Just need. Just something broken curling around his ribs and whispering: keep something of this before it’s gone.

His eyes slipped shut. His fingers pressed deeper. He didn’t moan. He didn’t breathe hard. He just sucked. Like he was trying to remember. Like he was trying to brand it in.

He pulled the fingers from his mouth with a soft, wet pop.

His breath had steadied. Not fully—but enough to pass for done. Enough that he could pretend it was over.

But it wasn’t.

Not really.

Because his body hadn’t stopped humming. Not completely. And now, sitting on the floor like something discarded—legs open, back bowed, cock soft against his thigh, the water still
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