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Love Has No Boundaries

An M/M Romance Collection

Volmmes §

Introduction

The stories you are about to read celebrate love, sex and romance between
men. They are a product of the Love Has No Boundaries promotion sponsored
by the Goodreads M/M Romance Group and these anthologies are published
as a gift to you.

What Is Love Has No Boundaries?

The Goodreads M/M Romance Group invited members to choose a photo
and pen a letter asking for a short M/M romance story inspired by the image;
authors from the group were encouraged to select a letter and write an original
tale. The result was an outpouring of creativity that shone a spotlight on the
special bond between M/M romance writers and the people who love what
they produce.

Nearly 190 stories were submitted and have now been published as a
twelve volume set with two additional bonus volumes, titled Love Has No
Boundaries; this edition is Volume 5.

Written descriptions of the images that inspired these stories are provided
along with the original request letters. If you’d like to view the photos, please
feel free to join the Goodreads M/M Romance Group and visit the discussion
section: Love Has No Boundaries.

Whether you are an avid M/M romance reader or new to the genre, you are
in for a delicious treat.

Words of Caution

The stories in this collection may contain sexually explicit content and are
intended for adult readers. They may also contain content that is
disagreeable or distressing to some readers. The M/M Romance Group


http://www.goodreads.com/group/show/20149-m-m-romance
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strongly recommends that each reader review the General Information section
before each story for story tags as well as for content warnings.

These stories are a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents
are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any
resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely
coincidental.

Dedication

As you can imagine, coordinating nearly 190 authors, proofing their work
and publishing it both online and in eprint involved hundreds of hours of
volunteer work. Nearly two dozen members chipped-in to help; the M/M
Romance Group would like to extend a special thanks to the volunteers of the
event team for their unwavering commitment and enthusiasm.

Ebook Layout and Navigation

This ebook can be navigated through the Table of Contents which lists the
authors, their story title and its overall genre or theme. Any time you see the
words [Back to Table of Contents], you can click on the link and be transported
back to the TOC.

The story titles link back to the original posts in Goodreads M/M
Romance group. The author names also link back to their Goodreads author
profiles.

The written description that inspired each story, along with the letter that
inspired the tale is provided. If you would like to see the actual photo, you can
view them at: www.goodreads.com/group/show/20149-m-m-romance.

Enjoy.


http://www.goodreads.com/group/show/20149-m-m-romance
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This ebook is distributed free by the M/M Romance Group
and should not be offered for sale. Each story appears
courtesy of its respective author and should not be
reproduced without express written consent from the author.

This ebook is published by the M/M Romance Group and is
not directly endorsed by or affiliated with Goodreads Inc.

M/M Romance Group Publication ©2013
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ROAMING CANISTERS
By Adrian Fridge

Pheto Deseription

Photo 1: A man, possibly naked, with short dark hair, sits with his knees
drawn up to his chest, head turned to the side and his eyes closed. His hands
are not visible, but the metal restraints on his ankles and neck are connected by
a chain that then runs up the smooth black wall of his cage.

Photo 2: A green-skinned alien male leans his shoulder back against a gray
space station wall, one hand touching the side of his head, the other tucked
into a pocket. His bare torso is lean and muscled, and black pants with silvery
piping ride low on his hips. Behind him, on the wall, black lettering is partially
obscured by shadow.

Story Latter
Dear Author,

There | was, calmly going about my daily business, when there was a
bright flash and | blacked out. When | awoke, | found myself in this metal cage
and all chained up. There’s a strange guy watching me and | don’t know what
he wants, but I think he is why | am here.

Sincerely,

llona

Stery Inflo

Genre: science fiction

Tags: scientists, alien, interspecies sex, technobabble, masturbation
Word count: 10,323

[Back to Table of Contents]



http://www.goodreads.com/topic/show/1470021-roaming-canisters-by-adrian-fridge-8-30
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ROAMING CANISTERS
By Adrian Fridge

| took in a breath. Still alive—check.
Curled my fingers and toes. Mobile—check.

My head weighed heavily upon my shoulders as | tried to twist it side-to-
side, my body splayed on the ground as | blinked in the darkness trying to
figure out what happened. A cold shiver went through me as | sat up and drew
my knees to my chest. All my clothes were missing, and metal bands
connected by chains held down my wrists, ankles, and neck.

The ship didn’t have an accident—check.

My eyes skidded around the room, a giddiness forming in my stomach as a
smile passed over my face. In the shadows stood a form.

Alien encounter—check.

Okay, this wasn’t ideal, but I couldn’t complain. There was an alien, a real-
life extraterrestrial, standing in front of me. All | ever expected to find were a
few bacterial specimens, so fuck it, | was impressed.

| squinted to see if | could gather in more of the alien’s features. Suddenly
the lights came on and | shut my eyes, the burning sensation too strong.

“You’re awake.” My ears prickled as | recognized the words loud and clear
from the alien in front of me. The accent was thick and unfamiliar, but |
understood it. My heart beat faster as my mouth nearly dropped. They could
speak my language.

“Your ship is under our custody now. Your crew is undisturbed in their
chambers.”

| sighed loudly, a certain tension draining at the good news that they hadn’t
killed the crew nor had they destroyed the ship.

| rubbed at my eyes before blinking them, trying to adjust to the brightness
in the room. I took in a sharp breath as | absorbed every detail of my prospect.
Scaly green skin, bald bulbous head, and large yellow eyes with a black iris,
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the pupil a narrow, white vertical slit. Yet despite all that this alien was
humanoid: lean muscular torso, broad shoulders and narrow hips. It even wore
a grey lab coat and black pants, noticeably shirtless.

And this was our first formal encounter.
“Who are you?”
The alien smirked. “I’m the one who’s in charge of you during your stay.”

“My stay?” | paused, recalling how | even got here in the first place. | was
the scientist in charge of the vessel while the rest of the crew was in stasis. Our
mission was to set up base on our red sister planet, the first journey for
mankind. The autopilot had a set course, and my job was to ensure a safe trip
and landing. I kept myself occupied the past two months by drawing up plans
and doing calculations.

The last thing | remembered was going over the water filtration system for
the third time when the ship jerked to a stop. | speedily flew over to the control
room to troubleshoot the autopilot. | lost consciousness sometime between
realizing the autopilot was turned off and going to wake the Captain from her
hibernation.

“Yes, your stay until I get further instructions from my superiors. I’m a
little disappointed it took your species this long to get here. | expected it much
sooner.”

“l don’t understand.”

The alien approached, squatting down in front of me. “I’m sorry, my
Earthian is not great.”

“Earthian?”

“We’ve done research on your expedition, assessed which of your planet’s
languages would be necessary for greeting your ship. I’ve only practiced with
the computer.”

| tilted my head. “Well, | understand what you say. | meant | don’t know
what you expected.”

“We’ve been anticipating the breach of Earth’s quarantine zone for the last
three hundred years. | took over after my father several years ago. | thought



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 5
I | 9

we’d never meet you.” The alien reached out its hand. “I believe this is your
proper greeting. | don’t know the translation for my real name. You may call
me Casey.”

| couldn’t keep my hand from shaking as my palm touched the smooth,
warm skin of this creature. Its hand had five fingers like mine, the nails thick
and black. | couldn’t believe my luck. After all the intensive training, the years
of study, the numerous hours of mental preparation, and I still couldn’t fathom
the reality of it. | was shaking the hand of someone not human.

The chosen name was oddly familiar. “My ship comes from the Casey
Space Program.”

“Yes, that’s why | chose it. What might your name be?”
“D- Doctor Eugene Waters.”

Casey’s smile widened, sharp white teeth embedded in black gums.
“Waters. | like that.” Shivers went down my spine as Casey eyed my genitals.
“Waters. Male. Mid-thirties.”

In the distance | heard the words repeated as a screen lit up, a profile with
an old photo of my face and the blanks next to it filling with text.

As Casey stood, | couldn’t hold my tongue. “What about you?”
“What about me?”
“I’m a scientist too. I’d like to know your specifics as well.”

Casey laughed, a deep low rumble that shook my insides. “Casey. Male.
Two hundred and three. Roughly the same age as you except I’m using Earth
years.”

My brain started going a hundred kilometers an hour. “I guess we’re a fast
planet compared to yours.”

Casey wiggled his hand out of mine and stood straight, hands on his hips.
“You’re quite curious about everything except your well-being.”

“My well-being?” My lips curled. “Even if I’m about to go under the knife,
at least | can say that not only have | met a sentient extraterrestrial, but | had
an actual conversation with him. That’s all | ever dreamt of, it’s why I’m even
here.” | laughed as | outstretched my arms. “Look at you, you’re beautiful!”
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Casey nodded in affirmation. “Then the feeling is mutual.”

*kkk

I may have been a bit too eager to cooperate after being alone for over two
months and craving attention. Over a dozen or so tests later and | was
exhausted. In just a few short hours, Casey had more information on me than
all the doctors, teachers, and therapists I’ve seen since birth. Everything about
me was fascinating to him, and the computer profile grew ever longer as he
created checklists of dozens more tests he planned on doing. So far no probes.

Casey had the lab to himself. There were other aliens, his students, who
came and went for some of the tests, all lizard-type aliens, but none of them
speaking anything | could comprehend. I was surrounded by them, the focus of
all their efforts, their specimen. | was special, if only for a little while.

Their lab had data on human development since the Stone Age, watching
carefully as the species matured, like bacteria under a microscope, mapping
out our mutations, our socialization, our entire ecosystem. Earth was
quarantined to make sure we developed in isolation until we were ready to
meet the rest of the universe, some sort of grand experiment by his kind. They
knew we were coming, and they prepared themselves extensively. Now I had
the fortune of being the ambassador of the human race.

It made me feel big and important. Casey asked me a million questions,
and | did the same in return. Technologically, his species was more advanced.
They had a space station with artificial gravity installed. That was impressive.
They had access to the far reaches of space, their vessels running on fusion
power. They even had a renewable oxygen supply. My ship was nothing more
than a crude barrel compared to them; no wonder they were so curious how we
made it this far.

| didn’t get much time to myself until the work day drew to an end. One of
the students brought me a tray of food, and | eyed it the same as my lunch.
They were feeding me, which meant they wanted to keep me around longer.
But what they fed me, it didn’t look artificial or processed. | prodded the slab
of cooked meat, smelling it before cutting a chunk off, still disturbed by how
appetizing it smelled and tasted.
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| was struck by the silence; | was so used to hearing my own voice. Casey
just watched me as | leaned back on the couch. When they saw | didn’t
struggle, they stopped putting me in the cage. When | got cold, Casey gave me
a lab coat to wear. It was almost as if | was in a luxurious prison, the chainless
cuffs on my wrists, ankles, and neck reminding me of my position.

“This real meat?” | asked hesitantly, unsure of whether I’d offend him
somehow but hoping to make conversation. Even though | only met him, he
reminded me of myself after the first time | finished solitary confinement
training at the space center. | had to be near someone, had to make small talk,
had to do anything to feel again. It was the only reason | could think of for
why Casey was still with me. He could have thrown me in the cage, gone to
bed, and been done with it. Instead he kept beside me, drinking me up with his
gaze.

“Yes. We didn’t want to risk infecting your system with foreign organisms,
so we got take-out.” There was that curl in his lip, the one | started associating
with whenever he thought he was being clever.

“Thanks,” | said offhandedly.
That silence again.

“So, uh, what does the number mean in the name?” | pointed to the plate
above the main computer which said Intergalactic Zoology Zone-3MW. “And
why is it written in my language?”

“This station has four zones. The third is mine.” Casey nodded. “You’ll
find | keep a lot of Earthian around me.”

“Oh.” I took another bite of the meat with suspicious origins. | stopped in
the middle of chewing to process that revelation, sighed, and swallowed the
piece. This wasn’t the time or place.

“I want you to know | have your best interests in mind.”
“Is that before or after you dissect me?”
Casey cocked his head to the side. “Is that what you’re expecting?”

| waved the fork in the air. “If our positions were reversed, your cadaver
would be on our operating table.” That’s what | expected when | first arrived.
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“Of course, if we had a station that captured your ship, | guess we’d keep one
of you around, like a lab rat. First you treat the lab rat really nice, measuring
their every action, analyzing every reaction, and then they get cut open so you
can inspect their insides. You’ve been taking care of me well, so I'm
reasonably content.”

Casey grimaced as he pulled back into his seat. “That’s barbaric. All I’ll
need are blood samples.”

“Oh.” | pursed my lips, feeling the sting in his judgment.

“l was saving them for later when you’ve settled in.” Casey crossed his
arms. “Now that you don’t have to worry about that, any other concerns?”

“Any other concerns?” | laughed. “You really don’t understand how loaded
that question is, do you?”

“If our positions were reversed, | don’t think 1I’d be so cooperative,
particularly if | feared for my life. 1I’d try to slash at your face, or something,
and would have landed myself back in the cage. It’s astounding you’re so calm
and collected.” Suddenly he took my hand in his, caressing my knuckles, his
glisten in contrast to my chalky whiteness. “I really want to help in any way |
can.”

“Don’t.” | shook my head. “Just be honest. How long do | have to live?”

“No one is out to kill you.” Casey held my hand tighter, his nails pressing
into me. “No, no. The plan is to let you go after all this is over. Everything will
be fine once you get clearance.”

| raised an eyebrow. “Clearance?”

“There’s a whole committee that has to vote on this. It could take several
days to several weeks. Approval means everything proceeds as normal. You
get back on your ship and continue with your mission.” He paused. “If they
don’t approve, human space exploration will be set back.”

“Set back?”

Casey kept silent as | stared at him. | didn’t know what to feel. He was
worth more to me than my own life. This entire trip was meant to settle
humankind in the stars. Even if | wasn’t around anymore, those people would
meet Casey and his kind. They would find themselves in good company.
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“It’Il mean a tragic accident for you and your crew,” Casey said slowly.
“And what about you?”

“l don’t know,” he exhaled. “And | don’t want to think about it. Why
should you get exterminated just because someone far, far away whimsically
decides its the logical thing to do? It’s absurd. You earned your right to enter
the universe, just as we did. It’s utterly unfair to you, Waters.”

“Well,” | pushed back my hair, the brown strands grown out past my ears,
“they should have just killed us from the start instead of making me wait.”

Casey lowered his head. “With the tests going as they are, it’s unlikely to
turn to the worst-case scenario. 1’d do anything to protect you.”

“l see,” | said, more coldly than I intended. Casey seemed dejected by the
response, his hand coming off of mine.

“Why aren’t you upset?”

“l am upset, but what can | do? I’m in the middle of space on an alien
station. I’m just glad my crew isn’t awake or else it’ll turn into an even bigger
disaster. The only thing I can do is wait, and I’m used to that.”

Casey put both his hands on my shoulder, meeting my gaze as his sharp
fingernails dug into the fabric. “I shouldn’t have told you so much. You’re
going to be okay. Let’s get you to bed so you can be well rested tomorrow.”

“Even so,” my eyes darted around the lab; ever since | got there 1’ve been
wanting to explore the lab, but there was always this test or that keeping me
tied to a spot, “l can’t just sleep.”

He watched me with curiosity, his grey lips curling. “I could use some
help, if you’re up for it.”

“You’d trust a primitive animal like me with your equipment?”
“Waters, you can’t possibly do worse than my students.”

| laughed, and this time he joined in.

Day one on station—momentous.

*kk*k
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| groaned as | spread out across the makeshift bed, a springy mattress held
together by metal bars. There was only one, and it was meant for Casey when
he needed to work on and off during the night. He may have removed my
metal restraints, but it was replaced by this torture. Casey’s kind was
advanced, but not advanced enough to make spare beds that didn’t feel like |
was stabbed every time | turned. | would have been happier to be back
sleeping in zero gravity than continue with this.

My arm hit Casey on the shoulder. There was also that. My stay at his
station was now into its second week, and | had yet to see him leave the lab.
Sometimes we worked through the night and collapsed together on the bed.
Other times he’d rush me to the connecting room, leaving me to fall asleep on
my own only to wake up with him beside me again.

It reminded me of my college days, back when | used to dorm. My
boyfriend would spend nights with me, and 1’d always try to wake earlier than
him to catch a glimpse of his sleeping face. Now that it was Casey beside me,
I’d sometimes wake with a fright, as if my brain was trying to piece together
the vision of a human in the darkness and upon failing would conjure a
monster. Yet if | kept my eyes closed, Casey’s steady breathing and warm
presence only filled me with comfort.

Sometimes we’d accidentally touch, like today. It made me want to
“accidentally” roam down his chest and check what hung between his legs.

| gritted my teeth and got out of bed. | hadn’t gotten off in over a week and
itdidn’t look like this clearance was coming soon enough. | didn’t have access
to the ship, nor could I get any of my usual wank material. It was my sex drive
that got me the most wound up during my isolation training; | couldn’t spend
months with nothing but math and solitude. | needed an outlet, and my dick
was getting the wrong idea about Casey. For all | knew, alien lizard-sex
involved a rod down my throat and eggs buried in my stomach, waiting to eat
me from the inside, and those were the horrible movie moments | clung to to
keep myself in line.

| yawned as | went over to the bathroom. It was an empty room unless one
knew which buttons on the wall to press; then the utilities would emerge. |
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clicked for all of them, not sure how these aliens prioritized their morning
routines, and slipped off the lab coat.

As | leaned against the sink, staring at myself in the mirror, | imagined
even more gruesome experiences one could have with alien species. That’s
right, I told myself, bad idea. Even if it would be the kinkiest thing I’d ever
done.

| pinched the bridge of my nose in disbelief. Blood was leaving my head
and | needed more productive thoughts.

It had been two years since I’d been with a man, a byproduct of dedicating
all my resources to preparing for this mission. My last lover dumped me
because we didn’t have time for each other, not that the sex was any good. |
wasn’t attracted to him and | couldn’t stand the things he said. We got together
because we were the only two gay guys in the program. The memory was so
distant | had to fill in the gaps with fantasy. All | had to do was recall some
sexy stud from one of the videos I had on file and cast him as the lead, pretend
we were reshooting the entire scene with better acting. It gave me the release |
needed, taking off the edge, but something about it was weaker than usual. |
needed more than this.

| rinsed myself in disappointment.

When | got out I noticed Casey absorbed in his work, as usual. | still
wasn’t sure how or why he was able to look so human beneath the scales, but
aside from his eyes, it was all there. The crown of his head held no hair,
showcasing the oblong shape with two flaps of skin protruding out where ears
would be. Darkened scales jutting out like eyebrows, nostrils flaring under the
bridge of a nose, and those dark-grey lips, | wanted to touch them.

“l was going to give you another minute before | went in,” he said, his lips
thinning. “Put on those gloves.”

“No problem,” | said with a broad smile.

He nodded silently, more focused on his work station than me. He’d been
testing the last batch of my blood for the past two days, and today he began
removing the vials from the cylindrical unit, all of them looking different
depending on the substance he dripped inside. It was twenty-six vials, the first
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two batches already showing repeatable data. The computer screen had been
set up to spin a 3D model of my DNA.

| sat beside him, putting on the same gloves he had on. Casey removed the
contents of the first vial, putting it on a clear glass sheet before popping it
under the scanner. The ping and the way he nodded at me meant we had a
good start. He typed up a bit and asked for the next vial, which | handed to
him with the tongs.

“Can | ask you something,” | said, even as all his attention was elsewhere.
“Go ahead.”

“Well,” I hedged, “They say there’s only a one percent difference between
human genetics and that of apes. A part of me is hoping you’re not actually an
alien but the next evolution of mankind, the one percent difference we’ll
develop once we move into space.” | wanted it to be true, if only because I’d
be able to convince myself he was human, just at a new stage.

“No, we’re completely unrelated.”

| groaned. “What did you evolve from then?”

Casey looked at me, a scowl on his face. “Do | disgust you in some way?”
| pinched the bridge of my nose. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Then why do you sound as though whatever | evolved from is
disappointing?”

“Just confusing, you know. We’re so alike. | sort of wished some part of
you came from Earth.”

“I’'m sorry if it doesn’t.” Casey sighed as his expression eased. “But it’s the
whole reason we began studying you. We saw the emergence of our
characteristics, and it was the perfect opportunity to learn more about our own
development.”

| nodded. Hell, I was going to do the same if | was faced with alien
bacteria.

Casey leaned back in his chair, looking over his findings as his expression
loosened up. “I’m going to have to run another full body scan on you.” He
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leaned back further, stretching the back of his chair as he put his hands up
behind his neck. “Have to make sure you didn’t injure yourself in the shower.”

“Okay.” I cringed, realizing he’d find nothing and start suspecting me.

“Are you really sure you’re fine, Waters?” Casey said with sadness in his
tone.

My hands gripped the table. “Did you find | have an incurable disease?”

Casey seemed confused for a second as he shook his head. “I’m asking
about you. For some reason you’ve become more... | don’t have the word for
it... since we first met. Something about the way you looked at me. It
reminded me of the way my father used to send me gifts. Would you call that
cheer?”

“Even gifts lose their luster after the first time you use them. You’re right
about the cheer. First alien encounter and all. 1 was doing flips in my head.
Once that wore off, I’m just trying to figure out what’s next. As cool as it is
being here with you, I’d like to get back to my ship and complete our
mission.”

He began scanning another vial. “I’m sorry about the waiting. | wish |
could entertain you more than this.”

| bit my lip as the word “entertain” echoed in the depths of my mind,
niggling at the fantasy I’d been desperately burying. | closed my eyes and let
out a breath. “How about this,” | said, hoping the more | spoke the less my
mind would wander, “tell me about your species. It would only be fair.”

“I wouldn’t know where to start.”

| reopened my eyes, examining him as he did the same back. “How about
the difference between you and the reptiles we have back on Earth?”

Casey’s lip curled. “Do you think I’m hot, Waters?”
| was sure my heart stopped, because | damn sure held my breath.

“Because we’re warm blooded just like you. I’d say that’s the major
difference.”

| covered my mouth as | lowered my head, heart racing in my chest. Stupid
brain making more trouble than it was worth.
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“You don’t look well.” Casey paused to touch my knee.

“I'm fine.” | lifted my head, smiling as | swatted his hand away. “Please
continue.”

It didn’t seem Casey noticed my reaction. If he did, | couldn’t tell with the
way he offhandedly went back to recounting his history. At one point he
shifted over a second computer screen, clicking open an encyclopedia for me
to read through as he went about his work. So much for entertainment. |
skimmed through the screen, all of it in a language | could neither read nor
comprehend. If Casey bothered to glance over he’d see the confusion on my
face transform into shameful curiosity as my eyes locked onto the section
about mating.

| gulped. The photos were graphic, and even if | couldn’t understand the
words, 1’d never be able to erase this. This was supposed to be educational, not
wank material for a pervert with alternative tastes; this was Casey’s culture.
This was their life, their reason for continuing their race. Everything that he
was came from this, and all | could do was salivate like some starved animal,
ingraining the images of the visible cocks for future selfish purposes.

My heart jJumped into my throat as Casey’s hand went out for the next vial,
his eyes still fixated on his own screen as he kept talking, mostly to himself, a
habit even | knew was a trance brought about by boredom. I rapidly scrolled
down the page, glad I didn’t have to explain myself.

| turned off the extra screen, focusing back on the task in front of me.

“What’s the verdict?” | asked as Casey went through the last few. Out of
the twenty-six vials, there were a select few he set aside for further analysis at
a later time. It didn’t in any way mean | was much of an exceptional being.

“It’s good. The committee will be very pleased.”

“Will it help with their decision?”

“That’s the intention.” He called out to his digital secretary, “Send now.”
“What exactly are they looking for?”

Casey had a big smile on his face. “You know all those movies where
aliens come down and start destroying all your capitals with confounding
accuracy? We’re trying to avoid that for ourselves.”
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| rubbed my hairy chin. “What are you implying?”
“They want to make sure you’ll never rise as our equals.”
“Like a slave race?”

“Yes.” He didn’t even bother softening the blow.

“Then we’re fucked, because we’re not like that at all.”
“Not necessarily.”

“Please enlighten me.”

Casey put his hand on mine, his smile much broader now, showing rows of
sharp teeth. “They’re not the only ones making plans.” Before | could ask for
an explanation, he grabbed my hand, pulling me with him as he went across
the lab.

“Where are we going?”
“I don’t know about you, but I’'m exhausted and that fold-out bed is killing

me.

Casey turned toward the cage. I didn’t fight him when he took my hands,
one after the other, and secured the metal straps around them, nor did I object
to the neck band he added to the set. It was time for him to go back to his daily
routine, and he had to make sure | wasn’t going to run back to my ship and
make a grand exit while he wasn’t looking. | eyed the cage, small and empty,
and braced myself to be thrown in.

Instead Casey took my hand, pulling at me again, this time to his work
desk where he removed a sterile syringe and filled it with a clear substance
from a bottle. He swiftly lifted my sleeve, sterilized an area, and injected me
with whatever that was. He applied a bandage and took me towards the exit.

It was my first time seeing beyond the lab, as we crossed the empty
corridor, heading through a passage of bright, luminescent lights and white
walls toward the far end, where we stepped into their version of an elevator.
Casey pressed some buttons as the doors closed and we began going
downwards.

“We need a break, don’t you agree? It’ll take them at least another week to
go through what I just sent, not counting how slowly they’re going through the
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other tests | subjected you to, and | don’t think | can stand another night
camping.” He curled his lip at my wide-eyed and no-doubt confounded
expression. “And | enjoy your company, Waters, even if you do snore at night.
| like you, and that’s why you’re coming with me.”

Like me? Sure, | should have been worried about a million more important
things, like, oh, the judgment of the human race or how Casey clearly had his
own secret agenda. But nope, my mind was stuck on those stupid three words:
I like you.

| blinked, my eyes going back to the door in front of me. Lab rat. That’s all
| was. A very coveted lab rat. One that he could cuddle with once he took it
home. My chest constricted as the walls closed around me, his hand gripping
mine tightly. I tried to control my breathing, and with that Casey’s scent, once
cloaked in lab smells, became clearer, like a sea breeze filled with seaweed
and sand. It brought me back to lazy summer days and of relaxation 1’d long
forgotten. | looked over at Casey, imagining us naked on the beach.

The elevator stopped just in time. | was focused again on our travel
through another series of hallways. This time it was bustling with more of
Casey’s kind, and they dispersed as we approached, narrowing their eyes in
judgment. | guessed the restraints kept them from questioning who was in
charge, and my hand closed tighter around Casey’s, my senses tingling once
again.

Casey unlocked a door and | found myself in his apartment. It was
spacious, if slightly empty. I could make out a lush sofa, bookstand, and
television stand, all in subdued shades of blue and pink. Casey bypassed all of
it as we entered the kitchen. He let me go as he opened his refrigerator, taking
out a few things as he began to cook.

“Need any help?”
“Just sit. I’m going to show you my real skills.”

I chuckled as I supported my chin in my hand. The lab always smelled like
metal and chemicals, and my meals there were connected to those odors. This,
however, felt like | was back home; the sweetness from the vegetables Casey
cut up intensified as he seared them in oil. | had no idea what most of them
were.
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“Isn’t that going to introduce foreign substances into my system?”

Casey snorted as he turned to look at me. “Our immune systems are
compatible, so | inoculated you before we left the lab.”

“I thought you didn’t want to contaminate my system.”
“For the experiments.”

| scratched the back of my head as | sat on a slim stool cushioned with a
yellow fabric. “When | return to Earth, | don’t want to bring back some deadly
virus by mistake.”

“One of my students had a virus the other day. It was the same day | asked
you to count the peaks on that graph as they appeared during the scan of your
stool sample.” It was during my second day, probably the most embarrassing,
not counting that specifically awkward incident. “Even though | kept you on
the other side of the room, you were still exposed. It’s not worth the risk
keeping you vulnerable like that. Besides, you’ll be subjected to a thorough
sterilization shower before we lead you back to your ship.”

| nodded. “I’m your lab rat, of course.”

“Not exactly.” Casey poured something into the pan before closing the lid.
“Unless your lab rats can hold a conversation.”

“I think they just choose not to.”
Casey laughed. “It’s why | prefer you this way.”

The smell from the food came wafting in, and | shivered, my mood
dissipating. “What about the others? They looked like they’d rather eat me
than have a conversation.”

“We’re not planning on putting you on the menu.”

“Even so.” | rubbed my stubble. “Let’s say this committee of yours gives
us the green light. We inhabit a new planet. Then what? Do we stay ignorant?
If not, do we become servants to your kind? I mean, these are things I only
dreamt about a short time ago, when | imagined humans were the only sentient
beings around.”

Casey grumbled. “I don’t know what they’re scheming. My only objective
Is to make sure you get the opportunity to discover the rest of the universe.
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I’ve seen enough footage, real and dramatized, to know your kind will find its
own destiny if given the chance.”

“And me?”

“You...” Casey said, his eyes moving up and down my torso. “I’ll miss
you.”

| waved my hand in the air, dismissing any thoughts that he may be
flirting. “You’ll only miss using me as a basis for research. | know how this
goes.”

“You really think it’s only that?”
“I’m not delusional.”
Casey nodded. “I guess you’re right, Waters.”

| wasn’t sure why, but something changed in his demeanor. He finished
cooking and set the two plates between us. It looked delicious. | took a first
bite, and indeed, it was.

“Wow. What is this?”

Casey’s shoulders slumped. “Nothing special. We have a terrarium on the
station where we get everything.”

“Still,” I maintained, “this tastes way better than what they were feeding
me before.” Actually, | was just glad to be out of the lab. “By the way,” |
asked as | remembered the log on board, “wouldn’t it be strange when the
crew wakes up and realize the date is off by a week or more?” | put the fork
down. “And the crew on Earth is tracking the ship’s progress. We’re
completely off course and standing still.”

“Not exactly,” Casey shook his head. “We calculated the speed and
direction of your vessel before we took you on board. This station is migrating
on your route toward the planet as we speak. It means even if the committee
drags their feet, they have a firm deadline to meet.”

“Oh.” I twiddled the fork in my fingers. “You could have told me sooner.”
“It didn’t seem as important at the time.”

| nodded. He had a point, even if I still wished he’d have explained sooner.
“Anything else unimportant I should know?”
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Casey shrugged, a slight frown forming in between his chewing.

Something was definitely off about him. Maybe it was enthusiasm that left
him when | professed | wasn’t delusional. What else was | supposed to think?
That him missing me was something heartbreaking? We were aliens to each
other! Species from different planets across the galaxy. Us meeting in the first
place was jaw dropping; us going separate ways was inevitable. It was hard
enough trying to douse my horny feelings without having to also contemplate
these emotions.

“Would it be possible to get some supplies from the ship anyway?”

Casey’s attention stayed glued on his plate, his fork moving the pieces
around as he spoke. “Make a list and I’ll send someone.”

| mentally fist-pumped in victory. | shouldn’t have been so overjoyed when
Casey sounded so defeated, but if he was going to have the comfort of his
apartment, | wanted some benefits too. After we finished eating, Casey gave
me a disk with a schematic of the inside of my ship. I zoomed in on my
chamber, clicking on the portions of the room that had the stuff | wanted,
typing the names and descriptions of each thing in the margins. Casey slid the
disk into a wall unit, and a blip of the light told us it’d been sent to one of his
students.

Afterwards | watched television while he showered. The channels were
reminiscent of those back home: news, sports, drama, comedy, and porn. |
focused on what | could make out from the breaking news. From the looks of
caution tape and uniforms, I assumed this was a piece about a recent crime.
Then | saw a crowd full of various alien species, some looking like the
monsters from my nightmares. Yet the way the crowd undulated, the way it
tried to get more camera time, even the way they seemed to heckle each other
was all too reminiscent of back home. The universe had less diversity than |
ever perceived possible.

| grumbled as it turned to commercials—jewelry, vehicles, fashion, food,
other shows featuring Casey’s kind. At least future generations of space
explorers wouldn’t be able to complain about severe culture clashes.

Casey came out dripping wet, a towel hanging from his neck. My eyes
trailed down the muscles, the misty shine forming a cascade of shades of green
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with each ripple of sinew, every part of him well-defined. There was a pattern
of dark green stripes along the side of his torso, curving into his back and
coming around the other side. But my eyes skimmed further down and found,
In despair, nothing there except for a smooth, green bulge, as though he were
wearing briefs.

Casey grunted. “You have no idea how much | was looking forward to
that.” He wiped his face, and turned around to go through a drawer, and the
stripes on his back were V-shaped, pointing down to his pinky-sized tail.

| rested my elbow on the armrest, covering the view I had of his fine ass. “I
know what you mean. Nothing compares to relaxing at home.”

A beep went off at the door.
“That must be your stuff,” Casey said as he got the door naked.

On the other side was a student I’d seen plenty of times before, with a
satchel on his shoulder. He handed it off with a grumble in my direction, never
once eying Casey for his lack of clothing. Then Casey closed the door with a
farewell and brought the satchel over to me.

| took it without hesitation, aiming directly for the bathroom. “This may
take a while,” | warned.

“Take your time.” Casey waved at me as he took my seat on the sofa,
changing the channel and increasing the volume.

As soon as | locked the door behind me, | removed the portable tablet |
asked for. Turning it on, I found it still had battery left. | found one of my
favorite porn videos to watch as | plugged in my earphones and pressed the
button for the sink and toilet. I sat on the lid as | propped the tablet in one hand
and my cock in the other, a tissue below it.

Human fucking human. It was so matter of fact. | felt nothing.

| sighed as | pumped my shaft, letting the images unroll before me as |
lurched forward, gripping the wall in need. | was close, but something was
lacking. Typically these sessions went quicker, with more ease. My mind
wandered. It contorted the fantasy, trying new positions, new actors, new
scenes, clutching every last combination until the lead male morphing into
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someone recognizable. Someone with yellow eyes, green skin, and a hard cock
just for me.

| screamed as the heat in my groin reached its pitch, erupting all over the
wall as I fell to my knees, black spots in my vision.

Fuck.
This was wrong and | knew it.

The few times Casey took my hand, madness rose within me, | wanted
more, knowing it was impossible. As the heat grew in my pelvis, tears rolled
down my face. I didn’t want a human man. | wanted Casey.

| groaned out as the orgasm hit, the stream dripping onto the tissue as |
lurched forward, aching sobs escaping my lips.

| stayed like that for several minutes, rocking back and forth until my nose
clogged and I couldn’t breathe anymore. | put the tablet away and reached into
the shower, hoping the hot water would soothe the coldness in my chest.

No one ever had to know. I’ve seen the sorts of crazy things people posted
online, the creature-sex fetishists. | was just one of them, nothing more. My
mind was merely making shit up out of the harsh reality. Once this dilemma
was over 1’d never see him again, and it was all for the better. I dried myself,
feeling calm as | buttoned the coat, checking my face in the mirror. Put on a
smile. That’s right. All this was was a slip.

Smile. He won’t know the difference. | brushed my teeth and shaved my
beard. Presentable, even with the subtle redness around my eyes.

| dressed in my own clothes, hesitating as | stood at the door. This would
all be over soon. One day I’d look back at this like a surreal dream, but until
then, | had to keep it together. If Casey asked, | was lamenting the separation
from my own kind. Homesick. That’s all it was. Once | was back with my own
kind, everything would be okay. Until then, I had to smile.

“You’re right,” | said as | stretched my arms over my head, walking
barefoot along the soft carpet. “I was looking forward to that. Using my own
stuff is a privilege I’ll never take for granted again.”

Casey neither moved nor responded.
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| approached him cautiously, noticing how his head was hanging down. On
closer inspection, he’d fallen asleep.

As | sat beside him, his balance faltered and his head collapsed against my
shoulder. My chest heaved as | tried pushing him over to the other side,
fighting the urge to bring my face up to his, taking in his smell and his
warmth. Instead, his arms craned over my chest, tugging me in closer as he
mumbled something incoherent in his own language.

| couldn’t escape him.

**k*k*x

We sat in silence. It was the third time in the past hour we tried small talk
and my mind drifted off. I couldn’t even recall what | was thinking. We gave
up and turned on the television once again.

The night before, Casey insisted on continuing to sleep on the couch,
shooing me to the bedroom. It was the first time since | met him that | hadn’t
woken up with him by my side. | hadn’t realized how cold a bed could be until
today.

And now our conversations were jagged, built on mere etiquette neither of
us wanted to break. It made me wonder if | was better off not coming here at
all, to be kept in the cage; it would have been better than now, sitting on
opposite ends of the sofa, a palpable void between us.

| rolled my head up, staring at the ceiling as the noises from the screen
filled the air.

Antiperspirant commercial.
“You guys sweat?” | asked.

“Yeah,” Casey rested against a large pillow. “It regulates our body
temperature.”

“Through the scales?”

“No, the pores between them.”
“l see.”

Why did | keep trying?
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| got up, heading to the bedroom where the satchel with my stuff was
stored. I closed the door and took out my tablet, looking through the general
list of movies | had saved. Mostly nature documentaries. | clicked through,
sighing to myself as I lay on the bed. It wasn’t only the porn that kept me sane,
sometimes | was more homesick than anything else.

| considered watching the special about tropical beaches, grumbling as |
realized why | was particularly interested in that subject. It was Casey’s sweat
that got to me on the elevator; | knew it because his scent was lost after he
showered. I’d snuck a whiff while he was asleep on my shoulder the night
before, a part of me hoping to gain back the reverie, but all | got was his fruity
soap perfume.

| needed to get my mind off of this. | switched screens, tapping on the icon
for my work. The spreadsheet opened, all the numbers and calculations flying
at me, reminding me why | was in this predicament in the first place.

| went through some of the figures I’d drawn. The last thing 1’d checked
was the filtration system... before the aliens got me. | squinted my eyes as
something struck me as off. I bit at my nail as | pulled up the digital scrap
sheet, erasing my previous notes and deriving the formula from scratch again.
One of the variables was wrong. My heart beat erratically in my chest as |
went back to the spreadsheet. How the fuck did I miss that? | glanced back and
forth rapidly, seeing the error was a typo, a miniscule detail I’d overlooked on
multiple occasions, one that had me adjusting the filter strength to compensate.

| jumped up, goose bumps on my skin as | paced the room. I’d been
working on this for months, reviewed it multiple times, even had it approved
by the Captain. | shoved my hands through my hair. | had a flawless
reputation, and all my projects in the past were successful. The Casey Space
Program trusted me when they hired me as the lead scientist; the crew trusted
me with their well-being. When we landed, they would have used my numbers
to build the system. My miscalculation would have created an imbalance in the
water supply, one that would jeopardize the entire mission.

If | weren’t abducted... we would have died.

| swooped up the tablet again, praying it was still synced to the ship’s
server as | began checking all the other seemingly insignificant numbers. |
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even pulled up all my other projects. | had to make sure once we landed we
would be safe to continue with our mission.

Casey knocked.
“I’m busy!”

He nudged open the door as | continued tapping with one hand, biting a
finger of the other. “That looks awfully small for whatever you’re doing. Do
you want a bigger screen?”

With wide-eyes | looked up at him. “That would help.”

| tapped my foot and walked around in circles as Casey took his time
hooking up my tablet to his personal computer. Once the screen was up, |
continued from where | left off.

Casey stood behind me and watched quietly. He pointed at a box.
“Multiply by this.”

| already knew that. “Can you stop hovering over me? You’re ruining my
concentration.”

“I’m just trying to be helpful.”

“l don’t tell you how to do your job.” | swiveled the chair, to get a good
look at his face. “In fact, something just dawned on me. You told me all the
experiments were done and you sent them everything you had. What about
those vials you separated for “further review’?”

“You shouldn’t worry,” Casey said coolly as he sat on the edge of the bed.
“While you were asleep | used the data from the vials and recalibrated the
computer. Even if they get new blood samples in the future, the results will be
the same. | didn’t want any evidence of tampering.”

“Tampering?”

“This station was installed with the best equipment to track Earth’s
progress. I’ve studied your language and culture, gained a sense of your
perspective, and I’ve done everything in my power to avoid getting blind-sided
by my kind’s prejudice against your species.”

“Prejudice?”
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“l was raised with a high fondness for humans. It came with the knowledge
you’d never be what my superiors wanted. You’d be better.”

“Why?” | narrowed my eyes. “We’re nothing close to what you have.”

“Not at the moment,” he smiled. “But you have brilliant imaginations and a
certain charisma. You’ll never be their servant class. They just can’t know it
yet.”

“When did you have time to reprogram? I’ve been watching you this entire
time.” Then it hit me. “You lost sleep over this?”

Casey palmed his face as the shade of it turned yellowish. “It’s nothing |
can’t make up.”

| tapped my finger against the desk. “Okay, so let’s say all you’re saying is
true. I still don’t understand why you had to fabricate the truth. They’ll blow
up my ship, and we’ll make a new one. It’s not going to stop us.”

Casey stared at me, his expression blank. “Your safety is far more
important.”

“Because you like me,” | said in a flat tone.
“Yes.”

“I’m disposable.”

“Far from it. | couldn’t have met a better human.”

“And | couldn’t have met a better... you. That doesn’t change the facts.
My mission was to be the caretaker of my crew during our travel through
space. We were hijacked by an alien station, and | was extensively
experimented on. Then there’s a committee we’re waiting on to find out if |
can continue travelling or if I’ll be killed. But I know of your existence. I’'m
going to tell my crew if I get out of this alive. We’re going to look for you, and
then you’ll be experimented on.” | flailed my hands. “Do you see where your
plan failed? We’re the prejudiced ones. By saving me, you’re only
endangering yourself.”

“It’s a risk, but I know you won’t do that. Because | know you.”
“You really think so?” | refuted.
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In an instant | found myself grabbed and thrown to the bed, my back
hitting the mattress as Casey’s lips enclosed mine.

Wait. What?

| pushed at him hard, sending him tumbling backwards. “What the hell do
you think you’re doing?”

Casey dusted himself off, sliding beside me. “When | said | studied your
culture, do you really think I skipped over that part about sex?”

My throat clenched. “But... you... and me? It’s absurd. It’s delusional. It
can never work.”

Casey leaned in closer, his breath brushing against my cheek. “I’ve been
considering and reconsidering this ever since we first met, but unless I do
something now, | know I’m going to regret it. | can’t stand another day like
today. | thought maybe you needed some comfort—the lab is not the best
place to relax—but you only got worse. | lost hope, and now this. | was doing
what | felt was best for you, and I know you’ll do the same in return. You like
me as much as | like you. It makes me want you so much it hurts. | really
meant it when | said you’re beautiful.”

“I find a lot of things beautiful. It doesn’t mean 1’d fuck those things.”

“Perhaps not,” he said as he pushed a strand of my hair behind my ear, “but
| have a feeling this is mutual. My research shows we’re physically
compatible.”

“No,” | pushed at him again, “I’m still human, and you’re an alien lizard-
man. This isn’t natural.”

“We’re both scientists who are attracted to each other. Even if | can’t
explain why, | can’t deny that it’s there. | need to test this. | need you.”

“Then you should also know I have no idea where your dick is.”

Casey laughed as he slid off his shirt and pants, prompting me to do the
same. “It’s hidden in a pouch.”

He took my hand and placed it between his legs, the tender area cool to the
touch. | groped around, not finding any opening to the pouch. Casey chuckled
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and advised me to glide my fingers up and down the area until it began to heat
up. He kept my hand still as the tip of his cock edged out, my hand sliding
down the shaft as it rose higher, blooming in width, the color lightening from
black to a light grey.

“See, all very simple,” he said in a low growl as he reached for my shaft.
“For you maybe. Mine just sits there until it’s interested.”

“Seems I’m interesting,” Casey said as he kissed along my neck and down
my collarbone, sending shivers through me. My cock swelled with blood, the
tip pink and hard as he rubbed his thumb along it. | arched back with a moan.
“And,” he continued, “so are you. Ever since you smiled at me that first
meeting, | don’t know what it did, but all I wanted after that was to see that
smile again. So calm. So confident. You didn’t fear the unknown.”

“Because | had everything to gain the moment | saw you.”

“Me?” Casey stopped at my navel, my dick nearly jutting into his neck.
“I’m nothing special.”

| smirked. “You’re special to me.”

Casey pulled himself back up my body, his lips against mine. “That’s the
smile.”

My hands gripped his back as our mouths opened up to each other. Sharp
teeth, pointy tongue, slick scales. We groped at one another, the closeness with
him burning up my core. All those years of drowning myself in work to be
able to fly to space, all that isolation training to guard the ship while the crew
hibernated, all so | could be at the forefront of human history. Here | was. |
gripped him tighter as his fingers wove through my hair, our cocks sliding
along each other’s bellies.

“Fuck,” | broke off to breathe as my balls clenched. “I want you inside

me.
“You sure?” Casey raised a brow. “Really sure?”

| reached down to stroke his thick, rock-hard cock, the sides of it slimy and
hot. “Is there a problem? I thought you said we’re compatible.”

Casey laughed as his face flushed with yellow. “It’ll burn. A lot.”
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Shit, that got me aching more as | bent my knees, opening my legs for him.
“I’d like that. A lot.”

Casey’s grin took up his entire face. Without further hesitation he lined the
tip of his engorged cock with my hole. | gripped his shoulders as he plunged
Iin, my muscles standing no chance against the intrusion, giving way to the
fullness as | moaned louder.

“Fuck.” My neck craned back as my feet dug into the covers. “So much
better than the fantasies.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Casey groaned.

| didn’t have time to question the implication as he began grinding in and
out, hitting my sweet spot as | clenched him. It was a long time since anything
that big went inside me, and it was like learning the sensation all over again. It
burned a little, not as much as Casey feared, his slime acting as sufficient
lubrication.

The bed rocked beneath us as a part of me wondered if he’d stop if it
broke, the same part that hoped he’d drive hard enough to make it happen. He
pumped his shaft into me as he bit at my neck, ears, lips, and whatever else he
could get his mouth on as my hands wrapped around his neck, refusing to let
go, savoring every bit of pain and pleasure he dealt. | couldn’t protest, not with
the way the pricks of pain travelled my nerves, tickling my shaft, making me
want to explode. | wasn’t prepared for the intensity. | pressed my nails into his
shoulders as he grabbed my knees, bringing them up higher as he pressed into
my chest, plunging his full length into me.

“So close,” he lamented as his pace faltered.

In a sweat-filled daze, my fingers slid down the crook of his back, finding
the little tail at the end, wrapping my finger under it and caressing the tender
underside.

Casey buckled with a scream, his thrusts losing their rhythm as his cock
undulated inside me, his release setting my insides aflame.

“Burning!” I yelled as he filled me up, consuming me as everything | had
surged onto his chest.
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| exhaled, my heart racing and my brain beating against my skull as Casey
dropped my knees, still rocking back and forth as we stared at each other in
wonder. He rolled over so I lay on his chest, his cock still firmly planted in my
ass.

“Well,” I remarked as | licked at a bead of sweat from his chin, he tasted
like the ocean, salty and warm after a sunny day, “You weren’t kidding about
that warning.”

“Yeah. And | got a surprise too; no one’s touched the underside of my tail
during sex before. This will need a retest for certain.”

He grinned as | bit at his lip. His cock expanded again.

“Wait,” | said in shock, “l need at least a few minutes before | can go
again.”

“Oh, don’t mind me. Sometimes it takes a bit longer to completely
unload.”

“What?” | yelped as Casey held my ass cheeks down, the sharp friction
numbing my head as more of his cum coated my insides, the heat rising into
my spine and making me drop into his chest. After that his shaft deflated,
wiggling out of me. “What,” | whispered this time, “is that stuff made of?
Lava?”

“Don’tworry. It’s nothing but the result of my sac growing hotter than my
normal body temperature. It’s not enough to do you any harm.”

“What did | get myself into?” | laughed in satisfaction as my eyes closed
and | drifted off into sleep. My fantasies were going to need some serious
tweaking.

*kk*k

| lay on the sofa as Casey went about making breakfast. It was day four of
staying in his apartment, and | couldn’t count how many times we had sex
since. We fucked everywhere. We wrecked the living room, broke a couple of
chairs in the kitchen, and caused a small flood in the shower when we bent one
of the pipes. If we were too tired to screw, we’d embrace each other, feeling
up every part of the other’s body.
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Casey had told me everything, from his own fantasies to how he was afraid
of the consequences. He even showed me his collection of human porn; it was
more impressive than mine. When it came to relationships, though, his success
rate was no better than mine, his sex life losing priority to his work. That
wasn’t the case for the past three days, and we’ve never been this satiated
before. We were the same, and it took an alien abduction to find each other.

| knew what | had to do. My superiors were not ready to hear about Casey,
would take it as a threat and would start a conflict. | had to ease them into the
idea that we weren’t alone in the universe, first with bacteria samples then
with something small and simple. Casey said he could buy me time, that he
could extend the quarantine until we proved we could not only settle in space
but also begin to thrive. Then, he said, it would be up to fate to decide whether
our two species would get along.

A ring came from the door, and Casey stepped out to get it while | covered
myself with the blanket.

Casey was talking to someone out of my line of sight. There came an
exclamation from him as he slammed the door and ran over to me, laughing.
“You got clearance.”

| jumped into his arms as we kissed, holding each other close. A dread
filled me as the weight of the decision hit me. Whether I lived or died, | wasn’t
going to be in Casey’s arms anymore.

“This isit,” | said, tears in my eyes.

“A leap for mankind.”

“What will happen to this station?”

“No use for it anymore. We’re going to release your ship and travel back.”
My chest pounded. “I’ll never see you again, will 1?”

Casey kissed the top of my head, moving down to my cheek and my chin.
“Not unless you come with me.”

“You know I can’t.”

Casey held my hand, our fingers intertwining. “Yeah,” he exhaled, “All of
this would be for nothing if you suddenly go missing.”
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“Hey,” I said as | bit his lower lip, “maybe you can come visit. | still have
a few months left of travelling; my crew won’t know the difference.”

“Or once you’re done with your mission,” Casey bit right back, “I can
abduct you and never let you go again.”

| raised an eyebrow, a smile spreading on my face. “I’d like that.”
Casey’s lip curled. “Then we have a date.”

THE END
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THE ONLY WAY OUT IS IN
By Lyn Gala

CHAPTER ONE

“Anything?”

Jacgs scratched his crotch before answering. “Nope.” The front had been
too damn quiet. It made him twitchy, and when he got twitchy he tended to get
himself in trouble by taking shots at random asteroids. It was better than sitting
in a flying tin can waiting for the other side to blow him up.

“Keep sharp,” the lieutenant ordered.
“Hell, I planned to fall asleep and let them blast us out of existence.”

“Glebov.” The lieutenant drew his name out until it sounded like another
word altogether. He wanted an apology, but Jacgs just snorted. Anyone stupid
enough to tell him to not end up dead was real dumb. Jacgs Glebov didn’t have
many talents in this world, but shooting people dead while not ending up with
a flaming round through his own chest was one of his best qualities.

The lieutenant took a step closer, his boots loud against the metal decking.
“This is why you keep getting dropped in rank two days after getting
promoted.”

“As long as | have enough money in my pocket to hire a good whore when
we dock, | don’t much care.”

Lieutenant Taylor sat in the gunner seat next to Jacgs. It meant that Jacqgs
had to lean back so he could see around the divider between them. Taylor just
sat there, looking at Jacgs real hard.

“If’n you’re looking for a fuck, you’d better try one of the other men.”

Taylor sighed, and Jacqgs returned to his task of scanning their bit of the
asteroid patch that divided human space from the batfaces. “Why is it that
every time | try to talk to you the conversation ends with you accusing me of
wanting sex?”
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“’Cuz you’re one of them hypersexualized types. Queer-turned and all.”
“Homosexual does not mean hypersexual,” Taylor pointed out.

Jacgs snorted again. He didn’t believe that for a cheap second. He’d grown
up young and spent most of his adult life on mercenary and then military
ships. If there was one thing he’d learned early it was that queer-turned men
and pansexuals were always bothering him by looking at him, all admiring
him, even after he had made it perfectly clear that he was interested in women.

“l want to talk about your career. You should be a sergeant by now,
Glebov.”

“Yep, | should be,” Jacqs agreed. It was a point of contention with him, but
as long as he got paid and as long as men who tried jJumping ship from the
military side to the private side got shot in the back, he wasn’t going to make
much of a fuss.

“The fight with Greinbeck—"

“If he wants to go bullying people half his size, then he can live with the
fucking consequences,” Jacgs interrupted. If Taylor wanted an apology, Jacgs
didn’t plan to oblige. Greinbeck was a menace that command dumped on them
because he couldn’t be trusted with a gun in his hand. Jacgs felt no need to
play nice with a psychopath. As far as he was concerned, they should have
congratulated him for that fight.

“But it’s hard to promote a man who constantly insults other crew. You
proposition the women with such regularity they don’t even bother filing
sexual harassment claims anymore, and you can’t exchange two words with
me before you bring up my sexuality. Allie Grah is about ready to choke you
to death with your own gun if you don’t get the message that her
hypersexuality does not imply that she wants to be sexual with you.”

Jacgs pushed his chair back. It slid along the rail until it hit the stop, and
now Jacqs could glare at Taylor real good. “There ain’t nothing wrong with
me. You may be all into book learning, but most crew ain’t got enough
schooling to fit in a teaspoon, so don’t talk down to me like | ain’t good
enough to knock boots with any of them.” Jacqgs could feel hot anger crawl up
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his belly. He wanted a fight. *Course on the ship, a fight meant time in the
brig, and he did have a mighty dislike of being locked in a little place—but if
Taylor were going to insult his masculinity, it might be worth the punishment.

“I’m not. | never meant to imply you’re not attractive.” Jacqs knew that
Taylor was being honest about that. Fact was, Jacgs could turn a few heads.
Dark hair and vivid blue eyes made a striking combination, and Jacgs’ wide
shoulders helped a good deal. It made up for any deficiencies in the rest of his
face, what with the scar down one cheek and an ear mangled in a fight with the
batfaces. A blaster had nearly taken off his face, so he counted himself lucky
to just lose part of an ear.

“Meaning what, exactly?” Jacqs demanded. “If you’re looking to exchange
a promotion for sexual favors, I’m not queer-turned.” Crossing his arms, Jacqs
waited to see what sort of stupid would fall out of Nimor Taylor’s head next.

Instead of saying anything, Taylor stood up and straightened his jacket
while looking down at Jacgs in the gunner chair. It left Jacgs uncomfortably
close to Taylor’s dick, and Jacqs worked real hard to not glance that way. He
didn’t much care to find out whether or not Nimor Taylor got wood while
looking at him. Pervert.

“If you decide that you’re ready to take promotions seriously and/or join
the human race, let me know, Jacgs.” With that, Taylor turned and started
walking away.

“Hey, | ain’t no Ba t’l,” he called after the officer.
“Get back to work,” Taylor called back.

“Rat-bred queer-turned officers,” Jacqs muttered as he slid the gunner chair
forward again.

*kk*k
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CHAPTER TWO

Jacqgs didn’t have much time to ponder the strange conversation, because
two days later, the Candiru reached dock. SenFifty-three was a dirty and
dangerous little station where the whores took antibiotics and the whiskey was
mostly home-brewed out of shuttle fuel, but Jacqgs didn’t care. He’d sell a
kidney to get off ship, and that weren’t even hyperbole. The Candiru was a
retrofit, so sixteen crew and four officers were shoved into a tin can built for
twelve. Some days Jacqs didn’t know which he hated more, his crew or the
damn batfaces.

He hadn’t gotten more than a dozen steps before his ship comm gave a
little jolt. Cursing, Jacqgs pulled it out. Just as soon as he figured which joker
had turned his comm into a damn shock-jolt, he was going to shove their head
out an airlock and maybe not let them back in again. Jacgs read the short
message before dropping it back in his pocket.

They had a new second-in-command coming in. Didn’t make no
nevermind to him. As a gunner he worked below decks and as a corporal, at
least this month, he worked under the lieutenants. Jacqs figured he’d never
even meet the commander. He’d seen the current commander once, and that’d
been during a disciplinary hearing in the loading bay. Never once had he laid
eyes on the captain.

Ignoring the message, Jacqgs headed for his favorite bar on the more seedy
side of the station. Let the others overpay for their whiskey and women, Jacqs
preferred them both with less pretention. Or was that pretense? He liked
honest.

It took almost an hour to cross over to the section he wanted, what with the
two lifts being out of commission and the walks crowded with refugees
camping up against the inner station walls, but Jacgs finally reached the ladder
that led up to the more adult section tucked behind engineering. Other folk
tried to avoid the engine hoping to survive any explosion. Personally, if Jacgs
was going to die in space, he’d rather do it fast than linger with all the other
idiots scrambling after the last air packs. Of course, even better would be
avoiding death altogether.
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“If itisn’t my favorite space tramp!”” Aral cried out when Jacgs pushed his
way into the cramped bar. Overhead struts forced him to duck down to reach
the middle floor, where rough men and women sat at tables and gambled, and
again to reach the bar proper. Dropping onto a seat, Jacgs reached out an arm
for her. Aral slid into his embrace, her piles of blonde hair tickling the side of
his face as she wiggled her whole body.

“Are you here to spend some time?”
“And money?” Jacqs asked.

“Oh babe, the money is just to pay the rent. Trust me, I’d give you a
tumble for free if the boss let me.” Aral winked at the bartender, but Jacgs
believed that about as much as he believed the army was like to promote him
to captain. The other whores and tenders came and left, but Aral was a fixture
in this place. If she didn’t own the place, he’d eat his britches.

“Can’t go ruining your reputation by giving it away for free,” he teased.

“And I know you wouldn’t go doing that to me.” Reaching down, Aral ran
her hand over Jacgs’ chest and down toward his dick. This is what Jacqgs
wanted—simple, direct, and female.

A man chose the seat on the other side of Aral and loudly ordered a drink,
but Jacgs ignored him. He had his prize. Unfortunately, his prize was
interested in greeting every new soul that showed up.

“Well, you’re a new one. Let me guess, fighter pilot?”

The other man laughed. “If I got this in a fighter, I’d be dead. Nope, I’'m a
ground pounder. Well, I was. It’s hard to pound the ground with one leg.”

Aral seemed to twitch in Jacqs’ arms, and then she was gone, her back to
him while she greeted this new fellow.

“Get lost,” Jacqs suggested. Aral’s smile turned a little thin, but he planned
to pay her enough to make up for any perceived inconsiderateness.

“Now is that any way to speak to a lady?” the stranger asked.
“She was speaking to me before you got here, and we was doing just fine.”

The stranger turned his chair and Aral moved enough for Jacgs to get a
good look. The guy had the roughness of a soldier who had lost his shine. He
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had a uniform top, but the insignia were gone and the front wrinkled like he’d
sleptin it. Only one pant leg hung down to the foot. The other one ended about
halfway up the calf, and a fully articulated mechanical leg had taken the place
of the owner’s original foot. The toes were longer than human toes, each bent
slightly toward the ground to help with balance.

“I hear them is handy in a battle,” Jacgs said. Aral reached out and punched
Jacqs in the arm.

“You be nice.”

“That were me being nice. If you want to see me not nice, you’re welcome
to hit me again.” Jacqs wouldn’t hit someone who wasn’t big enough to hit
back, but he didn’t mind making the threat. Aral blinked at him for a second,
and then she rolled her eyes.

“One of these days, someone’s going to see through all that gruff, Jacgs
Glebov.”

“l doubt that.”

Reaching up, Aral patted him on the cheek before swaying off to greet
some new guests.

“Well, hell. I’d wanted to get her in one of them back rooms before she got
distracted, and you went and ruined it,” Jacgs accused the stranger. That were
just aggravating.

“All 1 did was sit down.” He stuck his hand out. “Zeke Waters.”

Jacqs took the hand grudgingly. There wasn’t actually a good reason for
being rude, even if he wanted to take his frustrations out on someone. “Jacqs
Glebov.”

“That’s what she said.” Zeke nodded toward Aral.
“So, can you really kick the shit out of even batfaces with that thing?”

“If they have their armor off, sure. All I have to do is ask them pretty
please to disarm themselves before we commence to fighting.”

Jacgs snorted. He wasn’t exactly sure if Zeke was laughing with him or at
him, but Jacgs did tend to assume the worst of folk.
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“Mostly it’s a pain in the stump. | don’t care how good medicine gets, a
prosthetic leg does not take a pounding the way human bone does. The knee
starts to hurt after a while.” Zeke patted the knee above the metal limb.

“It’s better than gimping around legless.”

“Okay, I’ll give you that. So,” Zeke studied him, “you’re disreputable, so
you have to have some serious skills for officers to let you get away with
looking like you slept in those clothes. Muscled, so you have time to work out.
| would say you do manual labor, but manual labor never gets away with
looking that rumpled. You’d be written up and spending the first night of leave
cleaning the planking.”

Jacqs pushed himself off his chair and crowded in Zeke’s space. Most folk
were downright intimidated by Jacqs when he got close. He was muscled, and
at six foot five, he towered over most people. It made it easy to get them to
stop annoying him, and if his size didn’t do it, his gun generally did. “How do
you know I just got in? Maybe my ship’s been docked a while.”

Zeke grinned. Slowly he stood, and he was almost as tall as Jacgs. His dark
eyes stared straight into Jacgs and they pressed together, neither willing to
yield, but Zeke had an expression almost like this amused him. It made Jacgs
cranky. “No one has docked except the Candiru in at least two weeks. They
had a skirmish near here, and the flight paths were littered with debris,
including unexploded ordinances. Now you don’t look like a man to sit on a
ship and twiddle his thumbs for two weeks, so | made an educated guess. Are
we going to fight about it?”

Jacgs grunted, not sure what to think of the logic. Zeke might still be one
of them spies trying to gather intelligence on the ships, but his story made
sense. “If you go asking after crew and armaments, I’m like to shoot you in the
guts,” Jacqs warned. Then he sat down again. The bartender had brought a
whiskey, and Jacqs dropped his pay card on the counter for the man to charge.

“Good answer.” Zeke sat next to him. “And taking all those clues, I’m
guessing you’re either a munitions handler or a gunner, so that threat has some
teeth.”

“It sounds like you’re asking about crew.”
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“You are a bastard with a one-track mind.”

“Yep,” Jacqs agreed, “and | came in here with the one thought of hiring a
nice woman.” Once Jacgs reclaimed his card, he turned his back to the bar and
started checking on possibilities. He ruled out the crew women immediately.
Uppity bitches rarely gave him the time of day, always filing complaints or
threatening to shove a microbomb up his nose and detonate it. Unfortunately,
the whores all seemed busy. Jacgs was going to have to wait. Well, if that was
the case, Zeke was at least interesting.

“How’d it happen?” he asked, using his whiskey glass to gesture toward
the leg.

“l was sent in to blow a building. My cover team went down, and | didn’t
think | was making it out, so | detonated.”

“You weren’t clear?”

“Hell, I’m surprised I’m not dead. Doctors picked about a ton of shrapnel
out of my back, but the leg caught the worst of it.”

Jacgs grunted. “Nearly lost my arm once. Doctors managed to grow a new
nerve or something in time to save it.” Jacgs still had the plastic netting in his
arm. At one point that’s all that held the two halves of it together.

“Before the war turned ugly?”

“Yep,” Jacqgs agreed, although it wasn’t strictly true. His family had been
unfortunate enough to be at ground zero, so he didn’t know anything except
war. The difference was that kids could get medics to look after their wounds
even while adults were left to suffer.

“Doctors had time to fix things back then. Now they just slap the body
together best they can.”

“Fuck, yes,” Jacgs agreed. “We ain’t even got a doctor on board.” He
stopped. Wait. He weren’t supposed to be discussing crew.

Zeke scratched his chest. “I thought the captain or the second were
supposed to be trained medics.”

He’d spilled the nuts and bolts now and there weren’t much Jacgs could do
to change the fact he’d talked. So he just shrugged. “I suppose there are lots of
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regulations people don’t pay much mind to.” Jacqs looked at Zeke. “You seem
to know a lot about flying rules for a ground pounder.”

Zeke smiled. “Yep.”

“I’m thinking on gut-shooting you,” Jacgs warned. The man was acting a
little suspicious, and in the middle of a war, that seemed cause enough.

“Are you?” Zeke laughed. “That would be ironic, to survive the Ba t’l on
Siros Two only to get shot in a bar fight.”

Jacqs slammed his drink down on the bar top. “You’re shitting me.” Jacgs
looked at the man again. No fucking way was one of the rare survivors of
Siros Two sitting in a shit bar on the shit side of the universe.

Zeke pulled the neck of his shirt down to show the official tattoo.
“Hell.”
“That was the word for it,” Zeke agreed.

“That where you lost your leg?” Jacgs figured there were so many human
parts on that planet, the doctors wouldn’t have been able to find one random
leg in the mess.

“No. | came through that without a scratch.” Zeke seemed to lose his focus
for a second, but Jacgs understood that. He’d lost crewmates. Real crewmates,
not the ragtag losers on the Candiru. He’d lost crew he’d fought next to in
space and on the ground. Megal had held her guts in with one hand and still
kept firing with the other as he dragged her away from one fight, and it hadn’t
helped a bit.

“Ain’t one of us to come out of a fight without a scratch,” Jacqs said, real
quiet-like.

Zeke sighed and ran his hands through his short curls. “I suppose not. Still,
the body was in one piece. | lost the leg later. So, you have any replacement
parts?”

“Nope. Haven’t seen much action lately.”
“Candiru’s a watcher class,” Zeke said with a slow nod.

Jacgs gave him another look to make it clear that gut-shooting was still a
distinct possibility. Instead of taking offense, Zeke laughed and slapped him



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 5
I | 47

on the shoulder. “That’s no secret. That tin can wouldn’t stand up to a fight, so
she’s a watcher or a transport, and she’s not big enough for transport. Besides,
no one names a transport after a fish that likes to crawl up a man’s dick and eat
his bladder.”

That was true. Both parts. The Candiru had been a small smuggling ship,
and she didn’t have the space for a military transport. Captain and commander
got private quarters and the two lieutenants shared quarters, but the rest of the
crew were all shoved down into what had once been a loading bay. The lower
bays all carried munitions and heavy shielding for the belly guns, but Jacgs
figured if he didn’t take any enemy out first, one good shot and the Candiru
would go up like a flea in a candle flame.

“I still ain’t talking on it.”

“Right. We aren’t talking about it at all.” Zeke nodded, but the corners of
his lips kept on a’twitching.

“Asshole,” Jacgs said. About a half second later, it occurred to him that
most men took offense at that. But instead of starting a bar fight that would
have gotten Jacgs written up for sure, Zeke just grinned.

“Fuck, yes. Nice guys don’t do well in our world. Being an asshole’s
safer.”

Jacqgs grunted his agreement. That was true enough, not that the Candiru
crew understood it. Pansy-assed worthless grunts and queer-turned officers,
that’s what he had to deal with. He didn’t have no real soldiers on that ship,
not like him. Of course, most folks on the Candiru were working up in their
careers, and Jacgs had gotten busted back down to a watcher ship after a small
incident that had not been his fault. Sometimes when soldiers didn’t get to
fight enemy often enough, fights just broke out on their own.

The two of them leaned against the bar and watched the crowd. The poker
game in the corner seemed a little heated, but then Aral left the lap of a
mercenary-looking fellow and sashayed her way over.

“l coulda had that if you hadn’t interrupted,” Jacqs complained as he
watched her. He’d really wanted her tonight. He liked a strong partner, some
woman who would wrap her legs around him and bite his lip hard enough to
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make it bleed as he left finger-sized bruises on her hips. He didn’t want to get
stuck with some frail whore.

“Tough shit,” Zeke answered.

Jacqs laughed. He could appreciate a man who didn’t take no crap. After
that, they fell silent again. Jacqs was working on his third drink when a ruckus
started off to the side where the ladies had their private rooms.

“Get your ass back here!” a man bellowed about a half second before a
woman came busting out into the main room. Her shirt hung from one arm,
and a man twice her size came charging after her. The room seemed caught in
the moment. The girl screamed as the man reached for her, and Jacgs dropped
his whiskey as he surged forward.

Fist cocked back, Jacgs crashed into both of them before slamming his
hand into the man’s face. Something gave with a crack and the woman
screamed even louder. Rolling to one side, Jacgs tried to get offa her, but the
asshole assaulting her had redirected his attention toward Jacgs. He held onto
Jacqgs’ shirt with one hand and tried punching around the whore with the other.

“Fucking bastard.” Jacgs got up on one knee and tried to yank himself free
of the tangled mess of limbs, but now the girl was clinging onto him too. Near
him weren’t never a safe place to hide in a fight, and Jacqgs shoved her to one
side before the fool got her head bashed in.

“Do you know who I am?” the asshole who’d attacked her in the first place
bellowed like a stuck ox. “Do you know who | am?” He threw a wide punch,
but it hit Jacgs on the arm where it didn’t do much harm. He tried winding up
to punch again, but there was movement behind, and Jacgs turned to face any
potential threat. This idiot wasn’t much danger, but someone at his back might
be.

Sure enough, two bruisers were coming at him. Jacgs shifted to get a wall
at his back and started calculating on angles, but then Zeke lifted a chair and
slammed it into Bruiser Number One’s back. The man went down like a log,
leaving the sides a mite more even. Unfortunately, even sides didn’t make a
bar fight one bit less messy. Men and women leaped up from the tables, some
rushing to leave and others looking to jump into the fray, a wild-eyed
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expression of joy already blossoming. Well, fuck. One of these days he had to
learn how to schedule trouble for the last day of leave instead of the first.

*kk*k
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CHAPTER THREE

Jacgs touched his swollen eye again. Damn chair had nearly split it open,
and the long bruise that ran across the eye was puffing up for fair. “Fuck.”
Jacgs kicked the bars of his cell. In the next cell, Zeke laughed.

“Hard to with the bars between.”

That made Jacgs laugh. He needed a good laugh about now. “It ain’t like
you’re some girly queer.”

Zeke gave him an odd look. “I’m definitely not the girly sort. If you tried
calling me girly, I’d give you a table-sized bruise to match the chair sized one
you’ve already got.”

“Yeah? Well it ain’t like you made out any better.”

Zeke touched his temple where the head wound had finally stopped
bleeding. His sandy blond hair was crusted reddish brown with blood. “If the
other side took more hits than us, it’s worth it.”

“I think that’s a safe bet.” Jacqgs grinned at the thought of that fat bastard
howling like a pig going to butcher. While Jacgs might not know him in
particular, he knew the type. That’s the sort that sat on stations or bribed some
ship clear of military service and then made a sweet profit offa running food to
starving people and robbing them blind. Jacgs had seen the sort too often to
mistake it.

“Next time maybe you could avoid taking the girl down with you, huh?”
Zeke suggested.

Jacqgs grunted. “She didn’t mind the bruises, not when that bastard ended
up with broken bones.”

That made Zeke grin again. “l don’t usually get to take a swing at civilians.
This wasn’t a half bad night.”

“Yeah? You must have a nicer captain than mine.” Jacqs scratched his arm
where another nasty bruise was starting to form. He could feel the heat of it
under his fingers. “I’m going to end up on shit duty for the rest of leave, and |
never even got to fuck me a whore.”
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“You’re kidding, right?”

“Fuck, no. I’m going to be scrubbing the underside of deck plates.” Jacqgs
made a face at the very thought of all the shit work he was about to get
assigned.

Zeke leaned forward, his elbows rested on his knees. “It wasn’t like you
started it.”

“Yeah, but | ‘don’t start’ fights on a regular basis. There’s one rule for
crew and another for me. For them, the rule is to not start shit. For me, I’'m
supposed to not even be adjacent to it.” Jacqs pronounced the word adjacent
carefully. It was a mighty stupid word, but first commander on the Candiru
had made Jacgs sign a paper that said exactly that.

“l don’t approve of two sets of rules on a ship. It makes people mean to
know that others get a different sort of treatment.” Zeke’s voice turned all
serious.

“Can’t say | disagree.” Jacqs kept scratching his arm. “’Course my
agreement ain’t exactly required. The worst part is that | didn’t even get a
woman. It’s a long haul between dock stays and I’m getting mighty tired of
my hand.”

“You can’t tell me there isn’t one person on that ship that’s worthy of
bedding. Hell, that’d have to be a pretty disgusting lot if that’s true.”

Jacgs shrugged. There were plenty of women he’d love to bed, but they
weren’t exactly running to his door. When Grah had joined up, all womanly
curves and hypersexual twitches and winks, he thought he’d finally ended his
dry spell. Instead she was as stuck up as the rest of them.

“That’s not a good thought.” Zeke leaned back and rested against the cool
metal.

Jacgs figured the worst part was that Grah would let Zeke fuck her. He had
that grin, that crooked grin that made women wet between the legs. And he
didn’t have no scarring on his face where a woman would have to look at it,
and he didn’t say all the wrong shit at the wrong time. Jacgs figured that last
part was about his worst flaw, but he was who he was. If Jacgs Glebov weren’t



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 5
I | 52

good enough, then he weren’t. There wasn’t no use making out to be someone
he wasn’t, just to get in some woman’s pants.

“I wish | could say | was surprised.” Lieutenant Taylor came around the
corner, his uniform all crisp and his expression cold.

Jacgs rolled his eyes. He could do without the pointless attempts to inspire
a guilt that wasn’t likely to appear. The bastard had mauled someone half his
size, Jacqs mauled him. Seemed fair to him.

“You didn’t make it one day, Glebov. Not one day. The captain is talking
about busting you back to private.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Jacgs said with a shrug. If he tried defending
himself, he’d just make it worse. Best to take his lumps and move on.

“You attacked a local businessman, a powerful one at that. Are you even
going to explain yourself?” Taylor crossed his arms, but Jacqgs really didn’t
feel the need to explain or defend anything. He’d done what he’d done, and the
captain would do what he’d do.

“If he won’t defend himself, I will,” Zeke said. “That businessman had
attacked a girl and was chasing her when Jacqgs stepped in.”

“Really?” Taylor didn’t sound overly impressed.

“Now, I’m not saying his way of handling the situation was particularly
good,” Zeke said, and Jacgs flipped him off. “Diplomacy and de-escalation are
not in your skill set,” Zeke said with a laugh, “but he acted with provocation
and at risk to himself. He didn’t do anything to deserve demotion, although |
wouldn’t say it reflects well on him that he led with a fist instead of something
a little less likely to cause a general melee.”

“I’ll be sure and communicate that to the captain,” Taylor said in the
nastiest tone of voice Jacqs had heard out of him yet. Maybe Zeke’s charm
didn’t work with queer-turned men.

“I’ll tell him myself as soon as you get me signed out of here,” Zeke
offered.

Jacgs turned and stared at Zeke. Maybe the man had gotten hit too hard on
the head, because he wasn’t making any sense. Zeke pulled an order sheet out
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of his jacket and handed it through the bars. With suspicion etched on his face,
Taylor slowly took the order and opened it.

“Commander Zeke Waters, reporting to the Candiru, or the Candiru’s
lieutenant, anyway.” At that, Zeke got a real shit-eating grin on his face.

“No fucking way. Commander? You ain’t got enough stupid in you to be
an officer,” Jacgs blurted.

Taylor looked up from the orders to glare at Jacqgs, but Zeke just grinned
wider. “Sometimes they promote a man over his own objections.”

“And you were in a whorehouse?” Taylor sounded downright scandalized,
but Zeke... the commander... just shrugged.

“I figured any men who showed up there on the first night of leave were
the men | probably needed to get to know. Are you questioning my strategy or
my morals with that tone of voice, lieutenant?”

Jacqgs could practically see Taylor’s need to snap to attention. His heels
came together and his fingers tightened on the orders in his hands. Yep, he was
twitchy as a rat in the piston chamber.

“I’ll get you both signed out.” Taylor held the orders through the bars for
Zeke to take back, and he did, tucking them away as Taylor practically fled the
room.

Jacgs chuckled. “He about pissed his pants.”
“He’s never been on the front, has he?”

“Nope,” Jacgs agreed. “Most crew haven’t. Captain has and the other
lieutenant has, but you’ll meet them soon enough. | don’t suppose it’s too hard
to tell the captain is straight off the front.”

“Meaning?” Zeke asked. Zeke. He was Commander Waters, and Jacqgs
better get used to thinking of him that way or he was going to end up pissing
someone off.

“Don’t know,” Jacgs said. “I’ve never met the man.”
Zeke looked real concerned at that. “Never?”
Jacqs shook his head.
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“But you’ve heard scuttlebutt you think I should know.”

“I think you’ll figure out what you need to figure out,” Jacgs said. “l ain’t
one for telling stories out of school.”

“And | didn’t figure you for one to play games and try to poison the well,
but now I’'m starting to question that initial impression that you might be
someone to speak the truth.”

Jacgs pressed his lips together in anger. He didn’t want to be fighting with
his new officer before the man even stepped foot on the ship, but calling Jacgs
dishonest was a low blow.

The commander stood and leaned against the bars that separated their cells.
“You tell me what you’re hinting about and I’ll decide if I believe it.”

Jacgs considered Zeke. So far he’d been a straight shooter, but spreading
rumors about a captain could get Jacgs into more trouble than he rightly
wanted to deal with.

“I’ll even keep it in confidence,” Zeke added.

That put Jacgs in an awkward position. If he didn’t say anything, it made it
seem like he didn’t trust Zeke. Shifting around on his narrow cot, Jacqs looked
the man in the eye. “I don’t really hold with people who give their word and
don’t keep it.”

“Funny, | fucking hate those sorts.”

Jacgs gave a quick laugh as he reached his decision. “Fine. Rumor is that
he drinks most days and all nights. The commanders have to do most of the
captaining, and most times we get commanders straight out of school, men so
green they don’t know which end of a gun to run from. So, them sending you
out here... it’s a little odd, if you know what | mean.”

Zeke slowly sank back down onto the bunk. He didn’t seem too quick to
deny anything, but Jacqs found that sometimes officers were like that—they
came back on you later. “They’re sending me out here to keep me out of the
way,” Zeke said.

Jacgs snorted. He believed that about as much as he believed that the war
would end tomorrow. The military didn’t care about getting anyone out of the
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way. It cared about its own ends. “Is the front shifting this way?”” he came out
and asked.

Zeke rubbed a hand over his face. “You’re assuming | know anything.”
“Yep, | am.”

The door clicked right before Taylor came in again, this time with a station
guard.

“Dumb assumption, Jacgs,” Zeke said. Maybe Jacgs would have pressed
his luck, but not with company. He could practically see Zeke put on that
invisible cloak of officerness. He stood, and his back was a little straighter; his
gaze found Taylor and locked on a little longer. Yep, this was an officer, and
Jacgs didn’t know how the hell the man had fooled him so well.

Taylor glanced over at Jacgs, clearly wondering what sort of dumb
assumption he’d made, but Commander Waters didn’t enlighten him, and
Taylor didn’t ask. It was time to head back to the Candiru.

*k*k*x
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CHAPTER FOUR

Jacgs stood at the edge of the command office and watched as Zeke—
Commander Waters—bent over reports with Lieutenant Haslet.
“Commander?”

Zeke looked up. “Jacgs? What can | do for you?”

Jacqgs looked over at Haslet. The woman was going to make sure whatever
Jacqs said or did, it landed in the middle of ship scuttlebutt. He didn’t quite
know how to neutralize a threat that he couldn’t shoot. But on the other hand,
he wasn’t too comfortable with the thought that maybe he’d avoided getting
written up for fighting because some pansexual man was interested in him
sexually.

“Lieutenant, give me a second with the corporal.” Zeke dismissed her.

“Yes, sir.” Haslet nodded at Zeke and then headed past Jacgs and out the
door.

Zeke watched him for a second, sinking back down into his chair before
gesturing toward the door. “Why don’t you close that?”

Jacgs reached over with a foot and kicked the door closed. Not sure how to
start this conversation, Jacqs crossed his arms and tried figuring it out. He
shoulda planned this better. Words weren’t his strong suit.

“Is this about me not telling you | was the new officer?” Zeke asked.
“You’re a pansexual.”

Zeke leaned back in his chair and took a second to just stare at Jacgs.
“Okay. That’s not where | thought we were going, but yes. | registered as
pan.”

“Fuck. You really are? You’ll sleep with people no matter how they
identify?”
For asecond, Zeke just frowned at him. Usually it was Jacgs who couldn’t

really get his head around a conversation, but maybe Zeke was equally bad
with words. “Is this your way of propositioning me?” he finally asked.
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“What?” Jacqs felt his stomach drop. “I’m heterosexual. I’m not interested
In any man.”

Zeke nodded. “Okay. | thought you came off pretty hetero yesterday, but
that doesn’t explain why you’re here now. Why does my sexuality matter to
you if we don’t match?” Zeke had an honestly curious expression on his face,
and Jacgs found himself at a loss for words. Why did it matter? It did matter. It
mattered if the commander thought that Jacqs was going to pay for any favors.

“l ain’t repaying you for not writing me up.”
“What? What the fuck are you talking about, Jacqs?”

Jacgs took a step forward and jabbed his finger in Zeke’s direction. “If you
do me favors, | don’t plan on returning them.”

Zeke blinked several times and then slowly stood before coming around
the desk. Jacgs braced himself. He didn’t know what Zeke wanted, but Jacqgs
wasn’t the sort to lie down and take any sort of abuse. Still not speaking, Zeke
leaned back against his desk, sitting on the edge. “I am not understanding this
conversation, so why don’t you explain what you’re thinking,” Zeke
suggested.

“I’m thinking I don’t plan on sucking anything.”

“And if you’re a het, that makes sense,” Zeke said slowly. “Why do you
think you have to tell me that?”

Jacgs felt like he was off balance and falling farther by the second. He
came in to stand up for himself, so he couldn’t figure why he suddenly felt like
he was in the wrong. He wasn’t. Everyone had the basic right to choose his or
her own sexual partners, and he wasn’t less than anyone else. “Because you
did me that favor don’t mean I’m going to repay it.”

Running a hand over his face, Zeke blew out a long breath. Jacqgs figured
that Zeke wouldn’t need to force someone into his bunk. He had wide brown
eyes and dark blonde hair and the heroic history that would make men and
women fall into his bed. But sometimes the men who didn’t need to go forcing
others got the most perverse pleasure out of it. Jacgs could feel a shiver of
disgust run through him.
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“Okay, let’s slow this down.” Zeke held a hand up in a surrender gesture.
“First, | didn’t do you any favors. You didn’t deserve to get busted back a
rank, so you didn’t.”

“Captain woulda busted me down,” Jacgs pointed out, and he knew he was
right.

“Maybe,” Zeke conceded. “He does have a certain concept of you that
doesn’t quite match reality. Oh, he respects you as a soldier, but he does seem
to think you start trouble where | just think you end it.”

Jacgs snorted.

“You’re a hothead, and I’'m not saying otherwise,” Zeke said, “but you’re
not out looking for trouble. You’re just one who doesn’t have the good sense
to know when to walk away when it sticks its head up.”

“So, you would have walked away from that girl?” Jacgs demanded. If the
commander said “yes”, then Jacqs was reconsidering his first impression of the
man. No one should walk away from someone being bullied.

“No, but I might have tried to avoid the full-out bar fight.”

Jacgs shrugged. He never did have much luck at stopping fights, so it
didn’t seem worth the effort to try. “I’m still not thanking you for saving me
from another bust in rank.”

That comment earned him a real cold glare from Zeke. “You’ve said that
entirely too many times. | don’t expect thanks. I also don’t expect the ship’s
best gunner to show signs of paranoia.”

“l ain’t paranoid!” Jacgs could feel anger crawling up his belly.

“Then why would you think I’m going to demand some sort of favor?”
Zeke shouted back. “I haven’t even done anything that you need to thank me
for, except pull some local yahoo off your back before you could get two
bruisers jJumping you at once. It’d be nice if you thanked me for backing your
play in that bar.”

“And now you’re calling me paranoid, and that would remove me from
duty.” Jacqs could feel the fear crawl up into his belly. If he wasn’t fit for duty,
they’d dump him off on whichever station was nearest, and Jacqs didn’t have a
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whole lot of illusions about how well his life would go from there. He’d either
take work for some ass like the one he’d attacked in the bar, or he’d starve.
Frankly, Jacqgs figured he’d be happier starving.

Closing his eyes, Zeke seemed to mutter something under his breath for an
uncomfortably long time. “You’re not the easiest sort to have a conversation
with,” he finally said.

Jacqs crossed his arms.
“Why do you think I would try and force you into sex?”

“You’re pansexual,” Jacqs pointed out. “It ain’t like it’s a real long leap
from one to the other.”

Zeke returned to his muttering before turning and walking back behind his
desk and sitting. “That’s an enormous fucking leap, Jacqgs. The fact that I’'m
attracted to a personality and not a body type or set of genitalia does not imply
that | would ever force anyone. If you even suggest that | would force
someone, I’m going to kick your ass. You know,” he said, the tone suddenly
shifting to something more thoughtful, and Jacgs’ nerves tightened up more
than ever. When officers started getting thoughtful, men like Jacgs had to
worry. “Your record doesn’t go back more than four years. You were
conscripted off a suspected smuggling ship.”

“l weren’t never convicted of anything.”

“No, you weren’t. But looking at how you’re reacting, I’m guessing you
grew up in refugee camps.”

Jacgs didn’t answer. This wasn’t none of Zeke’s business.
“Which would explain why you assume the worst of pansexuals.”

“And homosexuals. You lot are hypersexualized by nature. | ain’t,” Jacgs
said firmly. “I ain’t the sort to go having sex any time | see movement. They
don’t have any control. None of them.” Most of the time, once Jacgs got
going, someone shut him up. Unfortunately, Zeke didn’t seem to have gotten
that message because he sat back, and the words spilled out of Jacqs faster
than he could really track them, faster than he could stop them.

“There’s something wrong with men who let their dicks lead the way. |
wouldn’t be like that. | wouldn’t ever be one of them hypersexualized sorts,
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always looking for someone desperate enough for a bit of bread that they’ll do
most anything, and if I do go for a whore, | always make sure to pay them fair,
even if they aren’t charging full price. A person is worth more than a bit of
food.” Jacgs practically had to choke down the rest of the words that wanted to
come spilling out. He knew what people were capable of. People might like to
cover up all that moral rot with a veneer of politeness, they registered their
sexualities to avoid misunderstandings, but none of that changed the fact that
the rot was there.

“Jacgs, | don’t think you had homosexuals or pansexuals in those camps. |
think you saw a whole lot of dyssexual people. I figure the camps breed them.
But I am not going to ask anything sexual from a heterosexual man. You
looked me in the eye and judged me yesterday, and I’'m not any different
today.”

Jacgs narrowed his eyes and tried to judge the honesty of that statement.
“No tricks,” Zeke said, holding both hands up in surrender.

“And all that crap about having a drink with me? | mean, you were my
officer. Were you trying to trick me into doing something you could write me
up for?”

Zeke gave a shrug. “Nope. | was tired of all these assholes who haven’t
actually fought all feeling sorry for themselves because they can’t get supplies
or because they have to work long shifts. Until you’ve seen friends bleed to
death on your hands, you have no cause to go complaining. | was in there
looking for a drink, and hoping to see crew interact when there wasn’t an
officer around, but mostly, I really needed a drink.”

“Unless you’re the one who’s gone and bled out, you ain’t got no room for
complaining,” Jacgs realized a half second too late that he probably shouldn’t
go implying that Zeke didn’t have room for complaints, not after giving up his
leg and suffering through the hell of Siros Two. “Of course, you came close
enough, I might make an exception for you.”

“Don’t,” Zeke said firmly. “If | ever turn into one of these people who
spends their time complaining, | want someone like you around to tell me to
shut the fuck up. I’m sick of people complaining because they don’t get leave
as often as they want.”
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Jacgs had heard that complaint about a million times. “If you’re alive to get
leave at the end of a run, you don’t have room to claim the universe is treating
you unfair.”

“Exactly.” Zeke threw up his hands. “If you don’t have anything better to
complain about, then get out of my face and complain to someone else, only
I’m supposed to be an officer and somehow fix morale. So it’s my job to nod
and make sympathetic noises.”

Jacgs grunted. He hadn’t ever thought of an officer’s job quite like that. If
that’s what officers did with their time, Jacgs would rather cut off his own
foot. Jacqgs cringed as he realized he needed to stop even thinking that
particular comparison before he went and said it in front of the man with no
foot. “I’d be more likely to offer to hit ’em hard enough that they had
something worth complaining about,” Jacgs said.

“Don’t tempt me.” Zeke rolled his eyes. “So maybe | wanted to have a
drink with a man who has stood at the front and who isn’t trying to con me out
of extra leave with some sad story about his grandmother.”

“Hell, I don’t even know who my grandmother is,” Jacqs admitted.

“Then you won’t regale me with stories about how you need a three month
leave to go sit at the side of her bed.”

“In the middle of a war? Hell no,” Jacgs agreed. “Do people really...”
Jacgs stopped as he saw the look on Zeke’s face. The man was serious. That
was enough to make Jacgs want to buy the man a few beers and spot him to a
real good whore. He needed the break worse than Jacgs did, and serving on a
ship with these losers made Jacqgs need it mighty bad.

Jacgs cleared his throat. “So, you really don’t expect me to go repaying?”

“Hell, no. Maybe we can get a beer together and swap war stories, but this
Isn’t about expecting anything out of you.” Zeke sighed. “What made you
even start to think that?”

Jacqs moved to one of the chairs across from Zeke and hesitated a second.
Sitting around a superior officer was one of those things they got unreasonably
cranky about, but Zeke just nodded his head toward the seat. After sitting,
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Jacgs shrugged. “Allie Grah went saying how people think we’re dating
because you did me the favor of not busting me down to private.”

“Why is it that the ships that see the least action like to talk the most?”
Zeke shook his head. “I can call her out for gossiping if you want, but it will
probably go away faster if we just ignore it.”

“Makes sense,” Jacqs agreed. On ship, denying something worked about as
well as tossing fuel cells into a fire. “I should probably get to my station and
check out the targeting sights. They’ve been acting up lately.”

“Anything serious?”

Jacgs had the odd impression that he had Zeke’s full and undivided
attention in a way Jacgs wasn’t used to. Officers in particular seemed to ignore
him, and even shipmates only paid attention to the bits they wanted. Zeke,
however, leaned forward, his dark eyes right on Jacgs.

“Probably not. The seals ain’t exactly perfect, so they tend to wiggle. It just
takes readjusting them every once in a while.” Jacgs found himself
uncomfortably aware of his hands. He suddenly didn’t know what to do with
them, and after thirty-some years of having them, it was odd not knowing
whether to rest them on his knees or on the arms of the chair or what. He
ended up crossing his arms over his chest.

“Keep on top of it,” Zeke said. “If there’s anything else...” Letting his
words trail off, Zeke pinned Jacgs with an intense expression.

“Um. No.” Jacgs stood. “I should just go. So the thing where | accused you
Of—”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“But it was a real shitty thing to assume.”

“Yep,” Zeke quickly agreed. “It was all kinds of shitty. But you came and
asked instead of making assumptions, so | give you some credit for that.”

That was a real strange reaction for an officer, but rather than looking a gift
ship in the thrusters, Jacgs turned and headed for the door. Lieutenant Haslet
still stood in the hall, and Jacgs headed past her. Most people on the ship got
out of his way, but Haslet was a big woman, former infantry, who still had
shoulders like she carried fifty pounds of gun everywhere she went.
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“Problem, Corporal?” she asked.
“Nope.”

Haslet stepped to the side, putting herself in the middle of the hallway and
right in Jacqs’ path. “Then why are you interrupting command meetings,
Glebov?”

Jacgs opened his mouth to tell the lieutenant to fuck off, but that didn’t
seem right. Zeke would have to send him to the brig for that one, and Jacqgs
had already put the man in an awkward position once today. Instead, Jacqgs
shrugged. “I did something stupid, and | needed to talk to the commander. If’n
he has a problem with that, | suppose he’ll tell me. Either that or he’ll call to
have you escort me to the brig, and he didn’t do that, now did he?” Jacqgs
stepped forward, pressing close to the lieutenant. He could see Haslet shiver,
her body stiff as she tried to not back away. Jacgs was a powerfully built man,
and he did know how to use that size to his advantage.

“Get to your shift, then,” Haslet ordered. Her body was stiff enough to
crack at the first breeze. Jacgs gave her a wolfish grin.

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered in a slow drawl, and then he detoured around
her, deliberately bumping shoulders. Today was shaping up to be a mighty fine
day.

*kkk
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CHAPTER FIVE

Leaning against the rail that overlooked the main deck, Jacgs took a drink
of his illegal whiskey and watched three of the baby soldiers train. It was a
nice enough way to end the day, watching others be idiots. They were using
throws straight out of hand-to-hand school, which was like to get all three
killed if they ever saw a batface. The aliens were squat with four legs, two
arms, and a set between that could function like awkward arms or weak legs.
They didn’t fight like humans, and these three idiots were training to fight
humans.

Zeke came out of a corridor and stood at the edge of the training mat,
watching the exercise. The three were training two on one, but the two
attackers politely waited their turn to go at Schreiber. Considering that Petrov
Bolson and Karney Tells were maybe two hundred fifty pounds if you put
them together, that didn’t make a lick of sense. They needed to attack together,
but they weren’t even trying.

Circling the mats, Zeke studied all three, and Jacqs watched as the three
stopped watching each other and started tracking Zeke.

“Sir, would you care to spar?” Schreiber finally asked. Even from the
second-floor walk, Jacgs could see the man’s eyes go to Zeke’s metal leg. If he
was smart, he’d be worrying about how much damage a titanium and
scandium reinforced leg might do. Knowing Schreiber, the man was more
likely to worry about whether a fight with a one-legged man was fair.

“l don’t think you can handle me,” Zeke said. Jacqs could see the
confusion and alarm in the others. Officers weren’t supposed to say shit like
that. “How about all three of you take me on?”

Bolson looked absolutely terrified. “I need to get to shift, sir,” he blurted
out. He even managed to do it without stuttering.

“I’ll write you a hall pass,” Zeke said. Grinning, Jacqs watched as Bolson
squirmed. The arrogant little shit was about to get his ass handed to him.

“Sir, we don’t know each other’s fighting styles, which could be dangerous
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In sparring,” Schreiber offered. Jacgs gave the man credit for having balls. He
had no sense, but he had balls.

Zeke toed off his one shoe and stepped onto the mat. “Is that what you plan
to tell the batfaces if we’re ever in direct contact?” Zeke’s voice had a
dangerous calm that made the hairs on the back of Jacqgs’ neck stand up.

“No, sir.” Schreiber came to attention right there in the middle of the mat.
Bolson and Tells were both fading back toward the edge of the training area,
clearly about as uncomfortable as a human could get without having a gun
pointed at his guts.

“Good. The next thing you should know is that bats tended to attack in
groups, three to six at a time. So, you three will be playing the part of batfaces.
Come at me.”

Schreiber, Tells and Bolson all traded alarmed looks as Zeke moved
toward the center of the mat. Schreiber dropped back into a standard defensive
pose, but he didn’t seem interested in attacking anyone. Mostly he just sweated
and shifted his weight from foot to foot.

After a second, Zeke took a step back and considered them all. “What? Are
you afraid the fight’s unfair? We can invite Jacgs down here.”

“You look like you’re doing fine without any help,” Jacqgs said.

“l was going to invite you to help these guys.” Zeke poked his thumb
towards the others.

“Sir,” Schreiber started in again. He didn’t get a chance to finish because
Zeke looked for a second like he was falling forward, but instead he landed on
his hands, thrust himself forward with his arms, leaving his leg free to sweep
Schreiber’s feet out from under him. Schreiber fell with a cry, but Zeke sprang
back to his feet before the man even hit the mat. Karney Tells took a quick
backhand that sent her flying sideways, and that left Zeke facing off against
Bolson. He backed up right off the mat rather than engage.

“Fuck. This is going to take a while.” Zeke walked over to the opposite end
of the mat, stripped off his shirt and tossed it to the ground. While Jacgs had
gotten a vague impression of Zeke’s power during the bar fight, he could see it
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all on display now. The man had the long, lanky muscles of someone who
used his body and used it well. “Okay, you three, you have two minutes to
decide on a strategy to take me down, so | suggest you start talking now.”
Zeke crossed his arms and waited. For a good thirty seconds, the three of them
stared. Schreiber moved first, catching Tells by the arm and pulling her over to
Bolson for a quick planning session. The three of them still had their heads
together discussing the matter when Zeke started back onto the mat.

He stalked them. There wasn’t a better word in the universe for it. Hands
held out from his sides, each foot placed carefully as he judged angles—he
closed in on his prey with the grace of a predator. It took the three idiots a little
too long to figure out their time was up, and then Bolson and Tells skittered
away to the sides, leaving Schreiber to take the brunt of the attack again.

Schreiber crouched low, his own hands held out for balance as his stance
practically screamed out that he expected another attack aimed at his legs.
Idiot. Jacqs took another drink of his whiskey and watched as Zeke shifted his
weight in preparation for an attack from any side. His back was a
topographical map of scars with white lines and circles of burn scar all
intersecting with such regularity that Jacgs was surprised the man had survived
the injury that’d caused it. But under all that flawed skin, his muscles moved
fluidly. Those three were about to get a beat down.

Just about the time Jacqgs was getting bored, Tells launched an attack from
Zeke’s left, aiming a kick for the artificial leg. Zeke shifted closer, and Tell’s
shin hit the metal before she collapsed, clutching her injured limb, but she was
clearly the distraction because Schreiber was already in motion, looking to do
a bulldog throw. While Jacgs didn’t have a problem grabbing an opponent’s
head and throwing him to the ground with it, it did seem like that there was the
exact maneuver that had gotten Jacqgs in trouble. Clearly other people got to
break the precious rules.

Jacqs might have been tempted to point out the unfairness of life, but Zeke
taught Schreiber a quick lesson, side-stepping his move and catching the man
across the throat with his forearm. Schreiber went down hard. That left
Bolson, who froze less than a foot away from Zeke. Not hesitating for a
moment, Zeke caught Bolson’s arm, twisted it, and tossed the man to the side.
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Standing in the middle of all his fallen opponents, Zeke looked like a god
who’d just taught some lowly mortals a few lessons in life. When Zeke
glanced up, Jacgs raised his bottle in salute.

“Scared to take me on yourself, are you?” Zeke challenged him.
Jacqs stood up. “I ain’t scared of anyone.”
“Even though | can kick your ass?”

“You can try,” Jacqs said, a hungry glee gathering in the pit of his stomach,
but then Schreiber climbed back to his feet.

“Glebov is banned from the sparring room, sir.” Schreiber’s voice had a
raspy edge to it, and he rubbed his throat, but even that wasn’t enough to
soothe the resentment that washed through Jacgs. He leaned forward again,
resting his forearms against the rail.

“Seems like I don’t need to be down there for you to get your ass kicked,”
Jacgs pointed out, and Schreiber glared up at him.

Zeke looked from one to the other with a bewildered expression. “Why is a
soldier banned from training?”

“Because he doesn’t respect the rules of training.” Schreiber sounded bitter
about that, but then the training room was his domain. As the training sergeant,
he liked making up rules about what happened in his world, and Jacgs wasn’t
particularly good at living by stupid rules.

“The rules?” Again, Zeke’s voice had that deadly calm that made a shiver
go through Jacgs. That voice carried real danger.

Schreiber stood a little taller. “\We don’t take risks that could lead to real
injury. It’s a small crew, and we can’t afford to have men and women in the
infirmary.”

Jacgs snorted. They didn’t have an infirmary... they had a single bunk near
the first aid kit. And if a few days in that bunk made someone watch their
blind spot more carefully, Jacgs wasn’t feeling too guilty about it.

“Glebov, get your ass down here so | can officially kick it,” Zeke ordered.

“Unless you’re planning to order me to throw the fight, that ain’t gonna
happen,” Jacgs warned as he headed for the stairs.
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“How long’s it been since you trained?”” Zeke turned and gave Schreiber an
unhappy look.

“Going on seven months,” Jacgs answered. At one time, this room had
been the only refuge he had. He shared a bunk room with every male soldier
on the damn ship, he worked in a public area, and he had no interest in sitting
in a tiny cubicle and having one of them virtual experiences. So the training
room had been about the only place he could come and really let loose. Well,
until Schreiber went crying that Jacgs was too mean to folks on the mats. Now
he was limited to lifting weights and working out on the wall.

“Oh, I’m going to kick your ass,” Zeke said with confidence.

“l ain’t been sitting on my ass for all that time.” Jacqs stripped off his shirt
and dropped it on the bench. Clicking his bottle closed, he set it next to the
shirt and then pulled his shoes off, dropping them to the ground.

“Without active training, everyone gets rusty.”

Jacqgs gave the man a wolfish grin. “You, maybe. Maybe you’re soft after
all that officer training, sitting on your ass and learning rules about how to
write shit.” Jacqs was guessing about that. Zeke moved more like a soldier
than an officer, but if his leg made him less than useful in the field, it made
sense to put him into officer training.

All expression gone from his face, Zeke dropped into a defensive pose.
“I’m going to find out where that infirmary is when | put you in it,” he warned.

“If all four of you came at me at once, that still wouldn’t happen.”
“Talk’s cheap, Corporal.”
“Your talk included, Commander.”

Stepping onto the mat, Jacgs felt that old warmth, that rush of anticipation.
He studied his opponent’s body—the way Zeke shifted his weight constantly,
the curve of his hip and the straight line of his artificial leg. His fingers curled
into claws and his shoulders stayed low, ready for any sort of attack, in that
half-relaxed state that would allow him to spar without wearing out his arms.

“Like what you see?”

“Too much shifting in your feet. You’ll wear yourself down before | have a
chance to kick your ass,” Jacgs pointed out.
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Zeke dropped his natural leg back to give him more stability. “The new leg
throws the balance a little. It won’t keep me from taking you down as easy as |
took them.”

“Seems to me that Tells took herself down. She ran her leg into yours—
you didn’t do nothing, and Bolson...” Jacqgs snorted.

“Yeah, we’ll work on him,” Zeke agreed. “So, are you done talking?
Maybe you’re nervous to actually spar again after all these months, you know,
afraid to get shown up as incompetent?”

The jibes were as obvious as the sudden opening low on Zeke’s left side.
“Maybe you think you have to talk me into doing something stupid because
you can’t fight fair. I ain’t never seen a batface open with verbal taunts.” Jacgs
felt the warm rush of victory when Zeke’s eyes narrowed. Yep, the man had
thought he could play Jacgs. Well, Jacgs weren’t that stupid. Well, okay, he
was about some things, but not about fighting. There wasn’t a man on the ship
who could best Jacgs in a fight, and that included Zeke.

“l think you’re doing a lot of talking and not a lot of attacking. In that bar
you threw your fists quick enough. What’s wrong? Scared to take on someone
who can fight back?”

“Just smart enough to be wary.”

Schreiber laughed. The nastiness of it distracted Jacqgs for a half second,
and that was enough for Zeke to attack. Dropping into a crouch, he tried to
sweep Jacqs’ legs with that titanium limb of his. Jacgs jumped over the attack,
but he had barely landed, and he hadn’t caught his balance back, before Zeke
slammed a foot into his stomach.

Jacgs flew back onto the mat, his shoulders hitting hard enough to take his
breath, but Jacqgs rolled before Zeke could get a disabling blow in. Rather than
rolling away in search of safety, Jacqs rolled toward Zeke, catching his flesh
leg and yanking it out from under him. The artificial leg couldn’t compensate,
and Zeke fell back away from Jacgs.

When Jacgs landed a punch in Zeke’s groin, Schreiber shouted for the
match to end. Before Jacqgs could decide whether or not to obey that particular
order, Zeke had grabbed Jacgs’ short curls. The hold was more of an



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 5
I | 70

annoyance than a danger, and Jacqgs shoved at the man’s hand. A half second
too late, he figured out it was a distraction. But before he could shift his
weight to protect his vulnerable underside, Zeke had driven a knee up into
Jacqs’ diaphragm. The force of the kick drove the air out of Jacgs’ body.
Every cell felt like it was dying as his lungs failed to deliver oxygen.

Jacgs pulled off to the side, his right arm still up defensively as he used his
left arm and his legs to scoot away, but Zeke grabbed one of Jacgs’ ankles.
Aiming his free leg, Jacgs hit Zeke’s face hard enough that his head snapped
back, but he didn’t let go of Jacgs’ ankle. Instead, he jerked Jacqgs closer with
enough force that Jacqs’ skin dragged across the surface of the mat. Friction
burns immediately heated his skin. Despite the pain, Jacgs brought his free leg
up to kick again, but Zeke caught it, and used his greater leverage as the man
on top to flip Jacgs over onto his stomach.

Still struggling to breathe, Jacgs didn’t have the strength to hold Zeke off,
and the man caught him in a chokehold that pinned Jacgs to the mat, ending
the match.

Jacgs slapped the mat in surrender, and Zeke immediately rolled to the side
where he lay panting.

“Sir, are you okay?” Schreiber asked.

Zeke waved a hand as he tried to catch his breath. Jacgs was proud that he
didn’t go down without a fight, without inflicting a little damage on the
opponent, unlike those three idiots.

“You okay?” Zeke asked.

Rolling to his back, Jacqgs stared up at the support beams as his body sorted
through the post battle injuries. He had some hellacious friction burns and his
stomach was going to bruise like a bitch, but nothing life threatening. “I’ll live.
You?”

Jacgs turned his head to see Zeke touching a badly split lip. “I think I need
to find that infirmary, but if you think some weak-ass attack like that can keep
me down, you don’t know me very well.”

Jacqgs started to laugh, but it turned to coughing as his abused lungs
protested vehemently. After pushing himself up enough that he was sitting,
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Jacgs caught sight of Schreiber staring at them like they were both all shades
of crazy.

Zeke got to his feet and offered Jacgs a hand, which Jacgs was more than
happy to take. His legs were a little unstable. “That is sparring, ladies and
gentlemen,” Zeke announced. “Sparring is preparation for battle. It is
unpredictable. It requires fighting despite the pain, and it looks nothing like
choreographed exercises. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Schreiber offered with this parade ground sharpness to his voice
as he went to attention.

“Glebov, show me this infamous infirmary of yours. | need to seal this lip
together or I’ll be as ugly as you.”

“You already are,” Jacgs shot right back. Fact was, Zeke was more than
attractive, but Jacqs wasn’t one to let a little thing like reality get between him
and a good insult.

“Fuck that. I’m gorgeous. They put me on recruitment holos back home.”
“Really? Damn, they must be desperate.”

Zeke laughed. The sound burst out like he hadn’t expected or prepared for
it. “Yeah, Jacgs, they are,” Zeke agreed. “Come on before | get blood all over
this level and frighten all the kiddies.”

Jacgs agreed with that. This crew wasn’t prepared for the sight of blood,
much less battle. “This way,” he offered. Limping over to the bench, he sat
and started putting his shoes back on.

Zeke walked over, and grabbed Jacqgs’ bottle before he could retrieve it.
Upending it, Zeke took a big gulp, and for a half second, he seemed to utterly
freeze. All the pleasure drained out of Jacgs as he realized he was about to
land in the brig for bootlegging whiskey in his water bottle.

Bracing himself for the order to report below decks, Jacgs found himself
surprised again when Zeke slowly lowered the bottle and handed it back to
Jacgs before clearing his throat. “I think | need to requisition my own water
bottle. Yours is tasting a little musky, Glebov.”

“Yes, sir,” Jacqs answered as he took the bottle back. Well, hell. Jacgs
truly never had expected that sort of reaction out of an officer.



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 5
I | 72

“Schreiber, you have two days to design a new training regime and get
everyone’s name on the roster, clear?”
“Everyone sir? The navs and techs—”

“Need training more than anyone,” Zeke said before heading for the exit.
“Glebov, I have no idea where I’m going, so get your ass in gear.”

“Yes, sir.” Grabbing his shirt off the bench, Jacgs hurried after the
commander.

*k*k*
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CHAPTER SIX

Jacqs watched as Zeke applied the skin seal to himself using the mirror
above the chest where they kept medical supplies. “That was a good hit. So,
why don’t you train these guys?”

“It ain’t like they want to fight, not really.”
“We’re in a war. | don’t think fighting is an optional activity.”

Jacgs nodded. He tended to agree, but there weren’t many who thought like
that. Once again Jacgs found himself wondering why they’d inherited a real
soldier instead of one of the fresh faces who needed a little time in uniform
before moving on to another assignment. Maybe Zeke was like him and
Greinbeck, hotheads who had too many discipline reports to keep them on
regular duty.

That didn’t seem right, though. And he wasn’t like the captain, too drunk
to do his job.

Zeke turned around. “You have some question written all over your face.
Go on, ask it.”

“Is there some reason you’re on this ship?”
“Because the last commander got transferred out.”

Jacgs shook his head. “We ain’t never had a battle-trained officer, not in all
the time I’ve been floating around in this tin can.” Jacgs didn’t point out that
he’d been here longer than anyone excepting the captain.

“l was a ground pounder, an explosives man. | don’t have any formal
training in leading men other than the crew | take with me when I’'m blowing
shit up. I’m here for the same reason all the officers are here—to get training
in being a leader someplace where | can’t get soldiers killed.”

“Nothing else?”

Zeke sat on the edge of the infirmary bunk and put the tube of skin seal on
the edge of the trunk. “If there’s another agenda, they haven’t told me.”

Strangely, Jacqgs believed him.
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Zeke studied him for a second before asking a question of his own.
“You’re good. Too good to waste on a ship like this. Why aren’t you on a
combat team?”

Jacqs shrugged. “I was. Front gunner.” It was the most dangerous position,
sitting up front in the big gun as he targeted batface armaments to open a hole
for the ground pounders. Every enemy targeted those big artilleries, but Jacgs
had always kept his head and focused on getting the job done and his guys
home safe.

“Now you’re a belly gunner on a monitor ship. Explain that.”
“Seems like you’ve seen my records.”

“They are clearly full of more bullshit than my father’s farm back home.
You’re less battle fatigued than | am.”

“Is that what they said?” Jacqs found himself irrationally cranky. “I ain’t
weak in the head.”

“Fatigue implies tired, not weak, but you don’t seem to be either. So, what
happened?”

Jacgs weighed his words out. He could tell the truth, but there was
something disquieting about giving people facts about his life. Leaning back
against the wall, Zeke watched him. He didn’t demand or order, he just
watched. Even though Jacqgs’ gut said he could trust the man, he still couldn’t
get over that irrational fear of letting anyone have a piece of him.

But Zeke deserved some truth, especially after Jacqs had gone and implied
he was the sort of man who would resort to rape. That was unkind, even for
Jacgs, and Jacgs had a high tolerance for unkindness.

“Some of the others treated the refugees like some sort of personal slaves,
offering them table scraps if they’d do their laundry or kiss their fucking feet.”

“And that offended you.” Zeke said the words without emotion, which
made it hard for Jacqs to figure out if he was digging himself in some sort of
hole or not.

“If’n you want to help someone, you help them, you hire them to do your
laundry for credits or for enough food to feed themselves. You don’t go
treating them like pigs who root around after scraps.”
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“But people took the jobs.”

“Because they were fucking starving,” Jacgs growled. “Either feed ’em or
let ’em starve in dignity, but don’t go acting like you’re a saint for treating
human beings like animals. They weren’t even giving them enough to actually
survive. They were handing over rotted bits of high-cal rations and the boiled
down bones of whatever we threw in the stew pot.”

Zeke nodded and seemed to think about that for some time before he
asked, “How big was the fight?”

“Big enough,” Jacqgs said. He’d made his point, and now he could feel that
restless need to defend himself, but he couldn’t. It wouldn’t change nothing,
and words weren’t his best battleground. He’d just get tangled up in his own
story. But the fact remained that Jacgs couldn’t let the men and women whose
lives he’d saved act like monsters, like fucking batfaces who killed without
ever acknowledging that they were destroying sentient life. “You got
something to say about it?”

Again, Zeke seemed to think on that. “I never liked the games people got
up to on the front. Never. But human beings need to take their frustration out
somewhere, and | guess | never got involved because | couldn’t change
anything.” Zeke touched his split lip carefully. “Honestly, | don’t know which
of us is in the right on that issue. Sometimes | wish 1’d have taken a few
swings at the assholes in my own unit. Other times, | tell myself that even if |
had stopped one or two of them, the rest of the front would have been full of
abuses twice as bad. So | made sure that people knew how | felt and | left it
there. So no, | don’t have anything to say to you.”

“You’re a shitty officer,” Jacgs offered.

Zeke smiled and the skin seal stretched as blood gathered under the clear
plastic. “Oh? Why? Because | just called Schreiber a moron in front of lower-
ranked crew?”

“What? When’d you do that?”

Zeke opened his mouth, looked at Jacgs, and then closed it again before
seeming to reconsider his answer. The man spent an irrational amount of time
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thinking things through, that’s for sure. “I just ordered him to rip up his entire
training schedule and redo it.”

“Because it stank,” Jacqs said with a shrug. “Which isn’t the same as
calling him a moron.”

“Actually, for most people, | think it would be the same. If | call what he
does stupid, he’s very likely to assume I’m calling him stupid.”

That required a bit of thinking on Jacqs’ part. “That ain’t a bit logical. A
smart person can still do something stupid, like putting together a sparring
schedule that looks more like a grandmother’s exercise routine than training.”

Zeke chuckled. “Well, I guess that’s true. So, if that’s not the reason, tell
me, why am | a shitty officer?”

“You aren’t out there telling everyone that you have all the answers and
pushing people around. Like that bottle. I thought you’d write me up for sure.”

“I don’t like you drinking alcohol,” Zeke said, suddenly more serious.
“You’re the best gunner we have, and I’ve seen our shields. We need someone
to keep the bats off us if we run into trouble. The thought that you might have
slow reflexes does not make me happy. However, | don’t think writing you up
IS going to solve things, especially given that you might have one or two
reasons to drink on this ship. Consider yourself officially allowed back on the
training mats, and if | find you holding alcohol again, | will find a more
creative way of making you pay than writing you up. Clear?”

“Yep,” Jacgs answered. It was closer to what he expected from an officer,
anyway. “Which still don’t mean you’re acting like a real officer.”

Leaning forward, Zeke studied Jacgs close enough that it got
uncomfortable. “I’m pretty sure | told Schreiber that I have the answers and |
pushed him around on his own training floor. I know I’ve told Lieutenants
Taylor and Haslet | have better answers than they do, and those two other
idiots who tried sparring with me—"

“Petrov Bolson and Karney Tells,” Jacqs offered.

“Yes, well those two definitely got the feeling that I’m one more know-it-
all officer. So tell me, Corporal Glebov, exactly how am | being a shitty
officer?”
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Strangely, Jacgs got the feeling that Zeke was teasing him rather than using
rank to make Jacgs feel less important, not that Jacgs actually cared about
rank. “You sure haven’t come off as a know-it-all to me. Telling me how the
fight that got me exiled out here... telling me that | might have been in the
right... that ain’t the sort of thing an officer would do.”

Zeke shrugged. “Maybe I trust you to be a man and handle the gray reality
of truth better than all these kids who still think in black-and-white.”

“Schreiber’s older than me.”
“Has he been to the front?” Zeke asked.

“Nope.” Jacgs wasn’t sure how that happened, but from the few stories
Schreiber had told of home, Jacgs got the feeling his family had money—
enough to keep him clear of the fighting.

“Then my point stands. Now, | feel like I got my ass kicked, so I’m going
to go take some cellular regenerate and lay on my bunk and feel sorry for
myself,” Zeke said with a grin. “I suggest you do the same since your ass got
kicked even worse.”

“Wait until | get more practice in,” Jacqs warned.

Zeke stood slowly, stretching his bad leg several times before putting
weight on it. “Wait until | have at you first, instead of taking on three other
opponents before you.”

Jacgs would have been happy to return the insult, but he couldn’t think up
anything fast enough, and Zeke passed him with a pat on the shoulder as he
left. Fingering the growing bruises on his stomach, Jacgs figured some
regenerate would probably do him good. The chemicals left him feeling shaky
and headachy, but they sped up healing enough to miss the worst of the soft
tissue damage.

After a quick trip to the distributor to request regenerate, Jacgs headed for
the men’s bunk room. Twelve bunks were jammed in the space, but only eight
were being used right now, and Jacgs had the best of them in the rear corner.
Ship seniority had its advantages.

“You okay?” Burtrell asked as Jacqgs passed him.
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“Fucking perfect,” Jacqs answered. He stripped his shirt off in the aisle and
threw it onto the empty bunk above his.

Burtrell whistled. “Holy shit. What happened to you? Were you fighting
with Greinbeck again?”

“Did I look like this after the last time?” Jacqs demanded. “The day a shit-
for-brains like Greinbeck can bruise me up like this, someone needs to take a
gun to my head.” With that, the conversation was over as far as Jacqs was
concerned. He climbed into his bunk and pulled the curtain closed. Putting the
regenerate tabs in his mouth, he lay back and let the drugs work. His sense of
balance wobbled first, and he fisted his sheets to convince himself he wasn’t
going to fall off the bunk. Then a general sense of weakness set in, the larger
muscles first as the drugs stole resources from one part of his body to feed
another. In this case, his stomach and side heated up as the drugs tried to fix
the bruising and the friction burns.

While Jacgs might hurt, the fact was that Jacgs was having some trouble
stopping himself from thinking about Zeke. When he’d stripped off his shirt,
the power in his shoulders and the ease with which he moved had been a work
of fucking art. Zeke lived in his skin. He owned his power, and that made him
sexy.

Jacgs didn’t normally think on men being sexy, but he’d lived in barracks
long enough to know that even the het men sometimes talked about some other
male as being fucking gorgeous. Of course, Jacgs always thought that seemed
a little suspicious. Het men shouldn’t go around noticing other men’s bodies.

But it was hard to avoid looking when it was Zeke stalking those three
idiots in the training room. And his back made a person want to stare. The
scars were like some holovid makeup for a war movie, only this time it was
real. Zeke was an actual hero, strong enough to survive the injuries that left
him that marked up. Jacgs had seen men with far fewer injuries just give up on
life and die.

Reaching down, Jacgs scratched his thigh and tried figuring what would
have made Bolson go telling people that Zeke was interested in him. Zeke had
even said he wasn’t interested in no het man. And Jacgs had never sexed a
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male. He was pure het. Always had been, always would be. Jacgs shifted
around, uncomfortable in his bunk.

Since Zeke was pansexual, he’d bed about anyone if he found ’em
interesting and their sexual orientations matched. Jacgs truly hoped that he
didn’t find Lieutenant Taylor interesting. Taylor was always trying to talk
about everything—Ilike explaining your motives for punching a crewmate in
detail would somehow change the reality of things. If Zeke had been on the
ship back when Jacqs had been busted down a rank for fighting with
Greinbeck, things might have turned out different. Or not. Jacgs knew he’d
gone a little too far with that fight, even if the ass had it coming. Fucking
bully.

Still, Jacgs imagined how Zeke might have handled it. They would have
sat on that bench after sparring, and Zeke wouldn’t have made a big deal out
of it as he asked for Jacgs’ side. The fantasy sort of fell apart there because
Jacgs couldn’t quite imagine telling anyone how he felt sick inside watching
people get bullied. He hated even being around weak folk, because people who
went around showing their vulnerabilities were the ones who went and got
bullied. Constantly. If Jacgs had his first choice, he’d be off this ship with all
these weak people and back on a frontline unit. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an
option. So Jacqs took his second choice—he showed Greinbeck that bullying
had a consequence on the Candiru.

“If you’re going to masturbate, do you mind closing the curtain,” a snotty
voice called out.

“l was scratching an itch, asshole,” Jacqgs cursed back. However, he did
reach down and tug his curtain to close the gap between the two halves. Some
days, the people on this ship were enough to drive him to drink. Actually, up
to this point, that would be all days. However, Jacgs wasn’t going to risk
seeing whether Zeke would be as strict about shipboard punishments as he was
with training. It was time for Jacqgs to get rid of the bootleg whiskey. Damn.
He sure hoped Zeke planned to make it worth his while.

*kkk
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The ship comm chimed in Jacqs’ pocket as he got on the lift. Cursing, he
pulled it out. The message read, “Want to talk, don’t want to start rumors. My
quarters programmed to admit you between 15:30 and 19:30. Don’t be seen.
Zeke.”” Not only did the message give him a sour stomach, but he still hadn’t
gotten around to taking out the damn shock mechanism someone had added to
the comm. Well, a shock this low never killed anyone, not until Jacgs figured
out who had rigged his comm, anyway. Then someone was dying.

“Trouble?”” Jacqs commed back.

The answer took a long time to come back, and Jacgs could feel a creeping
sense of discomfort. Maybe he’d read things wrong yesterday. Maybe Zeke
was going to bust him for the whiskey after all. It wouldn’t be the first time
Jacqgs had horribly misread someone.

“No. I’ve just pissed off most of the crew. I’m trying to avoid pissing off the
rest. No trouble with you unless you’re pissed | kicked your ass.”

Jacqs grinned.

“Beginner’s luck. I’ll win next round,” he texted back. Each incoming
message gave Jacqgs a new jolt, but it wasn’t enough to do more than annoy
him.

“Dream on, ship sitter.”

Jacgs was working on a comeback when the comm flashed a
<<disconnect>> message. Ass. He needed to give Jacgs time to come up with
a proper insult. He’d have time to come up with something during shift,
though. Shoving the comm back in his pocket, Jacqgs stepped off the lift and
walked down the narrow corridor to his workstation. A long shift of searching
for bats that didn’t exist let him think on how Zeke seemed to have tied him in
knots, but he hadn’t come to any conclusions. As soon as shift ended, he
headed down toward officers quarters without really considering how
potentially wrong it might go.

Jacqgs pressed his thumb to the access, surprised when the door yielded
with a small click. Despite Zeke’s message, Jacqs hadn’t really expected to be
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allowed into officer’s quarters unescorted, or allowed in at all. Instead the door
slid back into the wall, allowing Jacgs to enter. A wide desk with a screen-in-
wall display took up one side of the room, and when Jacqs bent down, he
could see a good-sized bunk tucked away underneath. So the desk must lift up
somehow. A chair sat in front of the desk, and another was pushed off to the
corner near a cabinet.

Jacgs pulled on the cabinet handle, but it was locked. In the other corner
was a full-sized door, and he pulled on that to find a private head. The toilet
and sink were together under a showerhead that seemed designed to hit the
entire room, not that it’d be hard. Jacqgs could barely even turn around without
hitting something.

The others might complain about communal showers and heads, but Jacqgs
preferred them to these claustrophobic spaces. Jacgs quickly headed back out
to the main room, closing the door behind him.

Wandering over to the desk, Jacqs spotted a personal reader. Picking it up,
he thumbed it on. If Zeke were a normal soldier and not some officer, he’d
have his porn in this thing. Officers always made a big shit about it, but a
soldier needed something pretty to look at after a long and ugly day. Curiosity
made Jacgs open the saved files.

The porn never went at the top of the saved list, and it never went at the
bottom. Officers checked those files. And a smart man programmed the reader
to lie about which files got accessed most often. Either that or they threatened
someone smarter into reprogramming it for them. Jacgs flipped through the list
of titles, mostly of military texts. The best files for hiding the personal porn
were required manuals or training documents.

After searching a dozen files, Jacgs finally found what he wanted listed
under “Multi-planet treaty law.”

The first image was of a woman with a crooked smile giving a little finger
wave to the camera. She had one leg angled so that Jacqs could almost see her
pussy, but not quite. He’d be disappointed, only she definitely wasn’t his type.
She had pixie features and a coy little smile that made him wonder what she
planned to con some man out of. He’d gotten out of the refugee camps by
fighting, but others had gotten through with expressions just like this one.
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Jacgs flipped a few images to one he liked. A woman with thighs like trees
crouched on the edge of a broken wall, one hand resting easily on the end of a
gun. Her dark skin contrasted against a white smile, and Jacgs liked her on the
instant. She looked like the sort of woman who could kick some ass and hold
her own on the battlefield or in the bedroom. He spent some time on that
picture before going on to another. Jacgs’ cock was warming to this idea by
now. His own porn stash had grown stale from overuse, and his prick
definitely liked the idea of new material.

He stopped when he hit the first naked male. The man’s arms rested
against a bar raised up over his head, and his cock was half-full. Jacgs studied
it, discomfort crawling through his guts. If he’d caught Taylor with porn like
this, he would have made fun of the man for envying someone who was
clearly more man than Taylor ever would be. To be honest, Jacgs had always
thought of homo men as envious of those they bedded and homo women as
avoiding all the pain that came with trusting men.

But Zeke didn’t need to envy anyone. He was a hero. He was a hero who
got hard looking at this picture in his bunk. The guy in the picture had a large
uncut prick hanging between his widely spread legs. His stomach muscles
were well-defined and he had a loose-limbed posture that suggested he was
comfortable in his own skin. Jacgs could imagine respecting a man like that.
He also fucking hated the idea of someone like Taylor landing in bed with this
anonymous man. Taylor wasn’t good enough for a man like this who had
confidence in himself, but the idea of Zeke with this man made Jacgs just as
discomforted.

Flipping through a few more pictures provided a strange collection of
battlefront candid shots and porn images and a couple of pics that looked like
they were from back home. There was one of a man a lot older than Zeke who
had the same nose.

Jacgs stopped at another picture, this time of two men. One stood behind
the other, embracing his friend from behind. Both wore sleeveless shirts with
tight pants and calabeads threaded into their hair. Not more than eighteen or
nineteen years old, the one in back still had an easy smile and confidence that
Jacgs recognized. Young Zeke had a striking resemblance to adult Zeke. Now
he was more worn, more rugged and more attractive, but he had the same core.
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Some people got torn up and rearranged by war. Jacgs expected he was one
of them sort, although he didn’t know if he’d been changed for the better or
worse. Zeke seemed to be one of them that just got harder and stronger.

“Find anything interesting?”

Jacqgs started at the interruption. Normally he wasn’t one to get surprised.
Quickly indexing back to the dark-skinned woman with the smile, he held the
reader up so Zeke could see the image.

“Damn interesting. Is she still alive for me to harass?”

Zeke grinned as the door closed behind him. “I wouldn’t know. It’s a shot
from a porn vid.”

Jacgs held the reader out. “Damn. | was hoping for a date.”

“Me, too. | like to think we could have had something beautiful.
Unfortunately, most of my unit had the same fantasy. I’m glad you came.”
Zeke powered the reader down and tossed it onto the desk.

“Trouble?”

“Only of my own making.” Making a disgusted noise, Zeke dropped into
the chair in the corner. “I need a little honesty.”

“No problem on that front. Most times | get accused of sharing too much
honesty.” Jacqs pulled out the other chair and sat down.

For a second, Zeke studied him. “I can believe that. This morning, |
planned to ask if | had pushed too hard last night. Sometimes | get a little
intense.”

Jacgs snorted. “If you think that a little sparring is going to slow me down,
you’re not half as bright as you think you are.”

“The sparring?” Zeke sounded almost confused, which didn’t make even a
little bit of sense, so Jacgs ignored it and waited for him to say something
more sane. “Oh, shit. You didn’t know | was... interested.” Zeke threw his
head back and then cringed as the back of his head impacted the storage
cabinet.

“Interested?” Jacqs waited for the horror, the disgust, the overwhelming
need to make fun of someone’s manhood, but mostly he just felt confused.
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“Of course, if you didn’t even notice, I’m not sure it counts as too far.”

“You mean you think I’m worked up over you thinking I’'m, I don’t know,
interested back?” Truth was, Jacqs wasn’t exactly sure what they were talking
about.

“I’11 still kick your ass on the sparring mats, ship sitter.” Zeke gave him
that playful grin. Then he sighed and rubbed a hand over his face.

Jacgs had come up with a real good retort for that in all his shift-hours, but
right now he couldn’t put two brain cells together, much less remember what it
had been. “Why the fuck would you be interested in me?” Jacqs exploded up
out of his chair, but once he’d done that, there wasn’t really room to move
around much. He just stood there trapped between the chair and the wall.

“What are you talking about?”

“You. You’re some sort of hero. You’re a beautiful man with the sort of a
face | expect to find on a recruitment flyer. Why the fuck would you be
interested in me, what with me being het and this.” Jacqs gestured toward the
side of his face that a blaster had nearly taken off. Most of the ear was gone
and heat burns scarred his cheek and neck. He’d had plenty of offers back
before the war, but it took a special sort to focus on his blue eyes and not his
chewed up face.

“Do you really think you’re that unattractive?” Now Zeke stood up, and
this room was getting smaller by the second.

“Yes.” Crossing his arms, Jacqs dared Zeke to try and contradict him.
“Have you even seen my back, or the scarred stump of a leg | walk on?”

“Itain’t like it’s your face. And you got some heroic tale outta yours. | was
just too dumb to duck.”

Zeke took a half step backwards, which was all the room he had, and
leaned back against the wall right next to the door. “Mother of God, but you
are a mess, Jacqs Glebov.”

“Never said | weren’t,” Jacgs pointed out.

“Do you want to know what | see when | look at that scar?”” Zeke asked all
quiet. Jacgs didn’t rightly trust people when they got quiet, so he refused to
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even answer. Zeke must have taken that silence as permission because he said,
“The spread pattern is front to back with every single v-shape pointing
forward. That means whatever trouble you ran into, you stood your ground.
You weren’t running when that happened. And that’s a blaster mark. Those
aren’t long-range weapons, so you were staring trouble right in the eye, and
you weren’t flinching. Trouble was close enough to take your head off, and
given a couple of inches, it would have. I’m guessing quick reflexes saved the
rest of your head from going the way of the ear.”

Jacgs lifted his chin. Zeke wasn’t all that far off.

“l see a man who’s pretty uncompromising, and maybe that isn’t the
easiest way to go through life. But you’re strong enough to stand up for what
you believe in.”

“Maybe | was just too fucking slow.”

“l doubt that,” Zeke said with a laugh. “So yes, | do find that sort of
strength attractive, but I am not going to press in where I’m not welcome. Do
you have any of that whiskey left?”

“Dumped every drop of it,” Jacgs said. He was real grateful he had because
he did not want to lie to Zeke.

“Well, shit. Maybe I’ll break into the captain’s considerable stash.”
Jacqs didn’t like that tone of voice at all. “Zeke?”

“Nevermind. I’m just having a weird day. Anyway, consider this my
official apology.” Zeke gave a sharp nod, and Jacqs had the definite
Impression he’d just been dismissed. That was fine with him because he was
having trouble understanding his own feelings. A little distance would be
good. He’d opened the door before Zeke called after him.

“Oh, I’m ordering mandatory training that actually trains people to fight a
war. | need you and your brand of dirty fighting, so keep an eye on the comm
for the next few days, okay?”

“Yes, sir,” Jacgs agreed. Strangely, Zeke flinched when Jacqgs called him
“sir.” Most days, people didn’t make a lick of sense, that’s about all Jacqgs
could think about that.

*kkk
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CHAPTER EIGHT

A few days later Jacgs answered the comm request for training. After too
many nights filled with his own thoughts, Jacgs was ready to get physical with
someone, even if the someone involved was only an incompetent crewmate
and the activity was fighting. If there were one woman on the ship that looked
at him twice, Jacgs would have gone looking to reinforce his heterosexual
orientation, because his thoughts did keep drifting back in the masculine
direction.

Grah, Lacroix, Schreiber and Dary were all waiting. Dary had an
expression like she was walking into an enemy stronghold, but he gave her
credit for having the balls to show up at all.

One look at Grah and Lacroix, and Jacgs figured those two were knocking
boots again. They had that sort of stupid look people got when they were all
wrapped up in each other. Lacroix said something, and Grah reached out and
pulled on one of his long braids.

Jacgs didn’t want to get trapped in any conversation with Dary, so he
headed toward them. “That hair’s likely to get you into trouble,” Jacgs warned
as he gestured toward Lacroix’s braids.

“Seriously, could you be more offensive?” Grah immediately demanded,
sticking herself in the middle of the conversation. “It’s part of his cultural
heritage, Glebov.”

Lacroix caught Grah around the waist and pulled her close. “Hey, it’s not
like I think my hair is magical,” Lacroix said with a laugh. “And trust me, if
some bat catches me by the braid, I’ll take a blaster to it. However, cutting my
hair would feel wrong. In my family, cutting our hair means that we’re
grieving someone, and | refuse to let these sons of bitches make me grieve. On
the other hand, cutting our hair can also mean our little brother is getting
revenge for an incident involving marbles and a freezer, but that’s a different
story.”

Jacgs rolled his eyes. That sounded real stupid, but then he wasn’t going to
get in a discussion of logic with people who didn’t have any.
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“Are you ready for training?” Schreiber asked as he checked the edges of
the mats to make sure they were attached firmly to the decks. “Grah, this
might be a little rough for you. This session is designed for the gunners.”

“Right, and there’s zero chance that I’ll have to fight, so | should just go
back to my nav station and paint my nails,” Grah said, sarcasm dripping off
every word. Damn, Jacqgs got hard looking at that woman. Lacroix seemed to
feel the same because he tightened his arm around her.

Schreiber scowled at her. “We’re having more training for the navs.”

“Good, then it won’t matter if I train with the gunners, too,” Grah said
happily as if the matter were closed, and clearly it was because Schreiber
retreated.

A thunder of footsteps interrupted them as Zeke charged down the stairs to
the main floor. “Good morning, good morning, good morning,” he sang out
like one of those idiots who doesn’t have the good sense to avoid annoying
others. “Grah, I like seeing you volunteer. We’re focusing on gunner skills, but
a good officer knows all the tricks. So, who has next shift in the gunner seat?”

“l do.” Lacroix raised his hand.

“Okay then, know your limits and don’t push so hard that you can’t do
your shift.”

“Yes, sir.”
“I have shift after him,” Dary said.

“Good, that means that no matter how badly you get your ass kicked, you
have a good six hours to take some regenerate tabs and sleep off the damage.”

Dary practically wilted. Jacgs had to stop himself from laughing out loud.

“So, let’s partner up and find someone to spar with,” Zeke said. Lacroix
and Grah were always standing near each other and Dary near broke her leg
moving to the other side of the room to stand near Schreiber. Zeke looked at
Jacgs. “l guess we’re sparring partners.”

Jacgs grinned. He’d been wanting a chance for revenge because there
weren’t many men who could make him yield in a fight. “Fine with me.”

“I’ll try to not kick your ass too hard since you just came off shift.” Zeke
raised an eyebrow in an unmistakable challenge.
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“You can try.”

“l can do more than try.” Zeke was grinning like a loon now. He stopped
and looked around at the others and cleared his throat before continuing. “One
of the best ways to learn is to watch someone and steal their moves. So, as we
spar, keep an eye on which moves seem most effective.”

“Is there going to be a test after?” Grah asked in that sharp tone of voice
she often had.

“Hell, yes,” Zeke said enthusiastically. “It’s called not getting your ass
kicked when you try to use the move yourself. So, you ready?”” Zeke turned to
Jacgs.

“To take you down? | don’t need to be ready to do that. | can do that in my
sleep.”

“Big talk for a man who had to yield last time.”

“Last time, | thought you were another pansy-assed officer who didn’t
know how to fight,” Jacgs said in defense of his own performance.

“Really? And here | thought you’d been watching me kick Schreiber’s ass.
Maybe you’re just slow.” Zeke stepped onto the mat, leading with his good
leg. He kept his prosthetic to the rear, but Jacgs had seen the damage that
metal had done to an unprepared opponent. He circled warily.

“In some matters, | reckon | am, but when it comes to fighting, I’m about
as quick as they come.”

“We’ll see,” Zeke said, and then he moved fast, thrusting with his back leg
In an off-balance leap that most people wouldn’t be able to make. Clearly the
mechanical leg had a trick or two. Jacgs fended off a flurry of punches, high
and low. At one point, he allowed Zeke to get in a glancing blow off Jacgs’
side and in return, Jacgs delivered a right to Zeke’s chin that made his head
snap back. It also made the skin over one of Jacqs’ knuckles split so that drops
of blood splattered across the mat. Each drop hit the plastic cover and
exploded into a splotch of reddish brown against the tan mat.

“First blood to me,” Zeke crowed.
“Considering | split it open on your face, I’m calling that in my favor.”
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“You can call it however you want, you’re still bl—" He didn’t finish.
Mid-word, he spun around and swept that metal leg right at Jacgs’ shins. Jacqgs
leapt backwards to avoid getting hit, and Zeke followed up with a punch aimed
right at Jacqs’ undefended sternum. Blocking the punch, Jacgs shoved Zeke to
the side and planted an elbow deep into his back. The power behind it forced
Zeke to stumble forward, but he spun around, his hands up and ready for
another attack.

Jacgs shifted his stance for better balance. Truth was, he’d been sitting in
that chair for four hours while Zeke had a shift worth of sleep, and Jacgs was
starting to get the feeling that might cause a mess of trouble.

Shaking his hands out, Zeke moved forward, and Jacqgs watched the way he
moved. Even being the target, Jacqs had to appreciate the sheer power in
Zeke’s every step. The man had a way of shifting his weight like an oversized
cat walking along the top of a fence, and Jacqgs wasn’t about to underestimate
the man’s skill. He retreated.

“Someone seems to be running away,” Zeke mused.
“Not even if you cloned yourself.”

“Since | don’t have a cloning machine, I’ll have to kick your ass the old-
fashioned way.”

“Not fucking likely,” Jacgs growled, but he shifted cautiously as Zeke
circled closer. Jacgs needed something to give him an edge... something to put
Zeke off his game. When Zeke’s smirk grew a little wider, an evil thought
sprouted. Necessity was the mother of sexually inappropriate innuendo. Before
he could change his mind, Jacqs stripped off his shirt and tossed it to the side.
If Zeke was a pan, this should give him pause.

Lacroix started laughing, and Zeke completely fell out of his battle pose.
His arms dropped to his side, and for a moment, he stared at Jacqs open-
mouthed. The last time they’d fought, Jacgs had been wearing his standard
uniform, but today he’d put on space protocol pants with fabric so tight it
followed every line of his body. The theory was that the cloth was less likely
to get caught on some bit of debris during a space battle. The result was a pant
so obscene that most people not in the military called them “whore britches.”
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What the tunic top had covered was now gloriously on display, and Jacgs was
not a small man by any definition of the word.

“What are you doing?” Zeke demanded.
Jacgs grinned and gave a little shrug. “I’m just warm.”

“I think you’re hot,” Lacroix offered, and Jacqs made an obscene gesture.
Lacroix just started laughing again. The man was lucky he was so het that he
never even gave guys like Taylor a second glance, or Jacgs just might take
offense to his bullshit.

“You fucking asshole. You’re trying to distract me.” Zeke narrowed his
eyes, and for a second, Jacqs felt a stone form in his chest. But that moment’s
fear, that brief second of thinking he’d really fucked up, ended when Zeke
dropped back into a battle stance, his face twice as determined as before.

“If’n you can’t keep your mind on the task at hand, that’s your fault.”

“Fuck you,” Zeke shot right back, and he sent another flurry of punches
right at Jacgs’ head. This time, the punches weren’t as focused, and Jacgs
blocked the first few before planting a fist in Zeke’s stomach and forcing him
to stagger back in order to catch his breath.

“You’re all about fucking and assholes... I think you’re distracted,” Jacgs
pointed out. It wasn’t often he got the upper hand on someone, at least not
without a big old gun in his hand, and this was kinda fun.

“Put your shirt on,” Zeke growled. His eyes travelled down to where Jacgs’
dick made a large bulge in the fabric.

“I’m sorry, | thought you were the one who said that soldiers had to fight
on through distractions.”

“I’ve never had a bat distract me by stripping off his shirt.” Zeke sounded
borderline homicidal at this point.

Jacgs truly was enjoying himself. It was a good thing he didn’t have any
illusions about being a fair or kind man because his glee at torturing Zeke
would have destroyed that image. “Are you giving up now?”

“No chance in hell. Go on, strip all the way down. I’ll still kick your ass.”
“Talk, talk, talk.”
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“Bitch, bitch, bitch.”

Jacgs lunged forward, and caught Zeke with a punch aimed for his throat.
Zeke blocked, but he did it a second too late and the punch hit his shoulder,
spinning him around and leaving a long smear of blood on his uniform. Zeke
had to hop several times to keep from falling, and Jacqs pressed forward
relentlessly. With Zeke’s skill in a fight, Jacgs couldn’t afford to let him
regroup.

Zeke hit the edge of the mat, stepped off, and braced his good leg on the
firm decking before kicking out with that metal limb. Jacgs took a hit hard
enough to jar his whole skeleton. His hip was going to be a mass of bruise, but
he ignored the pain and grabbed the foot, twisting it viciously.

After Zeke dropped to his stomach to avoid having his leg ripped off, Jacqs
landed on his back, pressing his shoulders to the hard metal deck. “Yield?”
Jacgs asked. Under him, Zeke struggled and writhed. Arching his back, Zeke
tried to get some leverage, but Jacgs widened his legs, and braced his toes
against the floor to keep Zeke pinned. “You ain’t winning this, so you might as
well give up,” Jacgs said.

Zeke went still, but Jacgs weren’t a real trusting sort, so he kept his weight
on those broad shoulders. Sure enough, Zeke gave it one more go, thrashing
wildly with elbows and flinging his head back to try to butt Jacgs in the face.
Jacgs kept clear of all those dangers, but the position left his crotch
uncomfortable close, and with the tight pants, friction was making the
situation a mite bit uncomfortable.

“Fine, | yield,” Zeke said with absolutely no grace.

“Who’s on top now?” Jacqs asked as he stood. Without facing the others,
he went to grab his shirt. He definitely questioned the wisdom of wrestling
someone while wearing space uniform pants. It’d been a long time since he’d
gotten sexing, and his parts were definitely confused.

“Yeah, you cheated,” Zeke yelled after him, but it was hard to hear him
over Grah and Lacroix whooping and clapping.

“Traitors,” Zeke complained as he stood.

“I’m just admiring a fine job of dirty cheating,” Lacroix said. After pulling
on his shirt, Jacgs turned around to see him grinning like a mad thing.
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“Speak for yourself,” Grah said. “I’m applauding Jacgs for his ability to
lay off the homophobic bullshit he usually spouts.”

Jacqs raised a middle finger salute her way, but his pants got a little tighter
anyway. He did appreciate a woman who said her mind, even if her mind was
somewhat uncharitable toward him.

“Other than amusing you jackals, what did you get out of the sparring
match?” Zeke asked.

Schreiber spoke up first. “Leg sweeps are effective in driving the opponent
back, even if they don’t connect.”

“Until | grabbed his leg and made him squeal like a girl,” Jacqs added.
Zeke flipped him off.

“Hitting for the throat... that’s... Okay, that’s scary,” Grah said. “Which is
not to say | won’t use the move, but what if someone actually lands a good hit
on a windpipe?”

“The person you hit won’t make the mistake of failing to duck a second
time.” Zeke cringed and rubbed his throat as though remembering something.
“We have medicine onboard and I’m a medic, so you can’t do harm | can’t fix
unless you break someone’s neck.” Zeke seemed a little flustered, and he kept
pulling on his shirt. “So, you guys, show me what you have.”

Jacgs sat down on the bench and grabbed his water bottle, which actually
had water in it this time. Jacgs missed the whiskey. It took the sharp edges off
the world, but at least this time around Jacqgs didn’t feel like he was dying of a
million paper cuts. When he’d come on the Candiru, that was about the best
description of his mood. Every time he turned around, someone was shoving
some rule that didn’t make any sense in his face. As a conscript, Jacgs only
had a passing acquaintance with the rules, and some of the things officers did
seemed a little counterproductive if they were preparing soldiers for the front.

But since Zeke had come, Jacqgs could almost get through the day without
missing his drink.

Zeke sat on the far end of the bench, still huffing and puffing from the
fight.

“You’re out of shape, old man.”
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“You’re an asshole,” Zeke countered.
‘iYep.11
“It would help if you would at least take offense when I’m insulting you.”

“Oh, I didn’t know you were. | pretty much figured that for a statement of
fact.” Jacgs looked over, and Zeke was rolling his eyes.

With that, Jacgs turned his attention to the pairs. Lacroix was holding back.
The man was going to get Grah hurt bad if he went and gave her an unrealistic
sense of her own skills. She needed someone to really beat on her until she
could take out a batface in hand-to-hand, and Lacroix was not stepping up to
the plate. Grah was doing good, though. She aimed some nasty kicks right at
Lacroix’s crotch. Good for her.

“That woman...” Zeke whistled.

“Fuck, yeah,” Jacqs agreed. She was a fine piece of vicious femininity.
“She ain’t real fond of compliments, though.”

Zeke gave him an odd look. “Okay, I’ll keep that in mind.” For a second,
he looked at Jacqgs, and Jacgs could only look back and wonder what he was
missing.

A thump on the mat made both of them redirect their attention that way.
Schreiber knelt down next to Dary and seemed to be feeling up her leg. That
was definitely not a move Jacgs had ever seen, although he’d seen one or two
men try it on those they wanted to knock boots with.

“Schreiber, what are you doing?” Zeke called.

He didn’t look up. “Dary has hurt her ankle.”

“Serious?” Zeke stood up.

Now Schreiber looked around at him. “No, sir. It’s a mild sprain.”

“And?” Zeke asked in a dangerous tone of voice. The hair on Jacgs’ arm
stood up.

“And she needs to sit out,” Schreiber said.

For a second, Zeke rubbed a hand over his face, and Jacgs could almost
smell the impending explosion. “Schreiber, have you ever been to the front?”
Zeke asked, his voice carefully calm.
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“No, sir.”

“Are you under the impression that the enemy stops the second someone
feels pain?”

“No, sir.”

“Well that’s a good start,” Zeke said sarcastically. Grah had to clear her
throat to stop a laugh, and it still didn’t much stop it because Jacqgs could tell
what she was up to easy enough. “Dary, fight through it. If all else fails, fight
from the floor using your good leg,” Zeke said.

“You want me to keep fighting?” Dary looked up from the mat with her
face a riot of misery and tragedy. Jacqs had an ungodly desire to set the
woman straight on a few facts of life.

“l want you to know how to fight through pain. I want you to know how to
take a hit and keep on firing your gunner rig. | want you to leap from a falling
rig, land wrong so you twist that ankle, and still come up fighting. I want you
to learn how to kick serious ass, Dary. So yes, | do want you to keep fighting.
And Lacroix,” Zeke said, turning to him, “if you can’t show Grah the respect
of trying to honestly kick her ass, move aside and let me do it for you. She had
the balls to come down here and train, and | know | don’t appreciate you
pulling your punches, so | don’t even want to think how frustrated she is right
now.”

“Very,” Grah muttered.

Lacroix ducked his head. “Yes, sir. Het man’s disease and all,” he said
with an apologetic tone.

“Which you’d better get over or I’ll be banning you from each other’s beds
until you can see her as a soldier first.”

“Yes, sir,” Lacroix said with a whole lot more enthusiasm. Someone
definitely didn’t want to lose certain privileges. Zeke sank back down onto the
seat, and the two pairs started sparring again. Dary and Schreiber were a lost
cause, but at least Dary was trying. She was pathetic, but she was trying. The
woman could target the shit out of anything that moved, so Jacqgs seriously
hoped she stayed a belly gunner. At least then she wouldn’t never have to fight
the enemy. She’d either run her rig or her dead body would be floating in
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space after the bats sent missiles through the ship hull, no middle ground. That
middle ground of having to fight free of a fallen rig would be the end of Dary
for sure.

Grah and Lacroix were getting interesting, though. They traded a flurry of
hits, each grunting with pain as they tested each other’s defenses. Grah gotina
nasty kick to Lacroix’s thigh. That was going to bruise like a bastard. Lacroix
retaliated with a punch low on Grah’s right side. The force of it about knocked
Grah off her feet. She recovered, spun around and tried to sweep his legs. That
made him back the hell off.

Lacroix was still passing up chances to hit Grah’s breasts, but other than
that, he was putting in an admirable job of doing serious harm. For her part,
Grah had no reservations. Lacroix’s longer reach and greater mass were all
that were saving him from a serious ass kicking.

“I should not say this, but | am starting to understand why you got in so
much trouble chasing her,” Zeke said. Jacgs turned to see Zeke sitting a whole
lot closer than he’d been sitting earlier.

He nodded. “She’s an incredible little demon.”
“I’m going to agree with that. Lacroix is a lucky man.”

“Fuck, yes,” Jacqs agreed. He cleared his throat, and fought an urge to
slide away. He was about out of bench on his side, and he wasn’t going to
squinch himself up into a tiny little piece of the bench just because he’d
become uncomfortably aware of the heat radiating out from Zeke’s body. The
silence pressed down on them despite the sounds of grunts and curses and
flesh slapping flesh. Dary even got in a kick straight to Schreiber’s crotch, and
seeing as how she had her back to the mat for real good leverage, she floored
the man. Of course, she then ruined the moment by apologizing about a
million times.

“Okay, that’s good,” Zeke said after nearly an hour. “Grah, you need to
spend more time looking for openings. You’re going to wear yourself out
attacking, but those are some very fine moves you have. If you can concentrate
on getting half those attacks through your opponent’s defenses, you’re going
to be a problem for anyone who crosses you.”
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“I am now, sir,” Grah said with a huge smile. Zeke’s comments had
practically made her glow, and that wasn’t something Jacgs saw real often.
“Thank you, sir. I’ll work on that.”

“Lacroix, you have good moves, but you telegraph them. If Grah had
watched your body language at all, she could have flattened you. Move
quicker. Don’t spend so much time thinking about it.”

One of Lacroix’s braids had come undone so he had hair hanging loose on
one side and a braid on the other. He ducked his head and all that black hair
bobbed. “Yes, sir. I’ll work on that.”

Zeke continued, “Dary, you did an excellent job once you focused. You do
not have to apologize for getting in a hit. Schreiber dropped his guard, and you
did your job, and you did it damn well. Congratulate yourself for that.”

“Thank you, sir,” Dary nearly whispered. Jacgs rolled his eyes. She
couldn’t even take a compliment without sounding all weepy. Schreiber helped
her to her feet and supported her weight as Zeke spoke to him.

“Your moves are stiff, overly rehearsed. You need to work on flexibility
and speed. Lay off the weights and get on some speed drills to limber you up,
and Dary won’t get in another hit like that. You have the right stuff, but it’s
looking a little rusty.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll alter my workout schedule.” Schreiber didn’t sound happy,
but he didn’t sound likely to mutiny in the near future. “Permission to help
Dary to infirmary for some regenerate?”

“Of course. Go,” Zeke said with a shooing motion. Schreiber helped Dary
hop off, her sprained foot not looking all that bad to Jacgs.

“So, what about me, seeing as how | kicked your ass?” Jacqs asked.

Zeke spun around to look at Jacgs as if startled to find him still there. “I
think... you’re just fine.” Zeke closed his eyes a second. “You know how to
survive, Jacgs, | don’t think that’s an issue.” Without another word, Zeke
suddenly fled. Now normally Jacqs would hesitate to come to that conclusion,
but the way Zeke darted off with a wild look in his eye, fleeing did come to
mind.
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Lacroix laughed. “Do not bite my head off, but damn that man has it bad,”
he said as he came over and sat on the other end of the bench from Jacgs.

“What?” Jacqgs looked over.

“The commander.” Lacroix used this tone of voice like he thought that
explained everything. When Jacgs didn’t answer, he and Grah traded
concerned looks. “The commander wants you. Actually, the commander is tied
up in knots because of his case of Jacgs lust,” Lacroix said. “And while I may
be het, for that man, | might consider changing my orientation.”

“You would not, because | am a jealous bitch,” Grah pointed out. Coming
over, she stood next to Lacroix and rested a hand on his shoulder.

“That you are,” he agreed. “But you have to admit that the commander has
a certain magnetism, a charm that’s pretty hard to ignore.”

“He also has horrible taste in men, so he wouldn’t even be interested in
you,” Grah argued.

“Your claws are showing.”
“All the better to claw you with.”

Lacroix caught her hands, and Jacqs watched with a sort of detached
horror. He knew Zeke had said something about having some interest, but
Jacgs had put it down to the way Jacgs had a passing interest in all sorts of
folk. He could lust after someone in general ways without seriously wanting to
put his boots under anyone’s bunk. But Lacroix was suggesting that Zeke was
well beyond the generic sort of interest where you noticed that someone was
attractive and well into the crazy end of the lust pool. That... that didn’t make
sense.

“You stink,” Grah said, and Jacgs realized he’d missed some bits of
conversation while he was nursing his shock and confusion.

Lacroix laughed. “That I do, but you stink worse, so we’re even.”

“Then let’s get cleaned up together,” Grah suggested with a salacious
wiggle.

Jacgs’ cock gave a good twitch over that, but his brain was still stuck on
thoughts of Zeke, and this was all kinds of confusing. Lacroix and Grah got up
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to leave, and Jacgs was left in the empty deck staring at training mats and
wondering what it meant that he felt this little spark of pride at having caught
Zeke’s eye. There was something seriously wrong with him, that’s for sure. He
didn’t like it when men lusted over him.

Jacgs thought on that. He truly did not want Taylor lusting over him. He’d
likely bust the man in the mouth if he said one thing to Jacgs’ face. But the
feeling he had when he considered Zeke’s lust... that was not revulsion. That
wasn’t even on the same ship with revulsion. In fact, Jacgs didn’t rightly
appreciate how certain parts of him were reacting. Damn. Considering that
Jacgs hated change, he was having entirely too much of it in his life recently. It
was all Zeke’s fault, and still... still, Jacgs couldn’t bring himself to want
things back the way they were.

That left Jacgs trying to figure out how to move forward. Unfortunately,
that wasn’t a skill he really excelled at.

*kk*k
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CHAPTER NINE

Jacgs nearly knocked Taylor down as he got off the lift. “Need to talk to
the commander,” Jacgs said, cutting off Taylor before he could reach the door
to Zeke’s office.

“I have an appointment,” Taylor complained loudly.

Jacgs stopped and gave Taylor a real unfriendly look. For a second, Jacqs
thought that Taylor was going to make an issue out of it, but finally he threw
up his hands. “This had better be good, and if you’re not done in ten minutes,
I’m coming in anyway. | have eight months of performance reviews to get
caught up on.”

Jacqs snorted. He didn’t much care about that, so he’d take as long as he
took. He just didn’t feel any need to point that out to Taylor. Without
knocking, he pushed the door to Zeke’s office open. The man stood with his
back to the door, stripped to the waist.

“Give me a second, Taylor,” Zeke said without turning. He was doing
something on his chest, and unless Jacgs missed his guess, the something in
question was using soothe gel on some bruised muscle. Jacgs felt a weird sort
of satisfaction—a certain warmth in the pit of his stomach. Yesterday he
would have attributed that to pride in having given a worthy opponent a real
beat down. After Lacroix’s little announcement, Jacgs was starting to wonder
if he wasn’t having another kind of reaction.

Jacgs gave Zeke’s back a real good looking over. He had strong shoulders,
and the sort of strong muscle Jacgs had always admired. A roadmap of white
scars led a merry trail across his back, disappearing under the waist of his
pants, and Jacqgs’ brain just sort of stopped at that point. While Jacgs was
starting to think he might be attracted to Zeke above the waist, he wasn’t
particularly comfortable thinking about what he might have below the waist.

Zeke turned and the expression on his face froze as he spotted Jacgs.
Fingers still tracing the edge of a red mark on his bruise, Zeke stood staring.
His chest had patches of skin slick with gel, but Jacqgs found himself more
interested in the well-defined muscles of his chest and stomach. Zeke opened
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his mouth a couple of times without actually saying anything. Eventually, he
grabbed a shirt off the back of his chair and pulled it on, or tried to anyway. He
got one arm caught up in the neck hole and ended up cursing as he got himself
righted again.

“I need to talk some things through,” Jacgs said. It wasn’t the most honest
line he’d ever managed, but this was hard on him. Worse, he wasn’t entirely
convinced that he hadn’t lost his mind. Maybe he was having some irrational
reaction to not having sex with anyone except his right hand for too fucking
long. But then, that warm feel in his gut told him that he was suffering more
than frustration.

“l understand that | went too far,” Zeke said, “and in my defense, you do
make it very difficult. That said, you have every right to complain and you are
excused from any combat training with me since I’'m clearly an idiot with a
dick I can’t control.”

“You can’t control your dick around me?” Jacqgs blinked in surprise. Hell,
he’d never had that sort of effect on anyone. That was... that was real
complimentary.

“Clearly not.” Zeke sank into his seat. “Taylor’s coming, so you should—"

“l told him to wait.” Jacqs sat down across from Zeke. Again, Zeke’s
mouth did that silent moving thing he seemed to have going today. It was like
watching a vid with the speaker disconnected. “We should talk about...” Jacgs
stopped, not sure how to grab this tiger by the tail. He didn’t even know where
the tail was.

“My inappropriate and incompatible sexual urges,” Zeke offered dryly.

“l ain’t so sure they’re incompatible,” Jacqs blurted out. This time Zeke’s
mouth just fell open. “I’m just not sure on much, which is an uncomfortable
place. Fact is, I still have a good deal of revulsion going at the thought of
Taylor and sex, and | ain’t exactly sure I’m okay thinking on topics like your
dick, but I’m starting to think I’'m attracted to you.” Jacqs stopped, and Zeke
stared at him. The silence grew increasingly awkward, and Jacqs shifted
around in the chair.

Finally Jacgs crossed his arms over his chest. “Do you plan on saying
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something here, or are you going to let me talk myself into some fool’s
corner?”

“l...” Zeke closed his eyes tightly and then opened them. “You never stop
surprising and amazing me, Jacqs Glebov.”

“What? Why? | swear, sometimes you don’t make an ounce of sense.”

“Why? Because most people run away from any sexual identity crisis.
They ignore and repress and try to get through life without having to question
a reality they decided when they were sixteen years old... or twenty-two. | was
a late bloomer and changed my orientation at twenty-two, but even then, that
was late in life. You’re thirty-seven, Jacgs.”

“Thirty-eight,” Jacgs corrected him. “And if’n others are too stupid to go at
a problem straight on, that’s not something I’m worried about. I don’t leave an
enemy at my back to trip me up later, even if the enemy is my own traitorous
cock.” And right now, Jacgs felt like his cock was about as much of an enemy
as any backstabbing camp rat who ever stole rations from him growing up.

“You don’t think like any human I know, and that’s a compliment. Human
beings tend to lie to themselves. And most men, if they found themselves
having a sexual crisis this late in life, they’d lie to themselves and make
excuses and generally hide from reality.”

Jacgs snorted as he realized that Zeke was just insulting the human race in
general, not him. “People ain’t like to do the sane thing three times out of
four.”

“And I’m not even debating that with you, but Jacgs.” Zeke stopped again.
Ducking his head, he scratched and seemed to struggle with something. When
he looked up again, he seemed weary, somehow. “The safest thing here is for
me to say that we have to stay away from each other. | mean, it’s not fair to
leave me hanging while you try to figure out what you’re feeling.”

“You think...” Jacgs let his words trail off because he didn’t actually
understand what Zeke was thinking.

With a sigh, Zeke leaned back in his chair. “Giving people advice is a
game for idiots. I mean, if I tell you something, then you can blame me for
anything that goes wrong. You’re not responsible for your choices then.”
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“Fuck that,” Jacgs snapped. “If you say something, | still have a choice to
agree or disagree, and it ain’t like I’m incapable of telling you to fuck off. I’ve
proved that more than once.”

“And | don’t doubt that.” Zeke sighed again as he seemed to struggle with
something.

*“You’re annoying me,” Jacgs warned.

Zeke laughed gently. “You are a very unusual individual, Jacgs Glebov.
Fine, I’ll say my bit, and if you tell me to fuck off, | will stay out of your way
and get my own recalcitrant cock under control.”

Jacgs leaned forward, eager to hear what Zeke might have to say. The man
tended to cut through the shit that Jacqgs didn’t much understand and get right
to the point.

*“You say you’re attracted to me.”

“Seems like,” Jacgs agreed. “I ain’t as opposed to touching you, but my
Imagination is a little empty when it comes to exactly what more might be
involved.”

“Mine isn’t,” Zeke muttered, but before Jacqgs could go asking about that
comment, he rushed on. “You are definitely attracted to Grah, and at that bar
you wanted to catch the owner’s eye, right?”

Jacqs shrugged. “I like her better than most of her girls.”
“I’m not surprised. Most of those women were pretty young.”

“Too young for whoring,” Jacqgs agreed. He understood that people had to
make a living any way they could, but he hated seeing young men and women
make that choice. Whoring wore a person down.

Zeke nodded. “So, what about Chankoowashtay Lacroix?”

“If’n you want to call him by his first name, it’s Shank. He don’t use that
long-ass name,” Jacqs said.

“Answer the question, Jacgs.”

Jacgs tried focusing on it, but the feeling of unease grew. “I ain’t lusting
after no het man,” Jacqgs finally said.
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“Clearly, you have better morals that | do,” Zeke said in that same dry
tone. After clearing his throat, Zeke tried again. “Okay, imagine that Lacroix
reclassified as pan. If he were pansexual... if he were a hypersexual pan,
would you be interested in him then?”

Frowning, Jacgs tried thinking on the matter. He wasn’t one for
contemplating his own feelings, but under the conditions Zeke had given him,
Jacgs could imagine himself fighting with the man, pulling on those long
braids and feeling Lacroix’s body bucking under him. “Might be 1’d have
some interest,” Jacqs said carefully. He didn’t much care for the observation
because Lacroix was het, and Jacgs didn’t want to go lusting after someone
who didn’t match him sexually. That was the definition of a dyssexual, and
Jacgs wasn’t one of them perverts.

“It might be that you’re a stenosexual.”

Jacgs blinked as that bit of stupidity filtered into the various parts of his
brain. “Clearly you ain’t all that bright,” Jacgs said. “You aren’t nothing like
Allie Grah, and Lacroix don’t look like either of you, so how could | be
steno?”

Zeke tilted his head to the side. “Jacqs, how would you define
stenosexual?” He asked with that extra caution that usually meant someone
was about to make fun of Jacgs.

“Steno—it means narrow. It’s someone who gets a hard-on from one
particular trait, like red hair. It seems like a mighty stupid way to decide how
to pick a partner. | mean, liking someone with a certain trait means you’re
ignoring most of the person you’re looking at. Pansexuals make more sense
than that, and | don’t think you lot make a whole lot of sense at all,” Jacgs
said, referencing Zeke’s own sexuality.

“Well, a person can’t help what they’re attracted to, but you might have the
wrong idea about stenosexuals. My mother was steno. For her it was about
hands.”

“Hands?” Jacqgs couldn’t quite keep the horror out of his voice. Lusting
after some trait like red hair seemed plenty stupid, but taking it to the
ridiculous lengths of lusting after hands? Jacgs didn’t even have words for
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that. He might have pointed out all the ways that was stupid, only insulting a
man’s mother seemed uncharitable.

“She always said there was something beautiful about the hands of
someone who truly worked,” Zeke said, his voice taking on fond intonation.
“My father was a farmer, and she loved how strong his hands were. |
remember sometimes she would hold his hand and trace the white scar where
he’d ripped himself on a bit of barbed wire. She loved anything he made with
his hands. She’d spend hours in the rocking chair he made, and lots of times
she’d go out at sunset and watch the sun go down behind the fence we built
together—the three of us, back before my sisters came along.”

“Hands?” Jacgs still wasn’t real sure how this made any sense.

Zeke rolled his eyes. “Yes, hands. We can’t control what we’re attracted to,
Jacgs. | can’t help having wider tastes any more than you can help having a
very specific type. My mother loved seeing someone work to create
something. For her, the act of creation was intensely desirable.”

“So, it really wasn’t about the hands?” Jacqs clarified. He was getting more
confused by the second.

“It wasn’t. Stenosexuals can be attracted to personality traits, to talents, to
skills, to a body shape or a hair color. They may fall for someone with a
certain tone of voice or someone who can play the piano until they get shivers
up their spine. Stenosexuals have as many different tastes as there are people
who identify as steno.”

“And you think I’m steno?” Jacgs still wasn’t sure, but when Zeke
explained it like that, it did sound almost reasonable.

“You got yourself in all sorts of trouble going after Grah... a woman who
has the balls to face me down in my own office. You tell me that you’re
interested in me, and | know I’m a cagey old bastard who has proven himself
on all sorts of battlefields.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“I’ve never seen you even glance twice in Honshi Quin’s direction,” Zeke
said in a sudden verbal turn into new territory.
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Jacgs frowned. “l ain’t avoiding Quin.” Of course, he also wasn’t going out
of his way to go anywhere near her. She was one of the techs, and that meant
she spent most of her time with Daygik and Bolson—two people who annoyed
Jacgs to no end. And she had some ancestor from one of them Asian
countries—she had to. She was about the smallest woman Jacqgs had ever set
eyes on.

“You aren’t paying her any attention, either,” Zeke said gently.
“Why should 1?”

“Because she thinks you’re gorgeous. She clearly has a thing for bad
boys.”

Jacgs felt an odd twinge of dislike for the woman. “She... what?”

“She spends a large amount of time staring at you, Jacgs. Either she’s
interested in sex or the woman has some eye disease that I’m not aware of,
because she can’t seem to keep her eyes off your backside.”

Jacgs blinked, unable to even come up with a proper response for that.
Jacgs couldn’t even remember a time he’d exchanged a dozen words with the
tech.

“Yeah, well, she stutters every time she tries to talk to me, too, so her taste
in men is a little questionable,” Zeke pointed out. “but she does watch you
every time you walk through the room.”

“No, she don’t.” Jacgs felt like if he just ignored the comment long enough
he could make it go away. As a het man, he should have noticed a woman
giving him signals about being willing to share a bunk.

Zeke took a second to study the ceiling. “Okay, which of us is better at
reading people?”

“You, no question.”

“Exactly. I’'m telling you that Quin would have landed in your bed in two
hot seconds if you’d given her a chance.”

The thought of Honshi Quin in his bunk made Jacgs a little queasy. She
weren’t his type—not even close.

Zeke laughed. “That face you’re making is great. So, | assume you aren’t
the least bit attracted to Quin.”
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“I’d feel like | was bedding a child. No, no | ain’t interested.”

“She’s north of twenty-five, Jacgs. So if you’re that turned off, you’re
more stenosexual than heterosexual. 1t’s not just any woman who does it for
you.,,

“All het have preferences.”

“Most aren’t physically disgusted at the thought of sex with someone with
a compatible sexuality. They might not be interested, but disgust is not a usual
reaction. No offense to het men, or pansexuals either, but we’re all a little
whorish. If someone with the right sexual orientation is dangled in front of us,
we go thinking with our dicks every time.”

Jacgs scratched his chest. “Not arguing that.”
“No, | didn’t think you would.”
“But... If I’m stenosexual, what would | be attracted to?” Jacgs asked.

Zeke swallowed several times and then stood. “That you need to figure out
for yourself, Jacgs. And maybe if I’m your type we can talk, but this is... this
Is something you need to work out.” Zeke took a big breath and let it out.
“Now, | have a meeting, and you have work.”

“I’m short-shifting for the next two days,” Jacgs said. He wanted to talk
about this, to talk this through until he didn’t have all these jagged-edged
thoughts rolling around in his brain.

“Unfortunately, 1 am working. However, maybe you should spend that
extra time thinking this through,” Zeke said, and his voice had turned all cold
and businesslike. Jacgs knew when he’d been invited to go the fuck away, at
least he did when Zeke did the inviting.

More confused than ever, Jacgs stood up and moved to the door. Damn.
This is not how Jacqgs had pictured this conversation.

*kkk
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CHAPTER TEN

Jacgs didn’t rightly like introspection. It never led to good things. It didn’t
even lead to mediocre things, not in his estimation. But at the same time, he’d
never run away from a fight in his life—not when it came to bullies in the
camps, not when he’d faced off against the batfaces for the first time, and not
when he had demons rolling around in his own head. He faced them and he
either won or lost the fight, but he didn’t go hiding.

First time he lost a teammate in battle, he’d faced his own guilt, and
figured it out for the arrogance it was. He thought he could save his whole
team if only he were fast enough with that gunner rig. If he could get out in
front and risk his neck, he could save all the rest. Jacqs snorted at that bit of
stupidity. In war, no one was safe, and the sort of heroics where one person
saved them all was limited to the holovids and movies they played on the rec
screens.

Thinking on his sexuality was different, though. Being het was part of him.
It defined who he was as a man, and he liked who he was, even if the rest of
the universe seemed to have a problem with him. Jacgs wasn’t sure how to get
past that hurdle. Food and a good workout might jar a few thoughts loose, so
he headed toward the galley.

The universe was playing tricks with him, because Honshi Quin was sitting
at one of the tables when Jacqgs walked in. Going to the distributor, he grabbed
his rations and made a beeline for the farthest table. Quin was nattering on
with Dary, the two laughing quietly in a way that made Jacqs wonder if they
were laughing at him, not that he cared. Those two were about as soldierly as
Jacgs’ socks. Hell, that was probably an insult to the socks.

The rations had a slight metallic taste, and Jacqgs wrinkled his nose as he
shoved the stuff in while trying to avoid tasting it. Despite his best efforts,
Jacgs found his gaze returning to Quin over and over. She was a slight thing
with dark hair and brown eyes that slanted. Objectively, he could say she was
beautiful. He knew plenty of men who’d cut off a nut to knock boots with her.
He just wasn’t one.
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She glanced over his way, and then the two girls started whispering even
more. Dary was probably relating all the ways that Jacgs and the commander
had been unfair to the others during that sparring session. That sounded like
her. Sure enough, after a second, Dary looked over. Her gaze landed on him
longer, and Jacgs stared back. Quin poked Dary in the side with an elbow and
the woman turned away.

Zeke said Quin liked him, though. Jacgs didn’t see it, but he definitely
didn’t want her liking on him. He’d snap her in half or smother her in bed or
something. He’d feel like he was sharing a bunk with a glass doll. No, she was
more the sort of woman he preferred looking at rather than touching.

Jacgs rolled that thought around in his head a bit. Honestly, he didn’t get
much out of looking at her, either. Her or Dary. Now with Dary that made
sense, because he couldn’t even look at her without hearing her annoying
voice in his head. But Quin was polite enough and he still didn’t get much out
of looking at her, not like when he watched Zeke stalk across the training
mats, his shirt off and his muscles on display. That did make Jacgs feel
something in the core of his guts. Okay, if he was honest, he felt it a little
lower. Yeah, his het credentials were a little tattered at this point. But if he was
steno, that meant he was attracted to one trait, some trait Zeke had that these
two women didn’t.

Jacgs was still thinking on that when Quin got up and returned her tray to
the machine. Dary followed and the two headed for the door that would take
them right past Jacgs’ table.

“Hi,” Quin said with a smile.

After offering a quick grunt, Jacgs looked the other way. Yeah, she liked
him. Either that or she was feeling particularly suicidal and thought trying to
start a conversation with him was a good way to get that done. Jacgs didn’t
have a good reputation for socializing.

“God, you’re rude,” Dary complained, before the two women vanished. As
far as Jacqs was concerned, he was doing a kindness by not letting Quin get
confused about his feelings. Liking someone and not knowing if they liked
you back was one of those levels of hell.
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Unfortunately, Jacgs figured he’d put Zeke through some level of that hell,
even if he hadn’t meant to. He wasn’t toying with the man. He just didn’t
know what he was supposed to be feeling. He liked Zeke. He also liked Aral
who ran the whorehouse. He had liked Megal before she’d died in his arms.
He’d liked her enough that he would have traded places with her at the time,
and he hadn’t even gotten a chance to knock boots with her, although she’d
hinted that she wouldn’t be adverse to the idea.

The first woman he’d slept with had caught him stealing bread. He must
have been fourteen at the time, and she couldn’t have been more than sixteen,
but she’d seemed so much older. He thought she was going to call one of the
camp guards, who would deliver a good whupping and then deliver him back
to his mother. Instead she had made Jacgs put the bread back, haul two loads
of flour from the central stores, carry several buckets of water, and after all
that, she’d given him the bread he tried to steal. After that, he’d landed at her
tent a lot until the batfaces had broken through the military line. The camp
squatting just behind the front lines had scattered as the battle had raged
between their tents, ripping up cobbled-together tent homes and human bodies.
Jacgs still didn’t know what had happened to Raynatha, but that was the nature
of war.

Up until now, Jacgs would have said that the common denominator was
that all his lovers were women. However, Zeke didn’t fit that category, and
neither did Lacroix, and that was another man Jacgs wouldn’t mind inviting
into his bed if’n Lacroix’s orientation had matched his. Jacqs admired the man,
even if Lacroix had, up to this point, avoided Jacgs like the bat flu. Jacgs
didn’t fault him none on that front. With every officer on the ship constantly
looking for new reasons to blame Jacgs for any little fault he showed,
including his bad habit of breathing, Jacgs would have avoided himself if he
could.

The only common denominator Jacgs could see was that they were all
powerful individuals. But power was all about being dynamic, being one of
those who tied people up or who liked getting tied up, and Jacqs knew for a
fact that he was non-dynamic. He’d had a woman ask him to tie her up once. It
made Jacqs feel like the villain in some vid, and he’d ended up having to do all
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the work. Neither of those feelings had led to a successful encounter. Jacgs
still chalked that one up to foolish experimenting as a young man. And getting
tied up was not even a little bit interesting to him.

Still struggling with his thoughts, Jacgs finished his rations and shoved his
plate back in the distributor before heading for the training room. When he
was on short shifts, he tried to use the extra time to really work out hard.
Schreiber mostly lived in the gym and Lacroix and Haslet spent a fair amount
of time in the room, but that still meant it was more private than most other
spots in the ship, excepting the venting ducts. Jacgs had gotten up there once
or twice out of a sheer, raw desperation to get away from other human beings,
but they were cramped enough that it wouldn’t never be Jacqgs’ first choice.

This time, when Jacqgs reached the training room, he found he had a bit
more company. Schreiber seemed to be running the techs through their paces.
Bolson and Daygik looked clean wore out but they were still trading punches,
and Quin was about near tears, explaining to Schreiber how she’d forgotten
about the session.

When Jacqs walked in the room, every person turned to look, and most of
them had expressions of horror. The desperation nearly made him do the
stupidest thing possible and join the sparring group. Hell, it’d feel good to
knock Bolson around a bit. However, Jacqs would bruise one of the tender
babies, and then he’d land on discipline again. Besides, with his luck Schreiber
would ask him to work out with Quin, and that would not be a good idea. He
headed for the machines where he could lift weights and do some solid
thinking.

The sparring group slowly got back on track. If Jacgs walking in a room
was enough to distract them, Jacqs wasn’t giving them good odds on
surviving. Maybe they’d land behind the front or get in a unit that respected
their tech skills enough to keep “em wrapped up all safe behind a few fighters.
Jacgs watched as Neira Daygik actually tripped over her own left foot in an
attempt to evade the most pathetic punch in the history of the human military.
Bolson was worse than useless. Yeah, they’d better find someone to watch
their six or they were all dying.
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Jacgs settled on one of the machines and lifted his legs up to put his feet on
the wide plate so he could do sitting squats. He completed his first set of
twenty and the sweat started but his mind still swirled with a million thoughts.

Blocking out the near non-stop whining from that end of the training room,
Jacgs threw himself into his workout. Muscles strained and sweat rolled down
his spine until the front and back of his shirt were stained dark. His hands
ached from pulling the lift bar, and his back sent up little flares of heat that
suggested that Jacgs was on the edge of a serious injury.

He wanted to push harder. He wanted to force his body into motion until
his brain stopped spinning, but Jacqs knew he couldn’t afford to. He had a
short shift to sit, and he couldn’t do it if he was crippled up. So instead, Jacqs
leaned back on one of the machines and watched one sparring class end and
another begin.

They’d gone through several exercises when Lacroix spotted Grah’s
unprotected back and gave her a slap on the ass. After spinning around, she hit
him back twice as hard in the chest. Laughing, he retreated from the mats
backwards, leaving the four navs to fight under Schreiber’s tutelage. Jacgs was
mildly surprised when Lacroix wandered over his way, but he was mostly too
worn down to care.

“You look more than half dead,” Lacroix commented as he dropped down
onto a box of sparring supplies near the weight machines.

Jacgs grunted. Usually that was enough to send fools into full retreat.
Instead, Lacroix laughed.

“She’s getting better,” Lacroix commented as he nodded toward Grah.
“Leaves her left side open too much.”
“I keep telling her that.”

“You should tell her less and hit her real good in the kidneys once or twice,
and that’ll keep her from letting some bat use that same hole in her defenses.”

“Yeah, | wish | could. It’s hard to when I hope to keep my boots under her
bunk that night.” Lacroix tilted his head and studied Jacgs for a second. “She
already hates you. Would you mind doing it?”
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Jacqs felt a distant, soft sort of disappointment that someone he admired
hated him, but that was an old wound, and Grah was hardly the first woman to
have that opinion of him. More importantly, Jacqs wanted to think of Grah as
surviving the war and giving birth to a whole tribe of cantankerous, smart
young boys and girls who could verbally eviscerate the next generation.
“Yeah, I’ll learn her up. She’ll curse me out nine ways from the word go, but
that’s okay.”

“She’ll appreciate it in the end, although you’re right that she’s going to
curse you out while you’re doing it.”

Jacgs grunted. He was ready for the conversation to be over. Lacroix did
fall silent again, but he didn’t leave. Wondering exactly what was keeping the
man around, Jacgs finally turned and faced off against him. “You need
something?”

“All sorts of things,” Lacroix agreed amiably. “Universal peace, food that
isn’t put together by a computer from nutritional blocks, and a bed big enough
to not fall out of when | get energetic with a beautiful woman.”

Jacgs nodded. Those were three things Jacqs wouldn’t mind at all. “You
ain’t going to find any of them here.”

“Nope. But I am hoping to keep Allie from exiling me from her bed.”

Seeing as he was feeling uncomfortable with the whole conversation, Jacgs
ignored it.

“You see, Allie still hates you, but now she feels guilty because she thinks
that you’re in some crisis and 1I’m supposed to come over here and magically
fix it. So this is me standing here, pretending to have a deep conversation with
you, so that my woman won’t rip me a new one about how I’m being
Insensitive to a soul in crisis.”

That didn’t make a lick of sense. “Wait. So, she won’t talk to me because
she hates me, but she’ll make you miserable if’n you don’t come and talk to
me?”

Lacroix shrugged. “Women.”

“Huh.” Jacgs really didn’t have much more to say on the subject of Allie
Grah. The others were sparring, but Allie wasn’t doing as well now. She kept
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looking over toward them, and the other navs had figured out that was the
perfect time to hit her. The woman had a colorful and surprisingly varied pool
of profanity from which to choose.

“So, are you and the commander going to start knocking boots?”

Coming out of the blue like that, the question caught Jacgs totally off
guard. “Don’t seem like that’s none of your business,” he snapped.

“Nope,” Lacroix agreed. “It isn’t. But now I can tell her | brought the
subject up.”

“You’re pussy-whipped,” Jacqgs accused the man. Of course it wasn’t the
wisest thing to say since those very words had caused a fight with another
crew, a tech who had transferred out almost a year ago. Jacgs had spent three
weeks in a six by nine cell for that one, but the other guy had spent a week in
his bunk recovering from the injuries, so that was fair.

Instead of getting angry, Lacroix laughed. “We are all suckers for the
people we love. I’m pussy-whipped enough to come over and start the world’s
most uncomfortable conversation. She’s dick-whipped enough to start
listening when I tell her that you’re not half the ass you pretend to be. Wow.
That sounds really disgusting when | say it out loud, and my dick would not be
doing anything if Allie heard me use that expression, so ignore me. However, |
still say you’re not as much of a bastard as she assumes.”

“Don’t bet on it.” Jacgs gave Lacroix his most unfriendly grin.

“Oh, I would. I grew up on smuggling ships, and I’m guessing that’s where
you came from, isn’t it?”

Jacgs shrugged. He’d spent years on them after the crew grabbed him off
dockside, but he’d never felt like a smuggler.

“People like Allie and the commander, they grew up on the inner planets, |
bet. They have this idea that being good is all about table manners and talking
nice.”

“Most folks | know who talk nice are reaching around their back to grab
the weapon they plan to gut-shoot you with.”

“That is true,” Lacroix agreed, nodding. “I suppose in a perfect world, the
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settlement folks and the border folks would all have their territory, and we
wouldn’t be living together and confusing the snot out of each other.”

Jacgs eyed Lacroix. “You don’t sound like no smuggler.”

Lacroix laughed. “No, I suppose | don’t. My folks sent me to school for a
number of years. They said that part of negotiating a good sale is not
aggravating the buyer. So, they wanted me to take lessons in how to be less
aggravating.”

While Jacgs didn’t say anything, he figured he would have an easier life if
someone had done that for him. His ma was too busy crying and trying to
scrounge up food to much care about his manners, and on the ships, if a person
tried having good manners, it was mostly taken as a sign of weakness.

“Now, if you want to talk on something, like how you seemed mighty
shocked at me sticking my feet in my oversized mouth, | wouldn’t mind.”
Lacroix let his words trail off at the end, clearly inviting Jacgs to hold up his
end of the conversation. He didn’t bother. Jacgs hoped that would be enough
to send Lacroix away, but the man was mighty bad at taking a hint. “Did you
really not recognize that the commander admires you?” he finally asked.

Jacqs shrugged. “Didn’t notice Quin neither.”

“No offense, but you’d have to be blind to avoid noticing Honshi checking
out your ass.”

“It ain’t something I go looking for.”
Lacroix scrunched up his face.

Feeling his aggravation rising to dangerous levels, Jacgs said, “If you got
something to say, you’d best say it. Otherwise, find a new expression or take
that one somewheres else.”

“No problem. That’s just me. | make all kinds of faces, so don’t make no
nevermind about that. | just think that you were looking for it with Allie. She
was about ready to space you, and I’d even offered to tell you to fuck off, only
she informed me that if | tried to go fighting her battles for her, that you would
not be the only one getting spaced. That conversation did not end well for me.
Huh. I lost my train of thought in there somewhere.”
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“If you’d tried telling me to fuck off, I would have pointed out that she can
speak for herself, and | wouldn’t have cared.”

Lacroix laughed. “I think I’m lucky you’re such an ass.”
“What?”

“Nothing,” Lacroix quickly added. “But it does seem like you notice some
people.”

“l noticed the commander,” Jacqs admitted. It felt strange, admitting out
loud that he’d noticed another man. Jacqs wished he could take the words
back, but the stupid was already out of his mouth.

“You’d have to be dead to not notice the commander,” Lacroix said with a
laugh. “But it seems like you’re the only one he’s looking back at.”

This time Jacgs was smart enough to keep his mouth closed.

“In the past | know you haven’t reacted well to people like Taylor, but I
wasn’t sure if that had to do with him being homo or pan or him just being a
weak little pissant who doesn’t know how to get through the day without
annoying pretty much everyone with his attempts to be “helpful”. I have to
wonder if that man ever gets laid, because | don’t know of many men who
want to listen to that much whining.” Lacroix frowned. “Actually, | don’t
know any women who want to hear it, either.”

“He is annoying.”

“Yes, he is,” Lacroix agreed. “But you never seemed bothered by Ashwin
Little, who’s registered pan.”

Jacgs didn’t really think on the sexual orientations of most people, but he
had to admit that Little never made him itchy the way Taylor did. They
sometimes crossed shifts as gunners, and the man could handle himself on the
guns. Jacgs had even shown him how to cheat the computer targeting when the
tracking got all wonky. “He ain’t womanly.”

“Allie is womanly, so you can’t be that adverse to the trait. Hell, | would
worry about how much you like her if it weren’t for the fact that she hates
you.”

“You can stop pointing that out any time now,” Jacqs warned.
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“I could, but I feel a little better every time | say it.”

And here Jacqgs had thought Lacroix was the sane one. Clearly not. But at
least Jacgs understood his brand of insanity and meanness. Rubbing a man’s
nose in the prize he’d lost was a common enough game on the ships and in the
camps. The silence fell again, and Jacqgs ignored Lacroix. He couldn’t stop
thinking on the subject of who he liked and who he didn’t and who annoyed
him and who he didn’t really mind all that much.

Fact was that on the smuggling ship, he never knew someone’s orientation.
Others seemed to have some sort of magical ability to recognize another het or
know that someone was pan or even figure out that their orientations aligned,
but Jacqs had kept to whores. It was simpler than trying to figure out a new set
of rules that he wasn’t real likely to master anyway. Still, certain people
annoyed him. He would have hated Taylor if they’d been on a smuggling ship
together. Flat out, no doubt. And he would have done the hating without
knowing the man’s orientation.

The more Jacqgs thought, the more mixed up he seemed to get.

“So,” Lacroix started again, “are you annoyed by men who leave their
boots under some other man’s bunk or are you annoyed by weak men?”

Jacgs didn’t have an answer, so he didn’t give one. He watched the
sparring class end and Grah seemed to hover near the edge of the group, her
gaze constantly sliding over to where they stood.

“She’s hoping I fixed everything for you.”
“Why does she care?” Jacqs asked.

Lacroix sucked air through his front teeth. “Considering that she hates you,
| have no idea.”

That’s when Jacgs punched Lacroix on the shoulder without warning.
Lacroix stumbled to the side with wide eyes and a bit of ungracefullike
windmilling of the arms before he caught his balance again. The gasps of the
others told Jacqs just how much shit he had managed to land in, and he braced
himself for the coming recriminations.

Instead, Lacroix started to laugh. “Yeah, | guess you warned me, huh?” He
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rubbed his arm, and the others all started whispering in their little groups, all
except Grah who glared daggers at Jacqgs.

“Yep, | sort of did,” Jacqs agreed. He had pointed out that he was getting
annoyed with all the talk of Grah hating him. He considered that warning
enough.

Maybe Lacroix thought it’d been warning enough too, because he walked
away chuckling. Now, Grah? She had a good head of steam as she met Lacroix
halfway, slipping her arm around his waist like he had just received some great
wound and needed her support. Jacgs rolled his eyes. For a strong woman, she
did some odd things, but her oddness never bothered him none, not even when
she filed complaints against him.

Jacqs thought on that some. Lacroix didn’t bother him none, either. Even
when he was poking his nose in something that wasn’t his business, he wasn’t
bothersome... much. Jacgs watched those two walk out of the room together,
and he truly hoped they survived the war. Those were the sorts of people he
would volunteer to spend time with, and mostly Jacqs avoided human
interaction. Surprisingly, Jacgs figured he’d knock boots with either of them,
not that he would give up Zeke to give it a shot. With that realization, Jacqgs
figured he had his answer.

Standing up and stretching his overworked muscles, Jacgs headed for the
gunnery office. Most times, Taylor was in there playing his games and
pretending to study the gunner systems for his promotions test. If Jacgs could
learn every system, every bolt and gear and circuit and override on the whole
of a front gunner and a belly gunner, then Jacqgs didn’t figure the learning
required all that much in the way of brains, but Taylor did seem to struggle.

After giving a quick rap on the door, Jacqs waited impatiently for the call
to enter. This was one of them rules that Taylor got all red-faced about, so
Jacgs had learned to swallow all his complaints about the time that got wasted
waiting outside doors.

“Come in,” Taylor finally called out. Jacgs pushed open the door, and the
gunner manuals were out on Taylor’s desk. Jacgs would put credits up against
sawdust that the man had used those extra minutes to close down his game.
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“I need to change my official orientation from het to steno,” Jacqgs said
firmly. Saying it out loud felt strange, but there was a weight off his shoulders.
Yep, this was the right choice. Of course, from the look of dumb shock on
Taylor’s face, it wasn’t the choice others were expecting him to make, but
Jacgs never had cared much about what others thought. He was steno and there
wasn’t a soul in the universe who could tell him otherwise.

*kkk
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

After sitting through a four-hour shift, Jacgs was itching to do something.
He had a suspicion that the something he wanted was to track down Zeke and
announce his new status as a non-dynamic, stenosexual male. However, he’d
checked the schedule and Zeke was on-shift for another few hours. Jacgs
hadn’t let his heterosexuality interfere with the job, and he wasn’t about to let
his stenosexuality change him.

Since he couldn’t figure out what else to do, Jacqs headed back to the
training room. He didn’t want to work out a second time, but watching the
others spar and heckling them could be good fun. No matter what Zeke said
about training them, there was no way Jacgs was fighting with any of them,
not excepting Zeke... or maybe Lacroix or Haslet. Haslet was a formidable
woman. Funny, but most of the strong women he took a liking to had a
perverse habit of disliking him intensely.

Well, that wasn’t a problem with Zeke, so hopefully he wouldn’t have to
worry about it.

Jacqgs hadn’t even made it to the balcony over the training room when his
comm went off, giving him a shock-jolt in a very unfortunate place. Cursing,
he pulled the comm out of his pocket and read the message. Report to
commander’s office.

Jacgs smiled. His day was improving already. After reversing direction, he
headed back toward the offices. In the lift, he found it impossible to stand still.
The way he felt, he could have climbed the ladders faster than this old thing
was moving. Jacgs glared at the doors, waiting for them to open so he could
head for the commander’s office. However, once the lift stopped and the doors
slid open, Jacgs found himself eye to eye with the commander. He was right
out in the middle of the corridor.

“You changed your status? Already?”

“Yep. Why? Is that a problem?” Jacgs’ guts about knotted themselves to
death.



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 5
I | 120

Zeke blinked at him, and Jacqgs could feel that aggravation crawl up the
back of his throat. He crossed his arms and glared at Zeke. “If’n I’m steno and
think that people who are strong and competent are sexy, that ain’t your
business and you can’t go looking at me like | done something wrong.”

“What?” Zeke took a step back and shook his head a little, and it occurred
to Jacgs that he looked confused now. “I didn’t—I wouldn’t tell you that was
wrong. I’m shocked at the timetable, not the change.”

“Shocked why?” Jacgs knew he was not the smartest, but it didn’t take that
long to figure it out once Zeke had put him onto the understanding of steno.

“Because you’re supposed to deny the truth and kick and—"" Zeke stopped
right in the middle and then sighed. “You know what, never mind. | am
officially resigning myself to be pleasantly surprised by everything you do,
Jacqgs Glebov.”

Jacqgs was just glad Zeke put that “pleasantly” in there so Jacqs knew how
he felt about it. He stepped back when Zeke moved into the lift, and Zeke hit
the button for the next level down. Officers’ quarters.

“I thought you had a couple more hours on shift.”

“One, no one on this ship keeps regular hours except the navs and gunners.
Thank god you guys have a better sense of duty than anyone else. And two, |
have put in so much overtime trying to work off my sexual frustration that |
could take the next three shifts off and command wouldn’t be able to say
anything about it.”

“You’re sexually frustrated over me?” Jacqs felt a flash of wonder at that.
Zeke was all bothered over him. He hadn’t ever had someone frustrated for
him. Oh, plenty had let him put his boots under their bunk, and once he got in
with someone he could generally get back in, because he was a good lover, but
he didn’t think anyone had suffered for lack of having him in their bed.

“You are an idiot,” Zeke said.
“Why?”

“Because | have been dying, and you haven’t even had the good sense to
notice it.” The words sounded grumpy, but Zeke reached over and brushed a
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hand over Jacqgs’ shoulder right before the lift bumped to a stop, and then the
doors opened. Then Zeke was out like a speeder ship. “Coming?” he called
over his shoulder.

Not even bothering to answer, Jacqs hurried after him. Zeke opened his
door and then stood to the side for Jacgs to go first. The first thing Jacqgs
noticed was that the desk was up. That meant the big old bed was down and
ready. Now if Jacqgs just knew what he was doing, they could get started.

He turned to ask, but the intense expression on Zeke’s face stopped him.
The man had that predatory look again, and Jacqs’ cock sat up and begged
prettily. Hell, yes, he was lusting over a man. At this point, Jacgs wasn’t sure
what sort of insanity had kept him from jumping Zeke’s bones the second he’d
met him. Then again, maybe it’d been better this way because Jacqs’ attempts
at initiating sexual relationships usually involved either money or abject
failure.

Zeke hit the door lock and then circled around so that he was near the bed,
forcing Jacqs to move toward the door. Wait. Jacgs didn’t want to retreat, but
his feet had definitely done some retreating. Taking control of his own damn
limbs, Jacqgs forced himself to step closer to Zeke. His palms were sweating.
Fuck. He wiped them on his pants and tried to figure out what he should be
doing. With women, he tried complimenting them first, but telling Zeke that
he looked superbly predatory might not be the best move.

Before Jacgs could figure out what he wanted to do, he slammed into the
wall as Zeke crashed into him. His first instinct was to fight, to shove back
until he made room for himself. But then Zeke caught Jacgs by the shirtfront,
fisting it as he pinned Jacgs against the wall. Zeke’s hot mouth pressed against
Jacqgs’ lips. He caught Jacgs’ lower lip between his teeth and nipped it before
sucking the bruised skin.

Jacgs was mostly too shocked to do much. He certainly wasn’t
complaining, because despite his lack of imagination, his cock was warming to
this attention without any trouble. Then Zeke used his tongue to press into
Jacgs’ mouth, and before Jacgs could stop himself, he let out a low groan of
need.
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Zeke chuckled, his fingers threading through Jacqs’ short hair. Finally
Jacqgs’ body seemed to catch up, and he grabbed Zeke’s shoulders in a bruising
grip. They kissed, hard and hungry, each trying to dominate. This wasn’t some
whore passing time. Jacgs wasn’t near as careful as he was when he kissed a
woman with her tender lips. This was the hot need of sexing with the fire of a
good fight. This was letting go of all inhibitions, throwing them aside so he
could feed the cravings. This was good.

Zeke finally pulled away. He gasped hungrily, and his face was flushed.
“Jacgs, are you okay with this?”

“Fuck, yes,” Jacqs growled. He reached up and caught Zeke’s curls, fisting
them. They were soft, and when Jacgs pulled Zeke’s head to the side, his neck
arched in a beautiful line. Jacqgs stared at this strong man, not entirely sure
what he wanted. He wanted sex. He wanted to fight. He wanted to touch, and
seeing as how this was the first time he’d done this with a man, he didn’t know
how to make all those thoughts fit into one moment.

Then Zeke rubbed against him, and every thought in Jacgs’ brain fled.
Zeke reached up and grabbed Jacgs’ wrist, slamming it against the wall and
pinning it there before going back for another hungry kiss. After a second,
Zeke let go of his arm, but then his hands were on Jacgs’ hips, pulling at the
waist. Jacgs groaned and thrust his hips forward.

Jacqs thought Zeke was going for his pants, but suddenly Zeke pulled off
Jacgs’ shirt. It caught around his neck, and Jacgs reached up to pull it the rest
of the way off. He wasn’t prepared for Zeke to suck at his exposed nipple. The
heat of it stabbed through him, making his cock so hard that he thought he
might come in his pants like a teenager. Jacgs cursed as he pushed himself
away from the wall, and Zeke stumbled back onto the bed. Rather than let go
as he fell, Zeke held Jacgs by the waist, pulling him onto the bed with him.

Without any chance to catch himself, Jacgs landed on Zeke. Immediately,
he rolled to the side to get his weight off his partner, but Jacgs wasn’t used to
having a lover as aggressive as he was. Zeke followed and pinned him down to
the bed before flicking his tongue over his nipple again. “Fuck,” Jacgs cursed,
as the need and the heat all crashed together to create a real storm that rolled
under his skin.
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“I’m building up to it.”

“Very funny,” Jacqgs said. He caught Zeke by those blond curls of his and
pulled him so that they were nose to nose. For a second, he stared into dark
brown eyes that had all these emotions that Jacgs couldn’t sort the way he
could a data set from his gunner station. He did know one thing, though. Zeke
liked him. He arched up to kiss Zeke, but he managed to misjudge the distance
or maybe Zeke turned his head at the last second, but somehow Jacgs ended up
kissing Zeke’s neck. However, from Zeke’s deep moan, the mistake didn’t
bother him none. Jacgs kissed him again, lower. The neck of Zeke’s shirt was
in the way, and Jacqs yanked at the fabric.

Zeke obliged him by pulling off his shirt, and Jacqgs got cloth-burn on the
tip of his nose, but he didn’t care. He had more bare skin to work with. He
kissed the hollow of Zeke’s neck, tasting the salt from that warm skin of
Zeke’s.

“You bastard,” Zeke said as he tipped his head back as an invitation for
more.

Jacqgs obliged. He scraped his teeth along the curve of his neck. Zeke’s
sharp intake of breath made Jacqgs think he was doing something right. “Is that
you complaining, complimenting me or just making a statement of fact?”
Jacqs asked.

“Oh, I’'m complimenting you. You’re a fast learner.”
Jacgs laughed. “Don’t often get called that.”

Zeke undid the button of his uniform and stood on his good leg to shimmy
out of the pants. “I’m gonna make you scream,” Zeke said, and Jacgs felt a
shiver of anticipation he hadn’t felt since the first time he’d paid for a whore.
Even the sight of Zeke’s erection wasn’t enough to scare Jacgs off, although
Jacqs did feel a little twinge of anxiety. He’d felt that his first time with a
woman, too. Actually, he’d felt a good deal worse that time because he’d had
to get himself good and drunk before he had the nerve to go through with it,
and drinking was not the wisest thing for a man to do right before sex.

Never one to shy from a challenge, Jacgs reached out and ran a finger
along that proud erection. Zeke hissed, and Jacgs took it one step farther by



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 5
I | 124

wrapping his fingers around it. It felt the same as his, a shade narrower,
maybe, but it wasn’t nothing to go worrying about. Jacqs knew what these
things liked. Jacqs used this thumb to tease the foreskin, shifting it in tiny
increments, and Zeke started a low keening sound.

“Let go,” Zeke said.

“What?” Jacgs pulled his hand back as though burned. He hadn’t done
anything wrong.

“I’m going to come right now if you don’t stop, and | haven’t even gotten
you out of your fucking pants. That’s not fucking happening.” Zeke was all
red in the face, and Jacgs was too shocked to even comment as Zeke leaned in
and undid Jacgs’ uniform pants, pulling them off with the underwear.

Jacqs allowed himself a bit of pride in driving Zeke to the use of profanity
like that, but the fact was he didn’t have much energy to feel anything except
his own lust and need. His prick was so hard that it bobbed comically and had
turned a rather alarming shade. He needed to come.

But Jacgs wasn’t getting the quick hand job he expected, and that quite
frankly, he fucking needed. His cock was about to fucking fall off. But Zeke
just hummed as he ran his fingers up and down the shaft before grabbing it.

“Fuck it. Do something,” Jacqs growled.

Zeke got a devilish look in his eye and then leaned down. Sticking his
tongue out, he ran it along the tip of Jacqs’ cock. Jacgs shivered so hard that it
about hurt. Worse, he felt like he couldn’t catch his breath. That was Zeke
licking on him, and now he opened up and took the tip of Jacgs’ cock in his
mouth.

Instinct made Jacqs thrust his hips up, but Zeke was a strong man, strong
enough to hold Jacgs down as he slowly pulled back, letting the tip of the cock
escape.

“Fuck.” That was about the only word still in Jacgs’ head at the moment.
His cock was red, and now the end was all shiny with spit.

“You like?” Zeke had a teasing tone of voice. He leaned down again and
flicked his tongue across the head.
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Jacgs threw his head back and strained with every muscle in his body. He
needed more or he needed it to stop, because this hanging on the edge was
killing him. His heart was near to beating out of his body, and his cock was
going to fucking break. Could a man sprain his cock? If so, Jacgs was in real
danger.

Zeke went back to humming as he climbed up on top of Jacgs. Jacgs
bucked up again, and now his cock slid against Zeke’s body. The slide, the
thrust, that was familiar. But the smell of Zeke, the weight holding him down,
the strength—all that was new and exciting. Jacqs’ cock was hot and with each
beat of his heart, he could feel the echoing ache in his balls.

“Don’t fucking tease,” Jacqgs snarled, and reaching up he grabbed Zeke’s
curls. Zeke gave a little startled sound, and then Jacgs forced him to the side,
rolling them both. He hit his elbow against the metal wall, but Jacgs couldn’t
care less if someone offered to pay him to. He crushed Zeke’s lips with his
own. The kiss was hard and demanding, and Jacqgs slipped his hand between
their bodies. His fingers found Zeke’s cock first, and Jacqgs grabbed it.

He could feel the heat, the hard length that felt alive under his hands. This
would be easier with slick, but Zeke wasn’t cut, so he’d survive. Besides, he
didn’t seem to mind a little rough. Jacqgs jacked him and at the same time
ground down onto Zeke’s body.

After a second, Zeke’s legs came up around Jacgs, the cold metal of the
artificial leg resting against Jacgs’ thigh, a welcome island of cool in what had
become a fucking firestorm. Jacqgs could feel Zeke’s body jerk and flail as he
started to come. This was the wild, out of control moment that Jacqgs loved
seeing in his lover’s eyes. He watched as Zeke threw his head back, that long
neck arching out as he came. Jacqs felt the slick between their bodies.

Rolling to one side, Jacqgs took his own cock in hand and started jerking
off. Zeke reached for him, his hand resting on Jacqs’ wrist while he worked.
Slowly, Zeke let his fingers trail up Jacgs’ arm and then rest on the inside of
Jacgs’ thigh.

“Fuck, that’s killing me,” Zeke whispered. He brushed the back of his
knuckle over Jacgs’ balls.
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Then Jacgs was coming, and he didn’t much care what Zeke’s words might
have meant. His orgasm made his whole body stiffen as he shot his cum across
Zeke’s hip and stomach. Only then did Jacqs feel like he could breathe again,
like a targeting system that had to go offline before it could properly restart.

As he panted, Jacgs checked in with his body. He felt good, except for his
elbow that had taken a hit, and one shoulder that was sore from something, and
he was hanging off the bed all awkward so that the edge of the frame pressed
into his knee.

“Shift over,” Jacqgs said, pushing Zeke toward the wall. Zeke swung his
legs up into the bed and scooted over, and Jacqgs stretched out next to him. It
was tight, but it was a hell of a lot better than trying to share a regular bunk.
Jacgs shifted until he got one arm under the pillow and he draped the other
over Zeke. “What do you mean | was killing you?”” he asked.

“What?” Zeke sounded like a man woken in the middle of the night.
“You said | was killing you. Why? You’d come.”

Zeke chuckled, and he started running his hand over Jacgs’ arm. “It was
killing me because watching you jerk off make me want to get hard again, only
I’m not fifteen anymore.”

“Really?” Jacqs didn’t remember ever having someone enjoy watching him
like that. It was a compliment, but not one Jacqs had been expecting.

“Really,” Zeke said. “For someone who hasn’t done this before, you didn’t
need much help finding the ropes. If anything, 1 felt like | was trying to keep
up.”

“It was a hand job. It ain’t like | don’t have a dick of my own. | know what
feels good.”

“You know, | like the world the way you see it, Jacgs. It makes a lot more
sense.”

Jacqgs grunted. He kept telling people that; however, he also knew that sort
of patience was likely to have a short shelf life. “Wait until I do something real
stupid and Taylor sends me up for discipline. You won’t be liking my logic
then.”
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“I won’t. | had your file flagged, so two seconds after you changed your
orientation to steno, | called the captain and told him that | was removing
myself from your direct chain of command. So any discipline Taylor can’t
handle goes straight to him.”

“What? Why?”” Jacgs lifted up on one elbow to get a good look at Zeke’s
face. He was trying to figure if Zeke was upset, but he looked mostly well-
fucked.

“Because | informed the captain that | planned to have as much sex with
you as humanly possible, and that it might be a conflict of interest for me to
assign discipline.”

“Huh.” Jacgs settled back down onto the pillow. He hadn’t expected that,
somehow. Telling the captain, that made it more real. They weren’t hiding
anything, and Zeke was being all official about it. That was a real nice
surprise. “Can we get started on that having more sex thing now?”

Zeke laughed. “You are going to be the death of me.”
“Yeah, but you’re going out happy.”

“I really am,” Zeke agreed. Huh. For once in his life, Jacgs had gotten the
post-sex talk part right. It felt pretty damn nice. Actually, lying next to Zeke, a
whole lot of things felt right, and for now, that’s all the mattered. The rest
would have to take care of itself.

THE END
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Glossary of Sexual Terms Used Within the Universe

Adynamic: An individual who does not require any sort of power exchange
as part of the sexual experience.

Agendered: Having a perceived identity that excludes any sexual reference.
These individuals attempt to avoid any traits that would identify them as
male or female.

Asexual: One who does not experience sexual attraction.

Bigendered: Having a perceived sexual identity that encompasses traits of
both male and female. These individuals may or may not have physical
traits of both genders. Roughly one percent of human births have some
ambiguity in their genitalia.

Cisgendered: Having a perceived sexual identity that matches the physical
traits (i.e. a woman who sees herself as a woman)

Demisexual: One who appears to be asexual or intrasexual but who can
enjoy a sexual relationship if a strong emotional relationship has already
been established with the other person.

Dynamic: An individual who receives sexual satisfaction from one side of
a power exchange, either dominating or submitting.

Dyssexual: An individual who receives sexual satisfaction from violating
others’ sexuality or making others uncomfortable (i.e. a woman who
continues to seek a sexual relationship with an asexual individual). In
extreme cases, a dyssexual may rape others or seek sexual satisfaction from
those incapable of consent, such as animals.

Genderfluid: One whose perceived gender is flexible and may change, not
over time as part of maturing, but on a regular basis. One who transitions
between gender identities.

Heterosexual: An individual who is sexually attracted to someone who
identifies as the opposite gender.

Homosexual: An individual who is sexually attracted to those who identify
as the same gender.
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Hypersexual: One who considers sexual interaction a necessary part of a
meaningful relationship. One who uses sexuality as a means of getting to
know a person or exploring a relationship.

Hyposexual: One who places a low value on sex in a relationship. While an
individual may engage in and enjoy sexual intercourse, the act is not seen as
central to any relationship.

Intrasexual: One whose sexual satisfaction is not focused on a partner or
partners. In some cases, an intrasexual may even prefer self-pleasure over
intimacy with another,

Non-dynamic: An individual who is adverse to any power exchange during
Sex.

Pangendered: An individual whose perceived sexual identity encompasses
multiple gender identities

Pansexual: An individual who is sexually attracted to a wide range of
individuals, including members of different gender groups.

Polydynamic: An individual who receives sexual satisfaction from both
holding power over others (dominating) and yielding power to others
(submitting), i.e. a “switch.”

Sexualfluid: One whose sexuality is flexible and may change, not over time
as part of maturing, but on a regular basis.

Stenosexual: An individual who is sexually attracted to those who possess
particular traits rather than being sexually attracted to a sexuality or gender.

Transgendered: having a perceived sexual identity that does not match the
physical traits (i.e. a genetically-identified woman who sees himself as a
man)
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WHEN YOU WERE PIXELS

a standalone short story in the Syntax universe

By Julio-Alexi Genao
Phete Deseripiion

On a dark, rainy night, a man stands on a balcony overlooking a grim city
dense with tall, futuristic buildings. Tiny skycraft are darting between the
towers against the charcoal sky. The man—dressed in black, with very short
hair—nhas his back to the viewer. He appears to be a solitary, lonely figure,
staring at a single spire crowned by a full moon and marked by the numbers
“072” on its side.

Story Letter
Dear Author,

Welcome to the Capitol. Crime runs rampant far below in the slums, and
civil unrest has spread even to its darkened spires in spite of the government's
best efforts to silence dissent. What will become of the City of Lights when its
last is extinguished?

There's an assassin afoot tonight. Whether or not his mark is made could
be the deciding factor in this unspoken war. Will tyranny prevail? Or will the
revolution finally begin to move forward?

| would love to see dark spec fiction with as many layers as you want to put
on it. SFF? Yes, please. Dieselpunk, or other variants? Absolutely.
Paranormal or demonic influences? Oh baby, purr.

As plot-focused or as porn-focused as you feel is appropriate!
You are already awesome. Thank you so much in advance.
Sincerely,
EK


http://www.goodreads.com/topic/show/1435031-when-you-were-pixels-by-julio-alexi-genao-8-2
http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/6974899.Julio_Alexi_Genao
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Genre: science fiction, dystopia, post-apocalyptic
Tags: hurt/comfort, tear jerker, anterograde amnesia
Content warnings: no HEA or HFN, some violence
Word count: 7,464
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Dedication

for nino

if equal affection cannot be
let the more loving one be me
W.H. Auden
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WHEN YOU WERE PIXELS

a standalone short story in the Syntax universe
By Julio-Alexi Genao

My name is Antho, and | love you.
You don’t remember me.

That's okay.

I'm going to leave this for you where you’ll find it, in that long black coat
you wear with all the secret pockets. It might take you some time, but | don't
mind.

| watched you kill my boss. Then | watched you fall.
| think | maybe loved you as early as then. He was an asshole.
But that's not really what | need you to know.
You'll need to read these words one day, and | hope you believe them:
You are not alone.
You forgot me three times, and every time, we started over.
Maybe I’m already dead. Maybe you killed me like you said you would.
Doesn't matter.
| loved you even when you forgot me.
And—for a little while—you loved me back.
N—
The first time | saw you it was like you had come out of nowhere.

None of the artificial intelligence surveillance subroutines had tracked your
entry into the tower, or your ascent to the two hundred and nineteenth floor.
You hadn’t set off any alarms, and none of the security personnel ever put out
a call over their comms.

Not until it was too late, anyway.

I’d been at my post in the tower security suites, babysitting the surveillance
system as it sifted through data looking for anomalies.
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Looking for someone like you.

It was boring work, but I'm an Undertown boy. I’d been lucky enough to
get a job at all, never mind one so high off the ground.

| think you might be one too. An underton, like me? | heard your accent
come back a couple times. You talk in your sleep.

Nothing ever happened at work. No anomalies.
Until you.
| saw what you did.

*kkk

It was like watching a machine.

I’d never seen anyone like you, and neither had they. You sliced into the
milling mass of confused officers, striking at every vulnerable target that
presented itself. You took apart an entire corps of security personnel before
they even realized what was happening.

You simply dismantled any who tried to stop you, fists and feet snapping
outward in these crazy moves that took my breath away, that old-timey coat
you love spinning around you the way it does, flaring up and out like black
wings and then settling in a sexy ripple of leather when you went still.

You left none standing.

They hadn’t even been armed. Hadn’t prepared for the possibility of facing
someone like you.

| sat there with my mouth open like a dummy, watching it happen.
You were incredible.

They sent armed orbs up to that floor to get you, but you were too fast. The
whole thing was over and you were on another floor before the droids even got
there.

You reached my boss’s office. He was a dick to the end. Sitting in his chair
behind an enormous comms array like he was master of the whole world
instead of some mid-level corporate security executive with an en-suite
washroom. | could see him barking harsh words at you—words | couldn’t hear
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over the alarms and the panic all around me with all these officers running
around yelling like it was the start of the Energy War all over again.

A sudden hush fell over the room as everyone in sight of a monitor
watched you coolly walk up to him and twist his head around in one brutally
efficient movement.

Just like that. He was in the middle of a sentence, and you ended him on
the spot.

Then you were running, and so was everyone else. | was left alone to man
the feeds.

They were coming for you, yet somehow you knew where to go. Which
corridor to run down. When to run down it. When to stop, when to go, when to
slip back the way you’d come to avoid a group of security orbs floating by.

| never could figure out how you managed to fool their sensors.
You just did. Every time.

You couldn’t avoid the cameras, though. | could see you the entire time.
Even so, something kept the two networks from talking. The surveillance Al
kept pinging the droid Al, trying to update the orbs on your location, but
nothing ever got through.

You’d sorted it, somehow. In advance. Fixed it so it would all go wrong for
us exactly when you needed it to.

| still wonder why you let us watch you. Why you never disabled the
video.

| know you messed with the data capture—not one second of the feed was
saved as it should’ve been—but you had to know someone would be sitting in
a room somewhere in the building, watching you kill a man.

Then watching you run.

By the time anyone realized that the usual lines of communication had
been sabotaged—that the only way anyone could track you was by watching
your escape with human eyes—they were too late.

It was me. | watched it happen. And it was beautiful.
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You.
You were beautiful.
* k%%
You almost made it out. You were maybe a minute from getting away.
Something happened to you.

You staggered a bit, like someone hit you in the head, but you were alone.
You were in a service passage, deep down in the lower third of the tower,
below even the living quarters for nobodies like me.

You went down on your knees, and you pressed your head to the floor.
You looked like you were praying. Then | saw your mouth, and the cords of
your neck above the collar of your coat.

You were screaming in pain.
The lights in the service passage started flickering. One second before the
video feed terminated, they flared and went out.
**k*k*k
| didn’t know what to do.
| knew what | wanted to do. | knew what | was supposed to do.
But I didn’t know what | was going to do.

You were still in the building. Still down there, a hundred and fifty floors
below.

The surveillance suite filled up with people. Some barked orders at others.
A group in the conference room had a hushed yet urgent conversation before
mumbling gravely into their comms to speak to very angry people very far
away.

Nobody knew where you were except me, and |—
| wasn’t saying.

| don’t know why. I still don’t know why | didn’t just stand up and tell
somebody.

I’m nothing, here. A lowly surveillance analyst. Being the hero could have
meant something good for me. Could have changed my whole life.
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| could have done it. | should have done it.
| sat there and | thought about you, instead.

There was something about the way you cut down all those men. A kind of
fragile tension in every step you took. It spoke of—vulnerability.

| recognized it.

| saw your pain, when you fell. The expression on your face. | watched the
way you pressed your hand against your stomach as you slid from your
kneeling position onto the floor, to lie down on your side like a broken child.

| recognized that, too.
| was asked a series of questions.

What did you see? Why are there no files in the video archives? How did
the assassin escape?

| lied every time.
When they let me go, | went down to find you.

*kk*k

You were right where 1’d seen you fall, but everything around you had
changed.

The hall was dark. All the lighting panels were blown for almost ten meters
in both directions. The metal walls were bowed outward, and you were at the
epicenter of the damage, at the bottom of a crater of warped alloy flooring
panels.

You lay still, breathing shallowly, one arm over your head. Your knees
were drawn up to your chest.

| crept up to the crater in the floor, using a diode from my belt to gauge the
scope of the devastation. Nothing was scorched. Nothing had been burned. All
that incredible damage—the corridor, the floor, all the dead electronics—all of
it had somehow happened without any kind of flame or explosive.

| slid down to the bottom of the crater and sat there on my heels, looking at
you.
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Unconscious, all the hard edges of your face had gone gentle, and I could
see that your head wasn’t shaved at all, as it had looked on the video feed. You
had close-cropped blond hair, like a soldier.

I’m not good with ages. With the Citizens and their drugs and their
implants, you can never tell if someone’s thirty or a hundred. You didn’t look
like a Citizen to me, though—even if you looked like you were just a kid.
Maybe twenty—~but with someone as tall as you, with that long neck of yours
and those slightly too-big ears, looking in sleep like you'd only just left your
adolescence behind last Thursday—I couldn’t be sure.

| wanted to see your face. Your whole face, not just the broad, masculine
mouth, slack with dead sleep. | wanted to see you, up close this time.

| moved your arm.

Short lashes in a pale fringe. Thin brows. Your eyes were closed. |
imagined that when they opened, they’d be large and full of something. That
they’d look at a thing and see it.

You didn’t open your eyes, though.

Good that you didn’t, because I needed to get you out of there without any
fuss. The rupture in services along that corridor could have been noted at any
moment. At the time, | figured everyone had more on their minds than a dodgy
video feed and some dead climate control software in a shitty lower-level
service sector—but now I think you’d known they’d be looking closely at any
anomaly, no matter how small, and that you had accounted for that.

Just like I’d accounted for all the surveillance feeds in every lift and
corridor between where you’d fallen and my quarters.

| gently slid my arms underneath you and carried you home.

**k*k*x

When | woke up, you were kneeling over me in the bed with the long,
blunt-tipped fingers of one hand wrapped around my neck.

Your eyes were open, and as you squeezed my throat shut | saw the keen
edge of focus in them. Your face was closed to me—all softness gone—with
your mouth a hard line and your forehead sheened with sweat.
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You were going to kill me, but first you wanted answers.

“You will tell me where I am.” Your voice was low and scary, grinding
like the rusted innards of an old machine.

You relaxed your fingers to let me answer you. | didn’t panic. | drew
breath as slowly as | could.

I was calm.

“Still in Tower Oh-Seven-Two,” | rasped. “But safe.” Something flickered
in your expression, but I didn’t know what it meant. “I didn’t tell. I saw what
you did but I didn’t tell. You were hurt. | brought you here.” Your fingers
tightened again, and | knew | had only a few seconds to make you understand.
“My home. My quarters. | kept you safe. | didn’t tell.”

It was enough.
You let me go.

| watched you roll off me and step away from the bed in silence, but when
the heat of your body was gone, | wanted it back.

You smelled like sweat, and leather, and a little like ozone. | wanted you.

You took in your surroundings. The plastic furniture. The empty walls and
my tiny, precious collection of real books in the battered box half-under the
bed. No windows. No other rooms but the lavatory. No fancy video deck or
domestic droids.

Just me, in the worn sheets we’d been sharing moments earlier.

| swallowed around my hunger for you. “My name is Antho,” | said, and
then some strange, suicidal impulse took me: “Who—who sent you? My boss.
He was Decuria. But a minor—only a second cousin, or something. Why did
he—why did you kill him?”

You turned your head sharply towards me, and what | saw in your face
stunned me.

Confusion.
You couldn’t remember.

Your expression shifted. You grew angry. | tensed, wondering if you were
going to kill me after all.
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Almost immediately, the lines of your face changed again. Your mouth—
so mobile and expressive even when still—now spoke silently of pain.

The hairs on my arms stood up at a sudden charge in the air.
The lamp I’d left on by the bed began to flicker.

With a small pop, it sparked and went out, filling the room with the smell
of fried circuitry. We were in the dark as you collapsed bonelessly back onto
the bed, on top of me.

You were unconscious again.

*Kk*k*k

Hours earlier, after struggling to carry you from the crater to my quarters
with my arms on fire from the strain, | reached my door.

You’re so tall that 1’d had to carry you over my shoulder, holding you
steady with my hands on the backs of your thighs, warm and taut even at rest.
With my every step your arms had swayed behind my back, hands brushing
my ass lightly. You weighed next to nothing, but the distance I’d needed to
carry you and the body armor you wore under your clothes were nearly too
much for me.

Guys like me don’t rate sliding doors. This close to the ground 1’d been
lucky just to have a room to myself. | had to press you against the door with
my shoulder and turn the knob with my free hand, afraid that at any moment
we’d be seen.

I’d stripped your long coat off you and laid you on my bed. Checked your
pulse before covering you with my blankets. Sat in my only chair, on the other
side of the room, to wait for you to wake.

But | ached.

My skin hungered for you. You were warm, and alive, and in my bed, and |
wanted you so bad I could feel the ripple of need on the pads of my fingertips,
on the palms of my hands, on the skin of my back, at the base of my cock,
inside my ass—

| wanted the taste of you in my mouth.

I’d been alone for so long. Winning this job meant cutting ties with
everyone. Meant moving into my bare little room a third of the way up a bleak
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corporate tower, living my life for the Company. I’d made my choice, and |
would make it the same way again.

Wasn’t like | hadn’t had to live with another sort of hunger, down in the
streets.

Undertown. You maybe don’t remember it. Your clothes don’t smell of it.
Of the filth, the rot. The stinking hell of vapor and grime. The warren of
hovels and the millions of us starving in them, defending whatever pathetic
collection of things we call “ours”—sometimes to the death, yet still doing
little more than waiting to die.

An entire world defined by suffering. Below even me, now, in my barren
little room.

All the enormous machines that keep full Citizens comfortable far above us
in their glittering towers, all the infrastructure of power, of fuel, of commerce
and industry—all of it happens below. Made possible with our hands. With our
bodies.

With our lives.

I would have done anything to escape.

I got my chance. | made it out—>but the price was loneliness.
And your body was warm.

**k*k*k

I’d removed all but my underclothes, that night | took you home. Took off
all the drab corporate synthetics as if stripping my armor to uncover the
vulnerable man | was underneath it.

The man who needed to be near you.
I’d pressed my back into your solid length, eyes wet as | fell asleep.

That’s why | was calm. When you woke me in the middle of the night with
your hand around my throat, and | thought | was going to die for bringing you
home—that | had given my life to lie down next to a murderer—that’s why |
was calm.

Because all | was thinking in that moment was that it was worth it.

*k*k*k



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 5
I | 144

The next time you woke, you’d forgotten everything.

| was supposed to have the day off, but the brutal murder of a security
executive with ties to a ruling family messed-up my schedule. | was called in
to work a morning shift while better-qualified staff were deployed all over the
building to do who-cares-what.

| left you a note on the inside of the door, hoping you’d read it, and stay.

| knew you could probably handle yourself, all things considered—abut you
weren’t well. It seemed like you spent all night talking out loud or moaning
softly. You moved around a lot in the bed, jabbing at me with sharp elbows a
couple times.

| loved it.

Not your distress. Never that. | loved—I loved being there. Next to you.
The pile of limbs that was Us. Together in the same bed. Even if it meant
waking up with a few new bruises.

One time during the night you threw a heavy arm out and over my chest—
you on your belly, me lying on my back—and when | turned my head I could
just make out your hand, huge already, but also swollen from all the fighting,
opening and closing on the sheets beside me.

| wanted to take your hand into mine and Kiss it.
| never dared.

In the morning my personal comm chimed to wake me, somewhere inside
the pile of clothes I’d left by the door.

I’d already been awake for hours.

At some point you’d settled on your side, and 1’d turned as well, to fit my
back against your front.

Your cock was a huge and solid mass of warmth behind me, crushed
against the cheeks of my ass. | could feel it through my shorts, throbbing
slightly every so often as you slept.

| wanted you.

| wanted to grind back onto that warmth and strip the barriers between us
until I could push myself around you, to wrap the heat of my insides around
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your cock. | wanted to gut myself for you, and my need was like an animal
inside me, tearing at me to get to you.

| did none of those things. Never moved.

You slept on.

| stayed there with you, even when | had to go pee, listening to you snore
softly. When the light in the bathroom went on at 0800, | counted the tiny
moles on the skin of your forearm, on skin as pallid as the rest of you, but
fuzzed with blond hairs | hadn’t been able to see until just then.

| slipped out of bed carefully, out from under your arm, and it felt like
leaving home all over again.

| dressed and went to work. The note I left you that morning read:

Stay. I’'m Antho. You’re safe, here. I’ll be back with food. I didn’t tell
anyone about you. Please rest and get better. You’re hurt, but you’re safe
now—I promise. | won’t tell anyone. | want to help you.

You never saw it.

When | returned from my shift with new lamps for the room and extra
rations for you, my note was still stuck to the inside of the door, and you were
still asleep. | took it down and slipped it into my pocket.

| gave you all my secrets, and you lost them all. You lost a lot of things.
But the treasure of it was in the giving, not the keeping.
You’ve forgotten me, but I’'ll remember you as long as | live.
*kkk
You tried to kill me again in the evening.

| was heating the rations. | had my back to the bed. You never made a
sound.

“Who,” you whispered harshly by my ear as you pressed something cold
and sharp to my neck, “are you?”

My pulse spiked. I cleared my throat to speak, but didn’t move. “My name
is Antho. | found you when you—when you fell. You needed help. I brought
you here. To keep you safe.”
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“Where is this place?”

“We are still inside Tower Oh-Seven-Two. You killed my—a man. You’re
hurt. I saw it happen to you. On the feed. | came for you, and now you’re here.
With me.”

You said nothing. I listened to your breathing, felt the tension in the blade
against my throat. It never wavered as you considered.

Then:

“Why?”

“Because—"

| stood there, words tangled up inside me uselessly.

| couldn’t figure out how to tell you. | know how to say it now, but not
then.

| didn’t know how to tell you about what was already there, inside me, a
knot of something secret and warm.

I remember. | remember it like it’s happening to me right this second. |
remember your smell. Like a mix of synthetic fabric and warm skin and—
something else, not like ozone, this time; you were calm. Something cold and
maybe metallic, like iron. | remember your breath, sour from sleep. |
remember the heat of you at my back again, like the banked fires of a furnace.
| remember thinking: | shouldn’t hide. I should show him.

So | did.

With a long, slow sigh, all the tension I’d held to keep perfectly still bled
out of me in one breath. I slouched down a little, into you, arching my back
slightly as | fitted myself to your lean body, and the shock of surprise robbed
your hand of agency.

You dropped the knife.

And for a moment you just—Iet me.
Let me sink into you.

But only for a moment.

You closed your hand around my arm and threw me aside with incredible
speed. My head hit the wall as | smashed into the small table where | took my
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meals. My vision blurred as the legs collapsed and splintered under me, the
bowls and cutlery 1’d laid out for us clattering as they spun across the floor.
Before | could recover you grabbed me by the throat and pulled me off the
rubble and into the middle of the room. My legs flailed out as you swung me
around, knocking the scalding hot rations off the heating element, to splatter
onto my thighs and feet. | cried out in pain as you straddled me, pinning my
arms to the floor with your knees.

You were full of rage. The skin of your face was mottled with it. Your lips
twisted into a snarl as you leaned in close.

Blue. Your eyes were a leaden blue, dark with murder—>but | was still not
afraid.

| was not afraid of you. | was afraid of discovery. Of our time running out.

If—if that thing you do, with the lights, with electronics—if it happened
again, any worse than before—they’d notice. Upstairs. Some clever Al would
report the exception in the electrical grid to an eager admin in an office three
hundred meters above us, and then all of this would be over.

They’d come for you, and this time they’d come with weapons.
| was afraid of that. For you. But not of you.

Never afraid of you.

| wanted you.

| wanted you more than | wanted to live.

You didn’t hurt me again. My vision cleared. | watched you struggle
against the urge to end my life.

| think you saw it in me. Or felt it, maybe.
The submission. The wanting.
| let go. My body went lax under you.

You realized it at the same time | did. That you were resting your ass
lightly on my groin, and that my dick was hard.

This time | was close enough to see your surprise up close. Your rage
melted away into a kind of innocent confusion for just a moment, before your
brows drew down to darken your face again.
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It's like a—Iike a video panel, you know that? Your face. | don’t think you
realize how much of what happens inside you can be seen in your face.
Maybe it was just me. | paid attention to you.

You were off me in an instant, and then what few belongings | had left
were lost to the violence of the animal of suffering and fury you became.

You roared, mindless. | sat up to watch you lay waste to my home.
You were in such pain. So much pain.

You stalked from corner to corner, howling wordlessly, destroying
anything within reach.

Everything except me.
You were the monster, but all I could see was the boy.
The hurt. The brokenness.

The outside of you had peeled away, and I could see your insides as clear
as my own hand in my lap, aching to reach for you.

*kk*k

You were spent long after there was nothing left for you to destroy, your
arms and legs trembling with exhaustion. You collapsed on the far side of the
room, by the door to the corridor outside.

You didn’t try to leave.

Your knuckles were cut and bloody. You rested your forearms on your
knees, with your head hanging down. | watched you bleed onto the pieces of
what used to belong to me.

| didn’t care.
| didn’t want any of it.

You were still, but you were not calm. | saw your chest heaving. The tears
falling. You were covered in sweat and shattered things. For you, the storm
hadn’t passed. It had returned to its place inside you again.

| wiped tears from my own cheeks with the back of my hand, and your
head snapped up to track my sudden movement.
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Your face. Your face in that moment: your rage had vanished, but the hurt
was still there.

“Let me—" | coughed. My throat was raw, and | could still feel the ghostly
press of those strong fingers, crushing my windpipe. “Let me help you.”

“Nobody can help me,” you said, voice low and taut. “There’s nothing in
me.”

“You’re safe here.”

“But you are not,” you whispered. “Not ever. | forget. | forget and then
I”ll—I could kill you.”

When | didn’t reply, you dropped your head again.

| almost missed it when you murmured, “I always kill them, in the end.”
**k*k*k

But you didn’t kill me, that night.

You let me come near, and pull you up to stand with me, and together we
went into the lavatory.

You let me strip your torn and bloody clothes off you. | did it with
something close to reverence. My hands shook like crazy, but you seemed not
to notice.

I wouldn’t have been much ashamed if you had.

You let me set the water in the shower and followed me into the booth to
stand there with me under the warm spray. You kept your head down, not
looking me in the eyes—though if you were shy, I couldn’t tell. You had no
reason to be. You know what you look like.

| know you don’t remember what we did.
| want to tell you.

| want to tell you how | stood there with you, taking every part of you in
my hands, to pour all my heartsick years of secret need into your skin.

How | stroked you with fingers, and held you with arms.

| went to my knees to take you into my mouth, sliding you into my throat
with all the tenderness | had. | moaned when you let me swallow your come,
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and kept sucking you until you had no more to give me.

| want to tell you how I stood and took a cloth to your body, massaging the
satiny soap into your skin, and the tension from your muscles. How | was so
careful of all your scrapes, and tender with your bruises.

Before long you were hard again. Mine had never gone down in the first
place. | led you out by the hand, mindful of sharp things on the floor, to the
bed whose mattress had survived where its unadorned frame had not.

You fell on top of me onto the pile of synthetic sheets and foam padding,
and I groaned with need at the living weight of you, the mass of you—of you,
on me, and then inside me.

You took me apart and filled me with everything 1’d ever needed.
| want to tell you how you fixed me.

How | came like dying, a rush of blood roaring in my ears—Ilaughing as
every part of me became joy, and pleasure, and—everything.

Everything.

You came inside me not long after, with my body wrapped tight around
your cock as 1’d wanted from the very first. | felt it swell even larger at the
last, stretching me to the point of pain more sweet than any peace—

The wonder of that wet heat pooling deep within me—

And then you sighed, and collapsed on top of me, our sweat mingling on
our skin as you slid to cup my entire body with yours, while you slowly spread
your come around inside me with deep, tender strokes.

You made me feel vital. Like you needed me.

For one unbelievable moment, the emptiness—the ache—that terrible
hollow of desolation I’d lived with all this time was just—gone.

Gone.
You inside me, instead.

We lay there together afterward, limbs heavy and slick with mingled sweat,
bonelessly tangled up together, with your come inside me like a secret.

| held it in me for the rest of the night.
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| want to tell you how grateful | felt. Grateful for you, for what we’d
done—nbut also that I’d managed to keep that small part of you within me as
long as | had.

Because when you woke up in the morning you had forgotten me again.

*k*k*

“You’re safe,” | whispered out into the darkness, a surge of roiling panic in
me that hadn’t been there the last time. “I saw—I saw you. On the feeds. You
needed help—I came for you.”

All the lights in my quarters, even in the lavatory, had died. | heard a
rustling noise near the door. The stink of melted plastic filled the air, and
underneath it ozone, like a thunderstorm was building inside my room.

| was afraid. Attack droids and armed officers could already have been
creeping silently down the corridor to kill us both.

| heard the click of the lock on my door. You opened it just enough to let a
wedge of light from the passage outside cut into the space between us. | could
see you, now—nhead panning left-right, left-right, marking the shadowed
destruction.

Marking your nudity. The armor and clothing in a pile beside you.
Me.

This was it. This was the end.

“I’m Antho,” | said, and this time my voice broke.

| felt it return. Felt the poisonous bloom open in the middle of me like it
had never gone.

The ache. The empty. It had come back.
“Please—my name is Antho.”
You said nothing.

“This is—you’re still in Tower Oh-Seven-Two. Listen to me, you—you
got away, but something happened to you. You were hurt. | brought you here
to take care of you. | took care of you—"

I looked around the room, fully registering at last what it must have looked
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instant | knew:

You’d woken in the dark, in bed with a stranger, and between you and your
freedom was a floor strewn with the sharp edges of broken things.

I’d lost you before I’d even opened my eyes.

“This—" | gestured at the debris on the floor. “—It was an accident. You
were safe here. You are safe here—"

My mouth snapped shut on the lie as you began pulling on clothes.
Body armor first.

It was really happening.

“Don’t go.”

Shirt. Boots. The coat you wear like it’s a part of your body.

“You don’t need to—Iisten to me, you don’t need to know why you’re
here—you’ve forgotten, but it doesn’t matter, don’t you—don’t you see?
You’re with me. You can be safe here with me—"

| couldn’t make myself move from the bed. To reach for you. I’d known
this moment was coming, and now that it had arrived | found I had no strength
in my limbs.

Only my voice. Only words.

Asking you to stay.

“—Please, | promise, we can be—I can take care of you—"

You were ready. Face, backlit by the light outside, already beginning to
flicker haltingly. I could see nothing of your expression.

I’d been shut out again.

One last look around. One last look at me.
You weren’t the same boy.

You weren’t even a boy. Not anymore.
You were the assassin.
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“No—don’t—"
But you did, and you’d never even spoken a word.

* k%%

Alarms sounded in offices all over the building when you made it past the
corridors I’d secured.

Your image was captured from every angle, and in the weeks that
followed, parsed for the smallest clue to your identity.

They found nothing.

The face they’d tagged and cross-referenced and catalogued so diligently
belonged to a man who didn’t exist.

In the end, they’d seen no more than what | saw some days later, when |
finally found it in me to examine the surveillance videos for myself:

A tall man in black, running down corridor after corridor, his coat trailing
out behind him like a cape. Darkness lapped at his heels as he ran beneath light
panels that flared brightly and then died, one after another, leaving a long
stretch of stygian nothingness in his wake, until at last he passed through a
service portal and out into the rippling heat of the sprawling city below.

You were gone.

*kkk
They searched for you for a long time, and so did I.
Armed guards patrolled the tower in rotating shifts.

| was asked some more questions. You’d been seen near my quarters, but
nobody really believed that a lowly video analyst could have had anything to
do with the most brazen assassination in decades.

| went back to work.

Eventually, the patrols were curtailed, and finally ended.

| watched for you. Every day. Never stopped watching for you.
Checking the feeds. Checking the vids. Checking everything.
Sometimes I’d see someone on my surveillance monitors, someone tall,
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and blond, and young, walking with the same grace and that exact kind of
wounded menace in his gait—

But it wasn’t you.
It was never you.
*k k%
Until one day it was.
You’d been waiting for me. On my new bed.

I’d made a feeble attempt to put the ruin of my quarters back together in
the weeks since you’d run from me, but | never finished the job. I didn’t want
to finish.

Because then the room would be done, but you’d still be gone. As if you’d
never been.

| would be as | was before.
Alone.
But not that night.

You were on the mattress, leaning against the wall. Your eyes were red,
and your cheeks blotchy. Those huge, battered hands of yours hung between
your knees, clenching into fists, then relaxing, over and over as you spoke.

“I’m—sorry,” you said, the first stripe of wetness on your cheek, “I don’t
mean to but I—Antho, there’s something—something is wrong with my...”
You took a shuddering breath, and shook your head. “But | remembered. |
smelled something of—I don’t know, | smelled it and | remem—"

You’d remembered my name.

| was all over you before you could finish.
-

I’m trying to put it into words.

To write those words down for you.

How it felt. How it feels, now.

| can’t.
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You remembered my name, and it was everything.

*kkk

Three days. We had only three days.

*k*k*x

In the middle of the first night, | got up and dressed to go out for the food
we would eat together in the morning. At the door, | turned and cast one more
greedy look at the unconscious tumble of limbs in the bed that had become
ours once more.

| opened the door with a smile, only to reel back in horror.
An orb was waiting for me.

Panic clawed my belly, but I didn’t move. | set my feet, knowing it was
hopeless—that the sphere floating in the air before me was fitted with six
different devices that could stun, maim, or kill.

| closed my eyes as searing terror solidified into the kind of cold certainty
I’d only felt once before: when I’d been outside, Undertown, trying to win a
place for myself in this tower.

It was my time. | was going to die.

| could hear the whine of the impellers that kept it aloft, and the terrifying
grind of the motors within it as it scanned the room. The sounds should have
shattered me, but did not.

| knew peace.

If it wanted you, it would need to kill me first.
| opened my eyes.

It wasn’t one of ours.

The droid didn’t belong to the tower. The coloring was wrong—still dark,
but not grey; this one was a mordant black, matte with utility and menace. It
was larger than ours, maybe a half-meter in diameter, and pocked with ports
for instruments and equipment | couldn’t identify.

Not private. Not police.
Military.
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Deadly.

It stayed where it was, one foot from my door, floating in the corridor
beyond.

Observing.

I risked another look back toward the bed. You slept on, as if you’d never
had it in you to kill a man in your entire life.

Rage. | knew rage.

“Our time’s not up,” | ground out. “You can’t have him back.”
The pitch of its impellers changed. | waited to die.

But I didn’t.

The orb slid away from my door and down the corridor, to leave us to our
delusion of safety a little while longer.

| couldn’t tell you about it, then. I’'m telling you now.
| haven’t seen another orb like it since.
**kkk
The second day, | watched you suffer through one of your nightmares, but
this one was worse than 1’d seen before.
You called out another man’s name.

It ate at me. To see you in pain—not to know you once belonged to
someone else.

You should remember him. You must have loved him very much.
His name is Niko.

*kkk
This is the morning of the third day since you came back to me.

| woke up and found all the lamps blown and all the electronics in the room
dead, even my comm.

I’d prepared for this. Yesterday | brought home a candle and some
chemical matches.
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| knew we’d run out of time. | knew we would run out, but knowing it and
facing it are two different things. This, right now—this hurts.

Like all the good I’d ever had in my life, this is ending. This is ending
today.

| know when you wake I’m going to beg, like before.

I’m going to ask you to stay, to remember, but you won'’t.

And then you’ll be gone. | won’t get the chance to tell you anything.
To tell you—everything.

| got some paper, two days ago, and this pencil, and I’ve been writing you
this letter.

Almost done, now. | thought | might run out of time, but here it is, nearly
finished.

It’s time to hide it for you. In your coat.

The lights are blown.

I know what it means.

You will wake up very soon.

Up from your bad dreams. Out of this good one.

You won’t remember me. You won’t need me anymore.

You will leave me again.

| forgive you. | forgave you. | will always forgive you.

You should know that for a little while, you were not alone.

Not alone.

| loved you when you were pixels on a screen.

Na—

Your breath warms the nape of my neck right now. 1 still have the taste of
you in my mouth.

Maybe you’ll find this in your coat, someday, and come back to me.

Maybe you’ll finally kill me when you wake up.
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Whatever happens, | am content.
Things end. Everything ends.

But for a few days in a city full of hopelessness, and unkindness, and
alienation—in this fucked-up mess of a life spent wandering in the dark
without a hand to hold on to—

| was not alone.
And neither were you.
My name is Antho, and | love you.

THE END
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LEARNING TO DANCE
By Annette Gisby

Pheto Deseription

A dark-haired young man stands in the center of a summer street scene. He
wears a studded black leather harness and collar, fingerless black gloves, and
black chaps that lace down the sides, and holds a green shopping bag. His hair
has been gelled into spikes, and the fringe in the back is dyed a streaky blond.
Hanging from the back of the harness is a red leather bear wearing a small
black leather harness.

Story Latter
Dear Author,

| found him over on CupOPorn.net last October, and I’ve been wondering
about him ever since. | get the feeling that our ““bold and brazen™ here is
actually a front for someone who’s a little lost, a little alone, and needs
someone to trust. Can you give him a top to protect him? I think he needs one.
Also, that bear is incredibly important to him—I don’t know why, but I do know
he loves it.

Please no cheating or girly bits.
Sincerely,
Sarah
Stery Inflo
Genre: contemporary

Tags: performance arts, dance school, first time, age gap, spanking, oral,
professor/student, hurt/comfort, edging, light BDSM
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LEARNING TO DANCE
By Annette Gisby

What had seemed sexy and provocative in the middle of a nightclub dance
floor seemed sordid and tawdry in the cold light of day. The cloakroom at the
club had lost his coat, so Daniel had no choice but to brazen it out and walk
back to the school with nothing to conceal his outfit. Even in his head he had a
time referring to his attire as clothes. Said outfit consisted of a pair of leather
chaps, and since all he was wearing underneath was a silky G-string, they left
his arse exposed to the gazes of passersby. His bare chest was criss-crossed by
studded leather straps, but at least the sunglasses on his face hid his tear-filled
eyes.

Ignoring the wolf-whistles and catcalls from some of the onlookers, he put
his head down and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other,
trying to forget all about the night’s humiliations and just get back to his dorm
room before anyone else at the school saw him. He hurried past the shops and
businesses that were open so early. London was a city that never slept but he
hoped everyone else was still abed and wouldn’t see what he was wearing.
Thank goodness, it was Sunday and they had no classes today. Daniel didn’t
think he would be up to dancing again anytime soon, not after the horrible
night he’d just had.

He turned down the side street and paused in front of a large, Victorian
building, his heartbeat calming somewhat when he saw the gilded sign:
Lawson Academy of Dance and Drama. Every window still had curtains
drawn, so he guessed most of the other residents were still asleep. He’d be able
to get back to his dorm and get changed without anyone else being any the
wiser.

He took a while getting his key out of the pocket of the lacing at the side of
his chaps, the leather so tight his fingers hardly fitted inside. But finally,
finally he had the key. He opened the door as quietly as he could, hoping not
to wake anyone. Daniel pushed the door aside and entered the hushed hallway,
straining his ears for any tell-tale footsteps, but he heard nothing. Daniel
removed his sunglasses and tucked them into one of the straps on his chest. He
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heaved a sigh of relief and turned to close the door. That was when his world
came crashing down around his ears.

“Daniel? Daniel, is that you?”
Oh, God. The one instructor Daniel would never want to see him like this.

Daniel turned, his eyes stinging again as he felt all the hurt and humiliation
he’d already suffered last night threaten again. He blinked, trying to dispel
them before they fell, but it was a futile attempt.

“Professor Casey,” Daniel said, feeling a flush to his cheeks and neck.
He’d had a crush on Neil Casey ever since he’d gone to Lawson after
secondary school and it had never really gone away. And now, for the man to
see him dressed like this; it was almost more than he could bear. His dance
instructor was wearing a pair of plaid flannel pyjama bottoms and a plain blue
T-shirt, enhancing the icy hue of his eyes, and it was all Daniel could do to
tear his eyes away from the enchantment of that gaze. His fair hair was
mussed, as if he’d just now got out of bed.

“You’ve been crying,” Professor Casey said, taking a few steps towards
him. “And you’re shivering. You must be freezing! Come with me.” He
stalked down the hallway towards the teachers’ rooms. Daniel followed him,
unsure if he was even allowed in a teacher’s room, but too overwrought to do
anything but obey him. He’d been used to obeying Casey’s instructions in his
dance classes for almost two years now.

Casey opened one of the wooden doorways and beckoned Daniel inside.
Daniel hesitated for a few moments on the threshold, but the thought of
anyone else being up and seeing him dressed like this made his decision for
him, and he entered Professor Casey’s domain. The professor’s sitting room
was cosier than Daniel would have expected. A Victorian fireplace decorated
with flowered tiles took up the middle of one wall, and the two alcoves on
either side of the chimney breast were taken up with overflowing bookshelves.
There were so many books that some were piled on the hearth and on the
chairs, and side tables were dotted throughout the room. Daniel smiled
inwardly, feeling more comfortable already that his professor shared the same
love of books that Daniel did.
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“Have a seat.” Casey waved to a worn, brown leather sofa with a colourful
rug draped over the back of it, before disappearing into one of the other doors
that lined the space. He returned a few moments later holding a pair of jeans
and a black T-shirt in his hands. “I know I’'m a bit taller than you, but we’re
quite a similar build,” he said, tossing the clothes to Daniel. “The bathroom’s
through there if you want to change.” Casey indicated a half-open doorway
with a nod of his head.

Daniel nodded, grateful that Casey seemed to pick up how uncomfortable
Daniel was in his current attire. He went into the bathroom and locked the door
before removing all the leather. The black and white tiles made the bathroom
floor look like a chessboard, and as well as a large claw-footed tub, in the
corner there was also a large walk-in shower that was certainly big enough for
two. Glass shelves above the bath and the sink held toiletries and soap, and
Daniel couldn’t resist lifting up a bottle of the professor’s aftershave and
inhaling the scent. It had a hint of sandalwood and cloves that instantly took
Daniel back to his dance classes when Professor Casey stood behind him to
correct a stance.

Once he was dressed, Daniel returned to the living room with the leather
clothes and sunglasses piled up in his hands. He hovered in the doorway,
unsure what to do with them. One thing he knew for sure was that he would
never wear those items again.

“Have a seat,” Professor Casey said again, waving to the sofa. Daniel sat
down and set the clothes on the seat beside him. “What happened? Why were
you crying?”

“I think it was supposed to be a prank,” Daniel said. “They told me it was
fancy dress and that everyone would be wearing the same sort of thing as me.
Do you know the nightclub The Cellar?”

Casey nodded. “I do. But that’s not a BDSM club.”

“I know that now,” said Daniel. “It wasn’t even a gay club. | was the only
one there dressed like that. Everyone was laughing and jeering, | felt so
embarrassed | could die. Then the club lost my coat so | had to walk back here
dressed like that. | thought they were supposed to be my friends. They just
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wanted to humiliate me. I hated every minute of it. | never want to go through
anything like that ever again.”

“Daniel, you said they told you it was fancy dress? Does that mean you
only wore that outfit because of that? That you aren’t a submissive?”

Daniel blushed. “I—I think I might be. I mean, | don’t know. I’ve never
done anything like that. But | hated those sorts of clothes.”

“Did they do anything else? Did they touch you?” Casey demanded, and
Daniel was surprised at the anger in his voice.

“No, sir. They never touched me.”

Casey’s eyes glittered, a spark of interest that Daniel was sure he’d seen
before, but wasn’t quite sure what to make of it.

“Sir? Do you—I mean—do you like me?”

“You’re one of my better students,” Casey said. “You have such passion
when you dance. It’s as though nothing exists outside you and the music.
Some of your classmates dance with perfect precision, no mistakes in their
steps but it’s like watching a robot dance. Perfect though their routine might
be, it doesn’t engage the audience. Not like you do, even when you have a
misstep or two.”

“That wasn’t what | meant, sir,” Daniel said.

“l know.” Casey ran his hand through his hair. “Do you know how many
times I’ve been tempted to kiss you? To take you in my arms after I’ve seen
you dance?”

Daniel took a deep breath, stood up from the sofa and, then, as gracefully
as the dancer he was, he sank to his knees in front of Casey’s armchair.
“Please, sir. That’s what | want. | want you.”

“You have no idea what you’re asking for.”
“Maybe not,” Daniel agreed. “But | know you’re the one | want to teach

me.

“You look so good on your knees for me,” Casey said, reaching out to pet
Daniel’s hair. Daniel hummed in pleasure and arched into the soft touch. “Do
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you want to be my submissive, Daniel? Would you like that sort of
relationship with me?”

“Id like to try it, sir, if that’s allowed.”

“Of course it is. I’m not about to make you do something you don’t want.
Submitting to someone isn’t a weakness, it’s a strength. To show that much
trust in someone takes great strength. I’ll be pushing your boundaries, Daniel,
but you need to first know what your boundaries are. I know now, for
example, not to order you to wear such revealing outfits again, at least not in
public. That’s a pity; your arse looked delectable in those chaps.”

Daniel glanced up, his whole body heating at both the words and the smile
Casey bestowed upon him. “Thank you, sir,” he said softly, smiling too. Casey
shifted on the chair and Daniel noticed the tent in his pyjama bottoms at once.
Daniel laid a hand on Casey’s thigh and looked deep into his eyes. “Sir?
Would you like me to take care of that for you?” Daniel nodded his head
towards Casey’s groin.

“God, yes!” Casey’s hips arched off the chair, and he gripped hold of the
armrests so tightly that his knuckles were white.

Daniel couldn’t believe it. He was about to do something he had dreamed
of and imagined so often, sucking on Casey’s cock. His mouth watered even
before he lowered his lips. His own erection was a throbbing mass of flesh
between his legs, and Daniel was determined to make it so good for Casey that
Daniel would be allowed to come, too. He wasn’t sure what Casey would do if
he performed badly, but he guessed some sort of punishment would be in
order. Daniel shuddered with desire as he wondered what form that
punishment might take.

Daniel opened the buttons on Casey’s pyjama bottoms and removed his
cock. Casey’s cock was thicker than his own, but only slightly longer, and it
leaned a little to the left. A drop of precome glistened on the tip and Daniel
couldn’t resist bending down for a taste. Casey hissed above him and bucked
his hips again. Daniel glanced up at him one last time before he took to his
task in earnest.

He closed his mouth around the head of Casey’s cock, licking and sucking,
loving the noises Casey was making as he did so. It felt so good to be giving
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Casey so much pleasure and every moan, every groan, shot a spike of arousal
through Daniel’s body.

Oh, God, this was heaven, the musky heady scent, the little gasps and
groans coming from Casey. Daniel sucked and licked as though it was a
lollipop, but no sweet had ever tasted this good. His heart was thudding in his
chest it was a wonder Casey couldn’t hear it. Daniel’s cock ached for a touch,
but he restrained himself with difficulty, concentrating on what he was doing
to Casey instead.

“Daniel.” Casey guided Daniel’s head away, his voice a hoarse rasp. “You
can continue with your hands. I’m going to come soon. You don’t need to
swallow.”

Daniel lifted his mouth off Casey’s cock to voice his answer. “It’s okay. |
want to swallow. Please, sir?”

“You’re perfect when you beg,” Casey said. “If you insist.”

Daniel set to with a vengeance, sucking and licking, wanting the man to
come, wanting to feel it in his throat, wanting to taste it. Daniel groaned
around the cock in his mouth, feeling his own arousal getting stronger at just
the idea of swallowing Casey’s come. He felt Casey grab his hair, as he
stiffened in the chair and suddenly Daniel’s mouth and throat were flooded
with the taste of Casey’s seed. Daniel swallowed like a drowning man taking
in water, and the extra stimulus proved too much, the orgasm was ripped from
him without his cock ever being touched. Daniel moaned and grabbed Casey’s
leg as the tremors wracked his body. Oh, fuck! He’d ruined Casey’s jeans
coming like that.

Casey’s grip on his hair loosened and Daniel was afraid to even look up.

“Daniel,” Casey said sternly. “Do you know what a good submissive
should do?”

Daniel let Casey’s softening cock slip from his mouth and he finally
looked up, part in fear, part in desire.

“Obey his master, sir?”
“That too. But | was thinking of something else. Can you guess what it is?”
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Daniel nodded, his heart sinking to somewhere near his feet. “That |
shouldn’t have come without permission?”

“Indeed.”

“I’m sorry, sir. | couldn’t help it,” Daniel said. “It just happened. | lost
control.”

“l didn’t want to have to punish you today, but you’ve left me no choice,
Daniel. It’s up to me to teach you control and I will have it from you. I’m
disappointed in you.”

“Yes, sir. I understand.” Daniel lowered his head, ashamed that he’d come
so quickly like some untried teenager and upset that he had disappointed his
master when they’d only just started.

“Take off those jeans and get over my lap.”

Daniel nodded and stood up to obey his new master. He felt so ashamed at
what had happened that he could hardly even look Casey in the eye. It was
easier just to keep his head down and look at the floor while he undid the jeans
and pulled the sticky fabric away from his groin.

“The G-string too. It’s ruined now anyway.”

Daniel peeled the scrap of black silk away from his cock and shimmied out
of it, unsure what to do with the clothes now. “Just set them on the floor for
now,” said Casey, as if he’d read his mind, “and then get into position.”

“Yes, sir,” Daniel said, determined to suffer his punishment as stoically as
he could. He walked over to Casey’s chair and draped himself over the man’s
lap, feeling ungainly and awkward as his legs and arms dangled either side of
Casey’s lap.

*You have such a perfect arse,” said Casey, caressing the arse in question.
Daniel’s face flamed, no one had ever paid his arse such attention before. “Soft
and silken like two ripe peaches. It will be a shame to mark it, but I’m sure
you can handle it. Have you ever been spanked before, Daniel?”

“No, sir. Never.”

“So it’ll be a new experience for you then. We all learn something new
every day, don’t we? If it really gets too much for you, say ‘red’ and I will
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stop. I will be more disappointed that you wouldn’t trust me with your word
than if you have need of it.”

“Thank you, sir,” replied Daniel, determined to endure the spanking no
matter how much it hurt.

“Count after each strike. Are you ready?”

Before Daniel even had a chance to reply, Casey’s hand had left a fiery
stripe of agony across his left buttock. Daniel hissed in pain but did manage to
remember to call out the number. “O-one! One!” God, it stung like mad, much
more than he was expecting. Two and three were delivered in such quick
succession that he almost missed calling their number. He wriggled, trying to
get away from the pain, but Casey’s hand on the small of his back prevented
him from moving.

“Try to move away again and | will give you three extra strokes.”
“Sorry, sir,” said Daniel, stilling his hips with an effort of will.

Casey’s hand smacked him right across the middle of his arse. “F-four!
Four!” Daniel grimaced through the pain but he didn’t move. How many more
were there going to be? Casey hadn’t said, and Daniel didn’t want to risk his
wrath by asking.

Again and again the hand came down and by the eighth stroke Daniel was
trying to hold back tears, but it was futile. “N-n-nine!” He sobbed out the
number and grabbed hold of the chair legs with his hands, anything to distract
himself from the pain in his backside. Tears trickled from his eyes to land on
the wooden floor with a soft plop. Oh, God! When would it end?

By number twelve, not only was Daniel having to cope with the burning
sensation on the skin of his arse, he now had an erection that was pressing into
Casey’s thigh. Daniel tried to concentrate more on the pain rather than the
sensation in his cock and balls. He didn’t want to come again; he didn’t want
another punishment like this one.

“Don’t you dare come over my pyjamas!” Casey warned him as he raised
his hand and brought it down again on the flesh where Daniel’s arse met his
thighs. The skin was thinner there, and it was more painful than any of the
smacks that had gone before.



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 5
I | 169

“Thirteen! Thirteen!” Daniel howled and sobbed in distress, wondering if
he would need to use his word after all.

He tensed his whole body as Casey lifted his hand again, waiting for the
next blow to fall, but it never did. Instead, Casey’s hand gave his arse some
soft caresses, almost as if he wanted to soothe away the hurts he’d just
inflicted. Daniel sighed and arched into the touch, and as he did so, he noticed
that Casey was hard again too.

“You’ve been such a good boy for me today, Daniel.”

Daniel shook his head, a few more tears escaping. “l wasn’t good, sir. | got
hard when you were punishing me.”

“Yes, you did,” said Casey. “It happens like that for some people. But you
didn’t come when I told you not to. Already your control is getting better, isn’t
it?” Casey lifted Daniel up and settled him sideways on his lap, reminding
Daniel how strong Casey was. “I think you deserve a treat for all that.”

“l don’t deserve it,” Daniel said, resting his head on Casey’s shoulder. His
breathing was still a bit ragged after his crying but he tried to stop sobbing. “I
got hard. I shouldn’t have got hard.”

“I know you were hard,” Casey said. “I could feel your cock, so hard, so
eager for my touch. But you didn’t come when | told you not to. And if | say
my pet deserves a treat, then he deserves a treat. A good master doesn’t just
punish, Daniel. He takes care of his sub too. Right now, | want to take care of
you.” Casey slipped his hand underneath Daniel’s T-shirt, caressing Daniel’s
abdomen and chest, before pinching his left nipple.

Daniel hissed and bucked his hips, his cock leaking precome down the
shaft.

Casey kissed his neck. “Oh, my, you’re so sensitive, aren’t you? | love that
in a man. I’m going to touch you now, Daniel. I’m going to touch your cock.
You’re going to be writhing in my lap. You’ll be so hard, you’ll want to come,
but you won’t. Not until I tell you too, will you?”

“No, sir,” said Daniel, his heart fluttering against the inside of his chest.
“Good boy, that’s what | wanted to hear.”
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Daniel bristled a bit at being called a “boy”, he was hardly that, but he
guessed Casey used it the same way he used “pet”. Just another term of
endearment, and he couldn’t help the smile. He belonged to someone now.

And before Daniel could think of anything else, two hands were upon his
cock, stroking him in tandem, and he lost all coherent thought after that. His
hips were arching of their own accord, he just couldn’t seem to keep still as
Casey brought him to the edge again and again, but wouldn’t let him fall over
it. Daniel was so hard it hurt and his balls were aching deep inside.

“Please, sir! Please! Let me come!”

“Not yet, Daniel. Not yet.” And instead Daniel had to put up with Casey’s
hands staying still on his cock for what seemed like an eternity, but couldn’t
have been more than five minutes. He tried bucking his hips to get some
friction, but Casey was holding onto his cock so tightly that it didn’t help
much. When Casey seemed to think he’d been punished for his presumption
long enough, he fisted Daniel’s cock with expert hands.

Daniel felt he was floating near the ceiling. He’d never been hard this long
before without coming, and wondered if you could do yourself some damage
that way.

“Pinch your nipples,” Casey said, both of his hands still busy on Daniel’s
cock, his voice hoarse.

Daniel obeyed at once. His nipples had always been sensitive and he
enjoyed the sensation of having his nipples played with and his cock being
stroked at the same time. It was torture. Exquisite, blissful torture.

Casey brought him to the edge a few more times until all Daniel was aware
of was his nipples, cock and sac. He wanted to come, he needed to come
badly, but he held himself in check until Casey whispered close to his ear.
“Come for me, Daniel. Come for me now.”

The order was all it took. “Ahh! Ahh! Sir! Oh, sir!” Daniel screamed as he
came, spurting long ropes of come over Casey’s hands. His hips arched
upwards, his thighs clenched as he rode the waves of ecstasy, his whole body
shuddering with little aftershocks. Daniel hadn’t been aware of anything but
his own orgasm as it happened but now as he was calming down, he was
aware that his arse was wet and sticky.
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“Sir?” Daniel asked in surprise.

Casey chuckled and rested his head against Daniel’s hair. “Here | am
lecturing you on control and | seem to have lost mine somewhere along the
way. You’re so hot when you come.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Daniel, turning his head for a kiss. Casey obliged
him and they both kissed with equal fervour, as if their passion hadn’t already
been spent.

Casey pulled away, breathing heavily. “I think we both need a shower. Or
a bath.” Casey glanced down at their sticky bodies and clothes.

“Together?” Daniel asked tentatively.

“Of course, together. Now I’ve found you I’m not about to let you go. First
though, | have something | want to give you.”

Daniel grinned and waggled his eyebrows.

“Not that!” Casey chuckled again, and pushed Daniel off his lap. “Wait
here a minute.”

Daniel stood awkwardly, dressed in only a T-shirt and socks, come cooling
on his groin, and not feeling remotely sexy now. He tugged the hem of the T-
shirt down, trying to cover his cock, but the garment wasn’t long enough.

“Oh, don’t hide it,” said Casey when he returned through one of the open
doorways. In his hand he held a red leather teddy bear, which looked a bit
worn. The eyes were hanging on by a thread and he looked like he’d lost some
stuffing along the way. “I love your cock.”

Daniel blushed, wishing he didn’t have such a pale complexion.

“This was given to me by my first master,” said Casey, handing Daniel the
bear. “It’s very special to me and | want you to have it.”

“Oh, sir. | couldn’t, not if it means so much to you.”

“It does mean a lot to me, Daniel. But so do you. | want you to have it. |
want you to know that even though I can’t be there with you in person every
minute of the day, this bear will remind you that | will be thinking of you and
the next time we can get together.”
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“l don’t know what to say.” Daniel blinked rapidly, trying to dispel the
tears before they fell.

“Thank you will suffice,” said Casey, smiling and holding out the bear.

Daniel took it and nodded. “Thank you, sir. I’ll treasure it.”

“And Daniel? You belong to me now. | will protect you, so if any of those
so-called friends of yours give you any grief like last night, you will let me
know. No one hurts my pet and gets away with it, right?”

This time, Daniel couldn’t help the tears. No one had ever cared about him
so much before and it was a bit overwhelming. Casey marched over to him,
and two strides later he had Daniel wrapped up in his embrace.

“Now, how about that bath, en?”

“Yes, sir,” said Daniel, feeling his heart soar.
He was where he had always wanted to be.
Wrapped up in his master’s arms.

THE END
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BRING HIM HOME
By Sammy Goode

Michael glanced down at the orders in his hand again and absently rubbed
his now churning gut. Camp Manhattan, Iraq, he was being deployed to
fucking Irag. Well, Habbiniyah to be exact, some godforsaken strip of desert
that lay close to fucking Fallujah, the land of IEDs and sniper fire and one
hundred-twenty degrees in the shade. Christ!

He knew the deployment had been coming for a while now. After all, it
had been a couple of weeks since he and his group of medics had finished up
their sixteen-week training at Fort Sam Houston. Since then, there had been a
lot of hurry up and wait, endless tactical training in desert-like conditions,
review of field training, no leave... and Finn.

Finn McCullan. As if the very thought of the man could conjure his
appearance, Finn was suddenly there in the distance, striding across the field
toward Michael. Hazel-eyed with dark hair, Finn’s beauty preceded him—was
the first thing everyone seemed to notice, causing women and, yes, even some
men to do a double take.

Michael squinted against the sun and watched Finn’s long legs start to
churn up the turf as he raced to meet him. This was a dangerous man. Michael
had no doubt, fearless Finn McCullan, as the others jokingly called the medic,
was the one thing that could break through his otherwise calm demeanor and
set his blood to boiling. And not because the man made him angry, no, anger
was the last thing on his mind when he thought of Finn.

Lowering his eyes to avoid giving away the crazy idea that so often raced
through his mind—the one about grabbing Finn and pinning him down so he
could grind his dick against him till they both came hard and fast, Michael
glanced again at the papers in his hand. He remembered, with clarity, the
original orders that had brought him to the fort and introduced him to the man
who now seemed to make his fucking knees go weak with just a look in his
direction.

““So, Cap how’s the meatloaf today?”’
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Michael looked down at the tomato-glazed slice of what he hoped was
edible ground beef and then over at the annoying medic-in-training that had
been assigned to his group as of today at 0800. When his gaze connected with
the intense stare of the chirpy little bastard who seemed to be everyone’s best
friend since his arrival that morning, Michael felt an odd stirring... a bit of a
jolt deep down, and recognized it for what it was, desire.

Oh no, this was so not happening. He was a physician, in charge of getting
these ““wet behind the ears” recruits ready in little more than four months to
care for the wounded on a battlefield. He definitely did NOT have time to fuck
around with any of them, especially not this pretty boy.

“That’s Captain Bradshaw to you, Private, and don’t forget it.”

Michael refused to acknowledge the slightly bewildered look in Finn’s eyes
and, instead, turned away to find a seat at the Officer’s table. He heard a slow
exhale of breath behind him and then the muttered, “Sorry, Captain
Bradshaw, won’t happen again.” He knew he should be smiling at taking the
cocky private down a notch but, instead, all he felt was shame at the way he’d
reacted.

Christ, he thought, the kid was harmless, just friendly, that’s all. Ease the
fuck up.

Michael turned to apologize to the private just in time to see him leave the
mess hall, his body language indicating he was a bit embarrassed at being
called out. Suddenly the meatloaf no longer held any appeal; instead, he
shoved the plate onto the dirty tray rack, and followed the retreating figure of
his new recruit. This military shit was getting to him. There was no need to act
like an asshole just to remind a private of who was in charge. Moving quickly
to catch the private, Michael managed to grab at his arm just as he stepped
through the barracks door. Deserted due to it being chow time, the room was
also cast in shadow and Finn’s face was barely discernible in the deepening
gloom.

“Hey, listen, sorry about pulling rank back there. It’s been a long day and
I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. Especially since | haven’t even welcomed
you to our group yet. I’m Michael Bradshaw and you must be...”

“It’s Finn, Finn McCullan, Sir.”



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 5
I | 178

Michael watched as a huge smile lit up the soldier’s face, and felt a
responding twitch of his lips as they pulled into a grin. He shook the
outstretched hand and felt how Finn held on for just a second longer than
normal. The two men looked at each other and just then, something sparked;
some sort of recognition took place in that knowing glance. In that fast few
seconds, each man realized that the other was wired just like him. And that
knowledge resonated deep inside Michael, cracking open the door to the place
where lust lay hidden and waiting.

Slowly, Michael withdrew his hand. He watched as Finn’s easy smile faded
just for a second only to be replaced with an expression that spoke of hunger...
need? Did he really see that, or was his overactive libido so frustrated he
imagined it. Just as quickly as it flared, the look was gone and, with a lick of
his lips, Finn’s smile returned, as bright as before. But Michael wasn’t fooled,
no, he knew what he had seen, and if the slight swell of his cock behind his
fatigues was any indication, his body recognized it as well.

“Well, welcome aboard then, Private. I’ll see you at the briefing tomorrow
morning at 0700.”

Finn cleared his throat and nodded his head. Michael turned and walked
out into the courtyard. As the door swung closed behind him, he paused to
watch small groups of enlisted men stroll toward their barracks. He raised a
hand and wiped away a fine sheen of sweat from his forehead that had risen
despite the fact that it was a cool summer evening. He saw the fine tremors in
his hand and let out a low, shaky laugh.

Jesus, Bradshaw, you’re like a damn schoolgirl with a secret crush.

He looked around at the door that still swung ever so slightly to and fro.
He could hear Finn moving around inside and leaned in to see if he could
catch one more glimpse. Just then, the outdoor compound halogens turned on,
casting everything in a soft purple glow. Michael rocked backward, startled,
and then turned smartly, walking at first and then jogging across the
courtyard, all the while, trying to escape the fierce need to go back in and
grab Finn McCullan by the neck and kiss that grin right off his face.

The sight of Finn running toward him pulled Michael back to the present.
He smiled as he saw Finn raise a hand to catch his eye. A slight breeze rustled
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the papers in his hands and caused him to look down at the orders once more.
Iraq. Well, at least he knew his guys were ready. They had not only completed
their sixteen week course with flying colors, they had also shown real
expertise at handling the more advanced equipment medics would be carrying
In their packs these days.

They had trained both in the classroom and on maneuvers, trying their best
to create what it would be like in the theater on deployment. Every one of his
medics knew how to react in combat situations. He recalled being hunkered
down during one maneuver, with Finn acting as the downed soldier.

He was monitoring another of his medics as he used the FAST 1 for the
first time, right on Finn’s chest. Damn guy was fearless, volunteering to have
another medic punch a hole in his sternum to plant the 1V line so that fluids
could be directed straight to the heart. It was only to be used when normal
access to set up an IV line failed. Finn had been joking around through the
entire process. Michael was pretty damn sure that was when he began to really
like Finn McCullan. After that exercise, he found himself seeking out the
medic more and more often.

The two of them began to naturally gravitate toward each other no matter
where they were. Casual “bumping into one other” had morphed into secretly
meeting far away from base to have a drink or just blow off some steam at the
pool hall.

As weeks passed, Michael found himself looking at Finn less and less as
just a “friend” and more and more as a potential lover. He knew Finn felt the
same just by some of the looks and accidental touching that had been
happening with more frequency when they were hanging out. But this was the
army and to let anyone know that both men were gay, and worse, wanting to
hump like bunnies, was a very bad idea. So cold showers and jacking off solo
in the early morning hours had to suffice. Plus, just because he looked forward
to seeing the cocky bastard every damn day didn’t mean he was falling in love
or some stupid shit like that. He just really... liked the guy that was all.

It was for the best anyway, Michael thought, since now it looked as though
he and Finn would be parting ways courtesy of their upcoming deployments.
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Lost in thought, Michael turned to head back toward his barracks. He stopped
just outside them when he heard Finn calling to him.

“Doc, hey Doc. Wait up, | have something to tell you.”

Michael looked up into the face that had come to mean so much to him.
Damn kid was going to get them both in trouble for calling him Doc instead of
Captain. But before Michael could let the warning sound from his mouth he
saw Finn smile and, as usual, that smile lit Michael up inside. No matter how
many times he tried to remind himself that the private smiled like that at
everyone, he knew he was just fooling himself. Finn was an open book to
Michael, and with just a nod, Michael was pretty sure he could have that sweet
body beneath his own, hot and ready.

The deployment papers in Michael’s hand rustled in the wind again,
reminding him that despite how much he wanted to spend more time getting to
know Finn intimately, this was no doubt one of the last times he would be
seeing him. The combat medics that had trained with him would also have
gotten their orders and it was almost impossible that any of them would be
deployed to the same unit. No, more than likely, they would be assigned to
different platoons and be shipping out to opposite ends of the arena.

“Hey there, Private Finn. I’m guessing you got your orders today. Where
are you shipping out to?”

“Fucking gorgeous Camp Manhattan, home of the 506" Airborne
Regiment, and unless my sources are mistaken, future home of one Captain
Michael Bradshaw!”

Finn let out a whoop of joy and grabbed Michael around the waist,
swinging him around and clapping him on the back. When the dust settled and
the earth stopped spinning, Michael was still held tight in the circle of Finn’s
arms and their faces were so close that Michael could feel the gentle huffs of
breath coming from Finn. Then he heard Finn’s breath catch and stop, his
mouth open, his tongue darting out to moisten his lips. And for one brief
moment, Michael allowed himself to gaze at Finn and wonder for the
hundredth time how sweet he would taste. Just as quickly, where they were
and who could see them came rushing back to mind and the two men
separated. The close call did nothing to dispel Finn’s excitement, however, and
he leaned in slightly, uttering words only meant for Michael’s ears.
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“We’re going to be in the same unit, Doc.” In the back of his mind,
Michael scrambled to make sense of Finn’s whispered remark. But the heat,
the brief feel of those arms around him, the overwhelming desire to take that
one step forward that would allow him to press himself against Finn once
more was all he could process. He felt himself begin to lean in, the urge to
push his groin up against that lean, hard body swamping his senses, his cock
swelling, and his need sharp and visceral.

With a low cry, Finn met him, stomachs brushing, chests rubbing together
and then, oh god, then, hard dicks rutting in time. The kiss followed, full on,
unexpected, bruising. Lips crushing together, Michael’s tongue prodding
Finn’s closed mouth, demanding entry; Finn relenting and, with a soft moan,
opening to a hot, seeking tongue.

There, in the shade of the empty barracks, months of wanting, of hungry
need, erupted in a moment that rocked both men to their very core. Michael
managed to pull back first, his breath coming in harsh pants, his hands
continuing to rub across Finn’s back.

“Fucking want you, Finn. Tell me you need it as much as | do. Tell me
you...”

Michael got no further as Finn’s mouth crashed into his once more and he
felt himself being propelled backwards through the door leading to his
quarters. He heard a soft, high-pitched whine, like an animal in pain, and
realized it was him, his voice, and his desire to touch Finn, forcing quiet,
unearthly sounds from his throat.

Hands flew everywhere, army-issue fatigues being pulled away from
heated flesh, fingers groping and grasping. Michael only let go of Finn long
enough to work open his green webbed belt and tear apart his fly, pushing it
aside to reach in past the boxers and grab the wet-tipped cock that seemed to
come alive at his touch.

Finn gasped and moaned out loud. Michael’s rough hands reaching around
Finn and thrusting down his pants to grab the well-muscled ass that had
taunted him every time it had walked away from him, but not this time. This
time Finn held on and thrust his cock hard against the warm hand that held
him, pulling Michael closer, as if he could somehow crawl inside him.
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The air filled with grunts and whispered curses, as pants hit the floor and
Michael released Finn only to spin him around and drop to his knees,
spreading his cheeks with both hands and burying his tongue deep inside him.
Finn clutched the wall in front of him, and shoved his ass back into Michael’s
thrusting tongue, his knees suddenly weak and his cock dripping.

Seconds turned to minutes as spit-slicked fingers replaced the seeking
tongue. With the crook of a finger and a slight bit of pressure, Finn raised up
on his toes at Michael’s touch.

“Fuck, Doc. You keep that up and I’m going to cum all over this damn
wall.”

Michael chuckled and pushed deep inside Finn again—brushing against
that little nub that made Finn whimper and buck hard into his hand.

“Oh god, god, Doc, tell me you have lube and a damn condom
somewhere... please.”

“Get on your fucking hands and knees and don’t move, Private.”

Finn dropped down as Michael reached across the bunk to his kit and
snatched up the supplies. Fumbling briefly to pull back the lid on the bottle of
slick, Michael tore at the wrapper of the condom with his teeth. In a near
obscene gesture, he balanced the lube on Finn’s ass while he rolled the
condom down over his aching dick. Grabbing it up, he squirted a generous
dollop into his hand and stroked down his length, getting it wet and ready.
Tossing the bottle aside, he knelt down behind Finn and positioned his cock at
Finn’s pucker and pushed in.

So tight, so hot, Finn’s hole spasmed as Michael pushed past the first ring
and drove home, fully seating his cock inside, his balls lightly slapping against
Finn’s ass. Both men groaned aloud as Michael paused, waiting for Finn to
relax enough so that he could pull out again and thrust back in. Finn’s head
hung down, his labored breathing harsh in the stillness of the barracks.

“Fucking hell, move Doc, please, | need you to move.”

Michael didn’t need any further encouragement. Pulling back he jammed
his cock back into that seductive heat and began to pound away, months of
pent-up lust and frustration driving his need.
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The air filled with the sounds of balls slapping and whispered
encouragements, as Michael rode Finn hard and fast, their desires pushing all
else aside. Sweat trickled down the side of Michael’s face as he fucked Finn
with abandon, his movements jerky and erratic as he felt his orgasm building.
Leaning over so that he was laying chest to back, Michael reached around and
grabbed hold of Finn’s cock, using the drops of cum already flowing from the
tip to ease his strokes. Up and down he worked Finn’s shaft as Finn rolled and
bucked and pushed back against the cock filling up his ass. Michael was so
close... so fucking close. With one last heave and thrust into Finn, he felt his
cock swell and jerk, shooting hot cum into the condom. Giving one last stroke,
Michael felt Finn’s back seize and then his dick erupted all over his hand.

Finn collapsed into a heap on the floor, falling to his side and carrying
Michael with him. They landed heavily, breath coming in gasps, bodies still
jerking. Michael wrapped his arms around Finn, pulling him back into his
chest, spooning him on the cold, hard concrete that neither man felt at that
moment.

“Christ, Finn, that was fucking amazing.”
“Yeah, Doc, yeah.”

They lay there together, Michael’s cock softening inside Finn’s ass,
prompting him to move and get the condom off. Finn let out a slightly pained
sigh as Michael withdrew to tie off the rubber. Reaching back, Michael
grabbed at Finn’s shoulders to lift him off the floor.

“C’mon Private, let’s take this to a more comfortable location.”

Both men moved to sit on the edge of Michael’s bunk. Finn chuckled as he
looked down at their crumpled uniforms still tangled in their boots.

Michael took in the direction of his glance and tapped his booted feet,
causing Finn to laugh out loud and collapse backwards across the bunk,
pulling Michael with him.

They lay side by side, their chuckles diminishing until silence reigned.
Michael turned to look at Finn’s smiling face. He reached out with one hand
and brushed some dirt off Finn’s cheek and smiled in return. They stared at
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one another, both hesitant to speak, not wanting to break the comfortable
silence. Finally, Finn spoke.

“So, now what do we do, Doc?”

Michael looked into Finn’s questioning gaze and, for just a moment, felt
the weight of what they had done... of what they had unleashed. Then,
breathing out a calming breath, he said the only thing that made sense.

“Now we go to Iraqg, do our job, and...”

Michael paused as he reached for the courage to finish.
Gently, Finn reached out a finger and stroked Michael’s cheek.
“And, what?”

“And make sure we bring each other home safe.”

“I like the sound of that.”

Michael leaned in and kissed Finn softly as he sent up a fervent prayer that
they would do just that... both come home, safe and whole.

*k*k*k

The desert was fucking hot and dusty. And went on for miles and miles and
miles. Michael washed his hands and dispensed more anti-diarrhea medicine
and the same tired admonition to “please wash your damn hands.” Between the
lousy porta-johns and the desert heat, he was seeing more stomach issues than
anything else. Not that he was complaining. Anything was better than seeing
someone who’d just had a limb blown off by stumbling onto a roadside IED.
Fucking explosives were worse than sniper fire.

A hot, dusty breeze blew in as the door to the makeshift hospital opened
and a few soldiers walked in, along with Finn, the battalion’s combat medic.
From the laughter, it was obvious Finn had told yet another of his seemingly
endless supply of dirty jokes. Michael watched the group approach, wondering
what crazy-ass shenanigans they were up to this time. Finn should have been
in bed—Iliterally. One of the ways that command ensured the safety of the men
was to make sure that both helicopter crews and medical staff followed a strict
twelve-on, twelve-off tour. In other words, you worked twelve hours, you
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rested twelve and most of that “resting” twelve should be done sleeping. Finn
had a difficult time understanding the concept of resting.

Unfortunately, this also meant that Finn skirted the edge of placing himself
and, by forfeit, his chopper crew in less than desirable circumstances. A tired
medic was a slow medic and sometimes speed was what kept you from taking
on unwanted enemy fire in a war zone. Already high-strung and full of erratic
energy, a tired Finn was a dangerous Finn and Michael gritted his teeth once
more at the signs of obvious exhaustion that were etched across Finn’s face.

He tried to understand why Finn put himself at risk time and again all
because he refused to sleep. After one of the very few times he’d managed to
get Finn alone, he asked Finn to explain it to him—why he had such a hard
time relaxing and why Finn would not let Michael help him by prescribing a
mild sedative to help him sleep. Huge mistake. Finn got pissed, and just a bit
offended, and that was an understatement. He could still see Finn’s reaction
had played out.

“Are you kidding? You want to knock me out? No way, Doc. That shit
fucks with my head. Nope, absolutely not.”

“But Finn, you have to get some rest. If you keep going at this rate, you’re
going to be pulled off the active duty roster and put on cleaning bedpans in the
infirmary.”

“Only if you put me on report. And you would never do that right? Doc?
Right?”

“Listen Finn, | didn’t want to but it’s just not safe, | mean...”

“You did it? You reported me? Shit! How the hell could you do that? Why?
Why would you make the request to have me taken off active duty? Jesus, what
am | gonna do now? How in the hell am | gonna keep you safe? You promised
me—you promised we’d keep each other—watch each other’s backs. Home
safe—that’s what you said. Did you forget what we said back at Fort Sam?
Christ, how could you do this to me? What am | going to do? How am | going
to keep my promise now? Tell me, goddammit! HOW IN THE FUCK AM |
GOING TO DO THAT FROM THE FUCKING INFIRMARY?”



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 5
I | 186

Michael stared at Finn, hardly able to believe that the screaming lunatic
standing before him was the same man who had gone down on his knees not
twelve hours earlier and swallowed his dick, laughing and moaning and
grabbing his ass. Where had that man gone? Michael had no idea when he
had requested that Finn be taken off extraction and put on mandatory duty at
the Infirmary for the next two weeks, just how close to the edge Finn really
was. But now he saw clearly that Finn was a ticking time bomb, just waiting to
go off. He reached out to stroke Finn’s arm to calm him and reared back as
Finn shook him off and stalked to the window across the room. There he stood,
chest heaving, obviously trying to get a grip on the emotions that were waging
a pretty hefty war of their own inside Finn’s head.

Michael approached him slowly, once more reaching out, this time to
gently stroke Finn’s back. He felt the shudder run through Finn, causing him
to tremble violently. He reached an arm around Finn’s chest and caught him
just as the man collapsed against Michael’s hard body. Michael felt Finn
shake as the tears came, ugly, gulping tears that men cry when they’ve been
pushed to the brink and left there far too long.

He shushed and petted Finn, squeezing him tight, stroking his hair and
whispering quiet nonsense in his ear. Michael felt so inadequate, not knowing
how to comfort the man in his arms but wanting to nonetheless. Slowly, Finn’s
sobs lessened and Michael felt his body relax into his own. He gave Finn a few
minutes more, hoping he would speak and tell Michael that he was going to be
okay, that he would rest and not fight Michael anymore about the change in
duty and the need for rest. True to form, Finn began with a dry laugh.

“Damn, | hate this shit. | feel so weak over here, Doc. Every time | feel like
| got it together, some damn IED explodes and our guys get fucked over.
Christ | didn’t mean to cry like a damn girl. Probably sounds like I’'m a
section eight eh, Doc?”

“Shhh Finn, of course not.”

“Nah, it’s okay, I get it. | even knew it was coming. I’ve been so wired
lately. For Christ’s sake 1I’m a medic. I’ve been trained to see the signs of
combat stress. Guess I’m just piss-poor at seeing it in myself.”
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“Finn, why do you think one of the most famous sayings concerning
doctors is “‘Physician, heal thyself’? We’re notorious for missing our own
problems but aces at diagnosing everyone else. It’s okay, you just need to
rest—get some sleep. | just requested you be given a few days, Finn, that’s all,
then you can go right back on active duty roster, | swear. Hell, I’ll even sign
the paperwork now, saying you’re ready for active duty early—postdate it to
the day after tomorrow, if it will make you feel better.”

Michael began to step away to grab the forms needed to do what he had
just promised to Finn, but Finn snatched at him like he was a life preserver
and pulled him in tight to himself, clutching at Michael.

“Shhh Finn, it’s okay, | have you, it’s just a few days and then back to...”

“No, it’s not that, it’s just. Shit, Doc, | want you... please, | just need to
feel normal, just for a few minutes.”

Michael looked at his lover and saw the lust behind the exhaustion. This
was dangerous. Anyone could step in and discover them. But the need pouring
off Finn was so palpable that Michael found himself unable to say no.
Reaching out to briefly touch Finn’s cheek in reassurance, Michael stepped
around him and locked the door to his office. Turning back, he grabbed Finn
by the hand and took him behind the curtained exam area where he leaned in
to kiss him. Finn devoured Michael’s lips. Michael felt his cock harden and
push against the placket of his camo pants as Finn pushed his body flush up
against Michael, grinding their cocks together.

Breaking off the kiss, Finn kneeled down and frantically tore at Michael’s
belt and zipper. He worked Michael’s cock free from his boxers and greedily
bent to suck him down, gagging in the process. Pulling back, Finn went down
again and again, each time swirling his tongue around the tip of Michael’s
dick, and sucking hard up and down.

Michael leaned back against the exam table, thrusting into Finn’s face,
fucking his throat. Their harsh, guttural breathing broke the otherwise silent
room, as Finn continued to work Michael’s cock as if his life depended on
seeing Michael cum as quickly as possible. Within minutes, Michael was
ramming his cock down Finn’s throat and doing just that in long, hot spurts.
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Finn groaned as he sucked on Michael, not letting up until Michael pushed
him off his now sensitive cock. Without pausing to draw a deep breath,
Michael watched as Finn tore his zipper down and released his hard, weeping
cock. A few strokes and Finn came all over his hand, his sweating head
collapsing onto Michael’s thigh.

The two men gulped in air as they came down off the heat of the moment.
Michael reached down and stroked Finn’s hair and smiled as Finn turned his
head ever so slightly and nuzzled into his hand. Michael pulled Finn to his
feet. Slowly, they cleaned up and reassembled their clothing.

Finn kissed Michael and hugged him tight for a brief second.

“I promise I’ll sleep. Just let me stay on active duty, okay? Please fix it,
Doc—and | won’t let you down.”

Michael felt himself nod his head and knew that he would ask that his own
request be denied. He would lie and say that Finn was okay for active duty,
that Finn had gotten the needed rest. He felt his chest tighten as he glanced
down at the dark head that rested on his shoulder and sincerely hoped that his
lie would not come back to haunt him in the end.

*kkk

Six months in this fucking hole of a country. Six long months that
should’ve ended with him and Finn catching a boat out of there for a month-
long leave. For sure, Michael had sent his share of severely wounded to the
medical transport ship that sat in the Persian Gulf but had never set foot on the
boat himself.

Michael passed a weary hand over his face, scrubbing at what felt like
permanent layers of grit and dust. He sat at his desk in the infirmary and
looked once more at the paper laying in front of him. The words seem to swim
and dance as his tired brain tried to make sense of them. The words denied
leave and six remaining months jumped off the page and slammed into his
brain. He glanced up at the door leading outside and wondered if Finn had
gotten a similar order. He imagined so... after all they were a medical team
sent to this godforsaken post together, he imagined they would leave at the
same time as well.
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He wondered how Finn would take this setback. Just the previous day, they
had managed to steal a precious hour under the guise of taking stock for the
upcoming supply run. In fact, they had fucked in the makeshift closet, urging
each other on with strained whispers and a quick slap of slick applied to
government-issue rubbers bought at the PX. Frantic hands groping each other,
searing kisses and then Michael pushing into that hot tight ass. Finn crying out
just briefly after insisting that a quick shove of two fingers had been enough
prep to take Michael’s straining cock.

Rutting deep and fast, heedless of the shelves they banged into and the
bandages and IV tubing raining down on them, all they could see and feel was
each other and their frantic need to feel alive. It had been weeks since they had
last found the time and place to be together. All niceties, any thoughts of
careful and slow lovemaking, had been thrown aside as their lust clawed its
way to the surface and iron-hard dicks ground together in desperation. Never
before had Michael felt such a deep urgency to be inside Finn, mark him,
fucking claim him.

Afterwards, they’d stood with their harsh breaths rending the air around
them. Michael held onto Finn by the back of his neck, pressing their foreheads
to each other. Finally, Finn had spoken the words that had surely been eating
away at him ever since that first time back at Fort Sam.

“We gotta get the hell out of here Doc. This place is killing me. The army
and all its stupid, fucking rules are making me crazy. Not touching you, having
to fuck like scared rabbits in a goddamn closet, never being able to lie down
next to you... hold you... ah shit...”

Finn’s voice broke and Michael’s hand clenched around his neck, pulling
his lover in even closer, as if by pressing into him, Michael could make all the
buried hurt and frustration Finn was feeling go away. This wasn’t how things
were supposed to be. They should be kicking back on a sofa, sipping coffee
and reading the Sunday paper after a leisurely morning of lovemaking. Each
day almost boring in its routine and each night climbing into bed together with
hours to explore the body that lay next to them, caress the warm flesh, kiss the
places that drove each other insane with desire.

Normal, their lives should be fucking normal. They should be able to tell
each other they loved each other. Instead, the words remained locked away,
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always near the surface but never spoken aloud for fear that if they were, if
they truly revealed how deeply they had come to need each other, one of them
would be snatched away, or the victim of a hidden IED, the receiving end of a
sniper’s bullet.

Michael felt Finn’s body shudder in the stillness, dry sobs racking his too-
thin frame, and once again felt the anger over wasted lives and time spentin a
country they had no place being, fill him. He wanted to lash out and destroy
something, his anger white hot and corrosive. Instead, he drew in a deep
breath, willing himself to calm down and focus on just holding Finn in his
arms, soothing him with his voice and hands.

“It’s gonna be okay Finn, shhh, we’re going to get out of here soon. Our
tour is almost up and then we head home.”

Finn looked up at Michael’s face, his own awash in anxiety and for the
first time, Michael thought he saw fear as well.

“Together, right Doc? We leave this shitty hole together. We promised
each other, home safe, yeah? Doc?”

Michael looked into the eyes of the only man he had ever thought it
possible to love and felt the promise rise to his lips once again.

““Home safe, Finn. You and me, home safe.”

The words rushed through Michael’s memory with the speed of lightening,
causing his eyes to fill with unshed tears as he stared at the paper that
consigned him to no leave and more months of hell. He pinched the bridge of
his nose between two fingers and thrust the paper aside. He needed to find
Finn and make sure he was okay, that the orders hadn’t sent Finn over the
edge.

He knew exactly where to find him. He would be sitting right at the edge
of camp, there at the mouth of the endless desert. He called it his “thinking
place”. Michael knew it was just a shitty little corner of camp near the
constantly humming generators that few of the men ever ventured toward. It
was a perfect place to have a few minutes alone, to just think or breathe for a
minute. After all, sleeping in a tent with thirteen other guys every night wore
thin, and any spare minute you could be alone felt like a bit of heaven.
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Finn was currently on his twelve hours off rotation and Michael knew that
he rarely slept more than a few hours during that time. He rose, stepping out
around his desk, snatching up his cap, and making his way to the door when
the call came across his radio for a dust off.

The alert was for the medevac to fire up and go in to pick up casualties. As
he grabbed his gear, Michael recalled hearing that a small group of soldiers
had been sent out to secure a village not far from base camp. There had been
intelligence reports that insurgents were holed up there, using the few
remaining villagers as human shields against military attack. The radio chatter
meant they had taken on injured who were now waiting to be airlifted back to
base hospital for treatment.

Michael took precious minutes strapping on his body armor and then his
molle vest complete with extra rounds of ammo for his M4 rifle. He hated
carrying a gun but since the enemy failed to follow any Geneva Convention
rules, he was as vulnerable as the next man out in the field. Finally, he grabbed
his helmet and slung his medic bag over his shoulder. With no thought to the
additional equipment weighing him down, he began to sprint toward the
landing zone and the waiting helicopter and her crew. Other than the pilot,
there would be three others with Michael, the copilot, flight tech and the door
gunner. The Blackhawk flying today could easily carry the four men and have
room for two or three litters as well.

Michael jumped on board and was greeted with a small chorus of
“Welcome aboard, Doc.” Nodding to the others, Michael began to turn and
take his seat. Glancing behind him he nearly dropped his weapon at the sight
of Finn running full out with all his gear toward the medevac.

“Hey, looks like fearless Finn is going to join us this trip, Doc. Did you
request an additional medic?”

Michael felt himself shake his head as he watched with growing anger at
the fast approaching medic. As Finn launched himself into the helicopter,
Michael grabbed his arm and lurched forward to shout in his ear. The
helicopter’s engines were producing a deafening sound, drowning out most, if
not all communication.

“What the fuck are you doing, Finn? You’re not supposed to be on for
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another six hours. This is my call and you know it. Now get the fuck off this
bird and go back to your bunk.”

Finn grinned and tapped his ears, helplessly shrugging, as if to indicate he
hadn’t heard a word Michael had said. With growing frustration, Michael
watched as Finn strapped himself in for the ride and then ground his teeth
together as the flight tech tapped him on the arm to indicate he should do the
same. Once strapped in, the pilot cleared them for takeoff and they became
airborne. Desperately wanting to talk to Finn, Michael grabbed his headset
only to realize that all the team members on the flight would hear anything he
said to the private.

Michael sat and thought about just how much he was going to enjoy
chewing Finn’s ass off when they got back to base camp. Maybe he would
request that Finn be grounded for a couple of days just to teach the cocky
medic a lesson. Michael smiled at the idea of watching Finn throw a fit over
the possible punishment.

The sound of enemy fire pulled Michael from his gloating thoughts to the
mission at hand. As he listened, the copilot went over the plan for extracting
two soldiers who were critically injured and in need of immediate care.

He glanced sideways at Finn, noting how he sat forward, nodding as each
piece of information was given over the headsets.

Despite being pissed that Finn had once again skirted the rules, Michael
was actually glad Finn was along for the ride. The medic was not only efficient
but rarely anything less than calm and collected in high-stress situations,
which from the sounds of it, was exactly what they were headed toward.

Apparently, there had been skirmishes most of the morning on the outskirts
of the village with gunfire being exchanged off and on for several hours.
According to reports from the theater, there were snipers set up both in and
around the outlying area. Two soldiers had been picked off as they were
running into position on the west bank. Both of the wounded were critically
injured and needed to be medevaced back to the base hospital for further
treatment.

This was a straight shot in and out. No big deal on paper. But Michael felt
his stomach roll as the thought of all that could go wrong began to bloom in
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his mind. Although they had been assured that the snipers had been subdued,
no one knew for certain if they had managed to flush them all out into the
open. Because of that, two heavily armed soldiers would meet them at the
landing site and escort Michael and Finn to the waiting soldiers.

Once the medics assessed their patients’ needs and did whatever they could
in the field, those same soldiers would help carry the litters back to the
helicopter. And that was the most dangerous time, when everyone was running
full-out back to the chopper with very little ground cover except for their body
armor.

As the Blackhawk began its descent, Michael had no more time to
contemplate the dangers. Instead, he turned to Finn and gave him the “eyes on
me” motion with his two fingers. Finn nodded his understanding that he was to
follow Michael as they approached the place where the wounded lay.

In the last remaining seconds, Michael closed his eyes and sent up a prayer
for safety. While he wasn’t super religious, he figured they would need all the
help they could get in pulling off a safe extraction. Then the chopper touched
down and what should have been routine was shot to hell and Michael’s worst
nightmare began.

*k*k*x

Three days later, as Michael watched the helicopter carrying Finn take off
for the Persian Gulf and the navy ship, USNS Comfort, the memory of that
dust off continued to ricochet through his memory and fill his every waking
moment.

“Sure am gonna miss Finn, Doc, but he was damn lucky to have you there.
Christ, that boy would be going home in a body bag if it hadn’t been for you.”

The sergeant clapped him on the back and moved off, leaving Michael to
stare at the receding Blackhawk. Michael bit back a near sob and turned,
blindly heading for the infirmary and his office. Once there he closed the door
and went to the window, not bothering to move the sheet that served as the
curtain keeping the heat of the day at bay.

He leaned his forehead against the window and finally let go, his harsh,
gulping sobs filling the air. As he cried, his palm slapped against the cement
wall next to the window and he cursed the day he had met Finn McCullan.



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 5
I | 194

Why the fuck had he come along on that extraction? Why couldn’t that
stupid son of a bitch ever follow the damn rules? Why? Fucking hell, why
hadn’t it been Michael who caught the sniper’s bullet?

The questions tore at the final edges of Michael’s sanity as he realized that
he might never see Finn again. His leg... oh shit, his leg. Michael couldn’t
stop the bleeding. He’d kept applying pressure but the bullet had hit the
femoral artery and it just kept pouring out. He should have used the tourniquet
earlier but he had hesitated because there was the chance that Finn might lose
his leg due to lack of oxygen getting to his lower extremity. Now, none of that
really seemed to matter because Finn was currently on flight to the Comfort
and from there, eventually to home.

It all sounded great till you remembered that he would be travelling in
order to be fitted for a prosthesis that would replace the lower half of his left
leg. Too much blood loss, the surgeon had confirmed. The tourniquet had been
on too long while the chopper had been pinned down due to the enemy fire
that had suddenly erupted all around them. Minutes had turned into hours as
Finn lay half delirious from pain, and his leg continued to bleed.

Every hour they were grounded, Michael would loosen the tourniquet for a
few minutes, hoping it would be enough to oxygenate the lower portion of his
leg and delay toxicity; but each time he did it, the blood loss increased until he
could no longer justify messing with it at all.

Michael felt his “golden hour” slip by, that precious block of time to treat
and retrieve the wounded, move them to a facility where full medical care
could be administered. As one hour flowed into the next, Finn’s chances for
surviving intact became less and less and still Michael cared for him, doing
everything within his power to extend that window of time.

Michael drew in a ragged breath and wiped his eyes with the back of his
sleeve. He was so tired. In the last seventy-two hours he had barely slept,
spending most of his time at Finn’s bedside when he wasn’t on duty. Finn had
woken several times, but it wasn’t until he had managed to keep down some
fluids that the surgeon had told him about the leg and the impending trip.
Michael sat by his side as the doctor had droned on and on about how Finn
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was lucky to have survived and that he could still lead a full and productive
life. The entire time Finn looked at Michael only once and when he did
Michael felt his stomach drop like a stone.

This is exactly why there were no fraternization rules. Michael had fucked
up beyond measure, not only falling for another soldier but one under his
command. Christ, how would he ever get the sight of Finn going down under
that sniper fire out of his mind? This was his fault, he had put both Finn and
himself and every soldier on that chopper in danger and for what? A quick
fuck in the supply closet because he couldn’t keep it in his pants? No, Jesus,
Finn was worth so much more than that. The self-loathing Michael felt only
increased when he’d finally caught a glimpse of Finn’s face.

Finn’s eyes had a defeated look that spoke volumes, and Michael knew in
that instant that Finn would have preferred death over having to live the rest of
his life crippled. But Michael could never let that happen.

Michael moved from the window and sat down heavily on his desk chair.
He dropped his head into his hands and tried to shut down the memory of his
last visit with Finn prior to his being airlifted out.

“Finn, you’ll be home before you know it. Hell, by the time you’re out of
rehab, I’ll be home. This is it for me, no more army, going to resign my
commission and try to make it in a hospital somewhere or maybe even private
practice. I’m going to need a good physician’s assistant. We can meet up,
figure out where we want to live and go from there. Just like you always
wanted right, Finn?”’

Michael paused and watched as a lone tear rolled down Finn’s cheek. He
felt as though his heart was being torn in half. Finn had not spoken to him
since finding out his leg had been amputated and now Michael was fucking
helpless to know how to pull Finn back from the nowhere land he seemed
intent on dwelling in. Instinctively, Michael reached out to wipe away Finn’s
tear, only to be stopped by the harsh tone of Finn’s voice.

“Don’t touch me.”
“What? What did you say, Finn?”
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Finally after days of silence, Finn turned to face Michael, his eyes blazing,
his face flushed.

*“I said, Captain Bradshaw, don’t fucking touch me. I’m not your patient.”

“What the fuck do you mean you’re not my patient? | never said you were.
But you are my...”

“Your what? Your boyfriend? Your lover? No? Can’t figure it out? How
can this be? The great doctor doesn’t have a nice neat label for what | was?
Well, how about | help you out. Maybe | was just another warm body.
Something to use when you got a little bored out here in the desert. What do
they call that Captain? Oh yeah... a fuckbuddy, right? Maybe that’s what |
was to you, A CONVENIENT FUCKBUDDY!”

Finn’s voice grew louder with each question. Michael felt himself flinch at
the disdain and anger that dripped off every word Finn uttered. Then, just
when it seemed that Finn was going to lose it completely, he seemed to cave in
on himself, his voice weakening and his body slumping back into the bed from
where he’d risen during his outburst. The next time he spoke it was barely
above a whisper.

“Well, I’m not your concern anymore. So, if you don’t mind, 1’d like you to
leave so | can get ready for transport.”

“No, wait Finn, we made a promise to each other, remember? We were
going to get each other home sa...”

But before Michael could finish, Finn spoke again, this time stronger,
steadier, with conviction in his voice.

“Just go, Michael, and don’t come back anymore. | don’t want you here.”
“But Finn...”

This time Finn turned and the words Michael was about to utter died on
his lips as he saw the look on his lover’s face.

“I don’t need you anymore. | can find my own way home... alone.”

Somehow, despite the numbing cold Michael felt creeping over his body as
Finn uttered those final words, Michael was able to leave the infirmary,
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mumbling some halfhearted statement about returning to see Finn off the next
day. During the last twelve hours Finn was on base, Michael moved in a fog
through his job and then managed to walk with leaden feet to the tarmac in
time to see Finn being boarded onto the big Blackhawk that would carry him
out to sea to the Comfort.

Michael raised his head to stare at the place that would keep him captive
for six more months. Placing both hands on his desk, he struggled to his feet,
exhaustion threatening to overwhelm him. Slowly he pulled open the left
drawer of his desk and bent down to retrieve the picture from his days at Fort
Sam. He traced Finn’s smiling face with the tip of one finger and blew out a
shaky breath.

Somehow he had to reach beyond this guilt that was eating away at him
from the inside out. Somehow he had to make it up to Finn, to prove to him
that he was worthy of the sacrifice Finn had made. If it took every day for the
rest of his life, he would show Finn what he meant to him. Michael was just
beginning to understand that both of them had lost something that day, not just
Finn but Michael as well. Finn had lost his leg, but Michael had lost faith in
himself, in his ability to be the man Finn had expected him to be, the man who
Finn trusted to bring him home safe.

Well, that was going to change. Right here, right now. No more tears. No
more fucking whiny-ass crying. This was not over. He and Finn were not
through. He had nothing but time on his hands to plan how to fix this. Six
more months to find a way to get Finn back. He needed to concentrate now, be
ready. Fuckbuddy! Oh Finn, you are so wrong. You were never something so
casual, so disposable. You were so much more than that. It was time to set
Finn McCullan straight. Michael was ready to fight for what was his. He was
ready to bring Finn home. Bring him home safe, just like he promised.

Michael folded the picture in half and shoved it in his pocket. Scrubbing
his face once more to erase any trace of the tears he had shed, Michael turned
toward the door, his mind already ticking down the moments until he would
see Finn again.

*k*k*k
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Six long months in the desert had not been kind to Captain Michael
Bradshaw. By the time he stepped onto the tarmac at Joint Base Lewis-
McCord in Washington, he was whippet-thin, with dark shadows beneath his
eyes and an intense look that made most people reluctant to speak to him.

He was, in a word, a driven man. The burning need to see Finn had only
increased exponentially in the last few months until Michael felt it would
consume him with its overwhelming need. If he had thought seeing Finn leave
on that litter was hell, he had in no way been prepared for what had come next.
Silence. Deep, total, suffocating silence.

It had been six months of returned letters. Unanswered emails. Endless,
increasingly frantic voice messages left on a phone Michael was not even sure
Finn still used. No communication whatsoever.

The passing time had nearly broken Michael and, in the end, had finally
made him come to terms with the idea that Finn might be lost to him forever.

And that, Michael thought, well, that was just a bitch, especially since in
those long, dark months Michael had come to the firm realization that he was
in love with the stubborn and elusive Private First Class Finn McCullan. Of
course what was happening in Finn’s life wasn’t a mystery anymore, not since
Finn’s Aunt Sharen had contacted Michael. She had tracked down Michael
while he was still in Irag. All those voice messages had finally been heard by
someone.

She told him that while Finn might be physically recovering and was, in
fact, doing well with his prosthetic leg, she was sure something was still very
wrong with her nephew.

Michael had listened, as Sharen described how Finn seemed to drift
through his days. He was living with her in Baltimore, still going to therapy
but doing little else. Recently, Sharen had been encouraging Finn to get out
more, meet people. She said he muttered something about needing more time
and then retreated to his bedroom for three days.

The hand holding the phone began to shake as Michael listened. Closing
his eyes, he recalled the many times he had stayed behind in the barracks,
supposedly resting while all the other off duty guys went off to pitch a ball and
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blow off steam. He knew what Finn needed—to just be alone. The silence was
always preferable to all the noise around that made you feel like you were
going to jump out of your own skin

“Honestly, Dr. Bradshaw, | thought he was dead it was so quiet. Well,
during the day anyway. But not at night, no, not at night.”

Michael heard the worry in her voice and gently asked her what she meant.
He had a good idea what she was going to say but he needed to be sure, so he
prodded her to answer.

“Well, he has these awful nightmares. Some nights, he just lets loose with
one of those horrible, bone-chilling screams and then | hear him call out your
name, over and over again. It’s why | knew I needed to track you down. | think
Finn needs you. | think he believes that you’ll keep him safe. It’s what he
always cries about, you know, when he’s dreaming. It just breaks my heart.”

She broke down then and Michael tried to comfort her, but the memories
were rolling in on him so fast he could barely breathe much less speak.
Nightmares. He had them as well. Over and over, on an endless loop, that day
played out in Michael’s dreams.

Finn running, calling back over his shoulder for Michael to stay low. The
sharp report of a gun and then the slight whine as the bullet flew past him and
seemed to explode into Finn. The burst of red that turned so quickly to black
as the sand colored pants drank in all that blood. Finn’s blood. The moment
when Finn fell, crying out, and then lay so very still.

Michael felt the familiar dread bubble up, as time seemed to slow to a stop.
For just a moment, standing there, vaguely listening to Aunt Sharen’s
concerns, Michael was right back in the desert. Suddenly all Michael could
hear were the screams that tore from his own throat night after night as he was
ripped from his sleep by the horrifying dream of Finn getting shot. How many
times had he woken up with his chest heaving, tears running down his face?
Too many to count. He knew exactly what demons haunted Finn. Michael
clawed his way back from that dark memory to hear himself promising to visit
as soon as he got stateside. And now here he was, finally back and Finn just a
few hours away.
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Two more days dragged by until Michael was able to book a flight heading
for BWI airport.

Michael carefully made his way through the concourse, watching for the
signs indicating taxi service. He was so close to Finn he swore he could almost
feel the man. Finally seeing the exit indicating a taxi stand, Michael jogged
down the ramp and out through the doors toward the nearest yellow and black
cab that had a lit sign. Tapping on the passenger side window, he impatiently
waited as the cabbie pressed the button to lower the window.

“l need to get into the city, by the Inner Harbor, to 987 Light Street, can
you get me there?”

The cabbie grunted his assent and Michael threw his bag in the trunk and
slid into the back seat. After making sure Michael could pay the fare, the taxi
slid into traffic and onto the highway leading into downtown, Baltimore.

Michael fidgeted in the back seat, his thin leg bouncing out a shaky
rhythm, as the city loomed closer and closer. He looked over the skyline and
all he could think was Finn. Finn was there, so close now.

When the cab finally maneuvered into a spot in front of Sharen’s
townhouse, Michael was nearly vibrating with excitement. Handing the driver
his fare plus a healthy tip, Michael bounded out of the cab, grabbed his
suitcase and jogged up the stairs to the front door. And then it hit him.

What if Finn refused to see him? What if he disappeared into that damn
bedroom and closed the door in Michael’s face? Holy god, what if he didn’t
believe that Michael had come home so he could tell him how much he’d
missed him, how much he loved him?

The questions raced one after another through Michael’s ramped-up brain,
causing his heart to race and his palms to actually begin sweating. He was so
close. Surely Finn would see him? Taking a deep breath, Michael raised his
fist and knocked. When the door opened, a pair of hazel green eyes surrounded
by a thick head of black hair peered out at him. Michael held his breath,
waiting for some sign that Finn was happy, glad to see him.

Confusion knit Finn’s brow, causing him to squint at Michael and then,
recognition dawned in his eyes. Staggering forward, his limbs more



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 5
I | 201

uncoordinated than usual, Finn stepped down, forcing his trim body into the
space barely large enough for Michael to stand.

Reaching out with one hand, Finn’s expression became that of
wonderment, as he touched Michael’s face, stroking a finger down his cheek,
stopping to hover over his lips.

“You came.”

Slowly, Michael reached up and wrapped his hand around the finger poised
over his mouth, and gently drew it close, kissing the tip of it. He watched as
Finn’s eyes drifted shut and a look of utter joy claimed his beautiful face.
Pulling the hand downward, Michael closed the remaining distance and leaned
in to kiss Finn. Just as their lips touched, Finn gave a startled cry, and stepped
backwards, his arms wheeling in the air as his prosthetic leg failed to shift
properly, causing him to lose his balance.

Michael’s hand shot out to grab Finn’s arm, helping him to straighten and
regain his equilibrium. As if Michael’s very touch burned him, Finn snatched
his arm away and stepped back up into the doorway.

“Thank you Michael, but I don’t need your help. Please, come in, my Aunt
Sharen went down to the store just a few minutes ago but she should be back
soon. I’m sure she’d like to meet you.”

The icy invitation hung in the air. Michael blinked and almost shook his
head at Finn’s quick mood change. He watched as Finn moved into the house,
leaving the door open behind him for Michael to follow.

Michael stepped inside and, after leaving his suitcase by the front door,
joined Finn in the living room. He was sitting on the sofa, the fingers of his
right hand tapping out a pattern on his thigh. Michael noticed that Finn sat at
the nearest end of the sofa, allowing him to angle his body so that his injured
leg was tucked against the side.

The anxiety rolled off of Finn in waves and Michael realized what he was
seeing for the first time. The signs were all there: the anxiousness, the burst of
anger when he had tried to help Finn, herky-jerky body language that cried out
how very uncomfortable Finn was at the moment. All of them pointed to
PTSD, and Michael wondered if he was right to think that Finn might be
suffering from the disorder.
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Michael felt himself slowly relax. This was familiar territory. He had
certainly seen it often enough in the desert. Hell, he had danced with this devil
himself. Finn was, in essence, reliving the trauma of being shot and losing his
leg over and over again. Michael recognized it because he, too, had grappled
with his own nightmares. The truth of it was that the time spent in Iraq had
broken something within both of them. But now, together, they stood the
chance of healing, of getting stronger, together. If only Finn would let him
stay. If only Finn could forgive him.

Finn cleared his throat and jerked his eyes toward Michael.

“So, | guess you heard I, uhm, am getting a medical discharge from the
service. What about you? Are you just here on leave or are you...”

Finn left the question unfinished and hanging in the air. Michael could see
the mix of fear and hope in his eyes.

“No, I’m done as well. My resignation is in the works and I’m finally
getting to use up all that excess leave | have. So after checking in, | came
directly here from the base in Washington.”

Finn stopped and stared at Michael, understanding dawning on his face, as
he figured out that Michael had flown directly to see him, not even stopping
off to see his own parents. As Michael watched, Finn’s expression crumpled
inward and tears started running down his cheeks. His sobs coming in big
gulps, shaking his entire body. Michael dove off his seat and caught Finn up in
his arms.

“Shhh, Finn, shhh, | have you. It’s okay. Everything is going to be okay.
I’m here now and we’re both safe. Home safe, just like we promised to each
other.”

Michael flinched as Finn jerked his body back and snapped out a response.

“Everything is going to be okay? How does that work, Doc? You got some
magic pill that’s going to miraculously regrow my fucking leg? Or make these
damn nightmares go away for good? Jesus Christ! Why the hell did you come
here? So you could pity the poor fucking cripple?”

He watched as Finn angrily brushed aside his tears and struggled to control
himself. But Michael had heard enough; he began to pace back and forth,
trying to explain to Finn how he had it all wrong.
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“What? Finn, no. Pity the cripple? Jesus, Finn, | would never, oh god, no.
Finn, | came here because | missed you, because | love you and needed to see
you. I’'m here because every goddamn day away from you ate at my gut like
acid. Don’t you see? | had to come—I had to ask you—beg you to forgive
me.”

Finn looked up at Michael in shock.
“Forgive you? For what?”

Michael stopped short. Here was his chance to set the record straight once
and for all and let go of all the guilt he had eaten for so long.

“It was my fault. You getting shot... it was all my fault. I was your
commanding officer. | was responsible and I let you get hurt. It should have
been me who took that bullet, not you. Never you, Finn. All I’ve done for the
past six months is think about getting back to you. Of telling you how sorry |
was. To have just one more chance to show you how much | love you and see
If you still felt the same. To ask you if you could forgive me. But, I think |
might be too late.”

Finn cried out as Michael moved to turn away. And then he was there, in
Michael’s arms, sobbing and asking Michael to stay.

Finn cried as Michael rocked him in his arms, stroking his back, patting his
hair. Slowly, the tender touches became more intimate as Michael began
kissing the side of Finn’s neck and cheek, and he felt him arch into his touch.
Turning his face to Michael, Finn lifted his mouth for a kiss and Michael
swept in, gently at first and then harder, crushing Finn’s mouth beneath his
own, plunging his tongue in, tasting the man he had only been able to dream
about for months.

When they broke apart, both men were breathing heavily. Finn’s cheeks
were still wet from his spent tears and Michael reached out to wipe the last
remaining few away. Finn gave a shaky laugh, and then reached up to cup
Michael’s head in his hands and drew him forward for one more soft, slow
kiss. Releasing his hold on Michael, Finn leaned back, took a deep breath and
spoke.

“There’s nothing to forgive, Doc. Neither one of us should have been out
there that day, but we were. God, | missed you so much, Doc. It’s been so
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hard, so fucking hard. You have to know I never blamed you—not ever. | was
so messed up over having to leave you and then trying to deal with the leg.
Doc, you can’t blame yourself. Please, please don’t do that.”

Michael stroked Finn’s cheek and softly kissed his lips one more time. For
the first time in what seemed like forever he began to realize that this thing
that had nearly broken him would always be with him. Maybe, together he and
Finn could heal, one piece at a time. Michael wasn’t really sure because Finn
was different now, and so was he. They would never be able to go back to who
they were; the time in Irag had changed them forever. But that was okay.

Somehow, they were stronger now. They could survive this together; that
was the key. With Finn at his side, Michael could battle his demons and help
Finn beat back his. The therapy, the medicines, they might ease the way, but
they were never really the answer. This man, this warm body pressed against
his own and the strong heart that beat against his chest, this was his
redemption. His saving grace.

Michael sat down and held out his hand for Finn to sit beside him.

“Tell me about rehab, Finn. Tell me what’s been going on with you these
last six months.”

Slowly, Finn began to recount what had happened after he got stateside.

“Everything happened so fast after they shipped me out. Once they cleaned
my leg up on the ship, they started me on PT right away, fitted me up for the
prosthetic. As soon as | was able to stand up and make some headway with a
walker, they got me a flight home.

“lI went right into Walter Reed Hospital and spent the next couple of
months recovering, doing PT every day. Fucking stump ached like a son of a
bitch, Doc. And some of the pain? It was that phantom pain stuff they kept
trying to tell me about. Jesus, I thought | was going crazy, feeling all kinds of
shit from a leg that no longer existed. You know Doc until you feel something
that just shouldn’t be there it just doesn’t really compute.

“Anyway, when they released me from the program | came here to live
with my Aunt. | thought everything was going to be okay. I thought I could
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wait to see if you still wanted to make a go of it, with me. But then the
nightmares started and | got to feeling all jittery and shit.”

Finn stopped for a moment, gathering his courage to say the rest, to confess
it all to Michael.

“Doc? | can’t sleep most nights. | just keep seeing that bullet hit my leg
and hear the sniper fire all around me. And | know—in my head | know it’s
not real. | do. But | can’t make it stop. Ah fuck. Listen, you should know,
before you say anything or do anything else, you should know, I think I might
have that PTSD they keep talking about. You know we saw it in guys coming
off combat duty all the time.

“Doc, I have all the symptoms. Christ! Listen, what I’'m trying to say is that
I’m pretty sure I’m fucking broken Doc, and | don’t know if | can fix myself. |
just don’t know...”

Michael grabbed Finn close and pulled him in tight, kissing his hair and
holding him.

“Shhh, it’s okay. Me too, Finn, me too. | understand. It’ll be all right. We
can work on this together. We’ll get a good counselor and work through
everything. I’ll be with you every step of the way. What happened in Iraq, it
didn’t break us, Finn—we’re just a little banged up inside.”

Finn tucked his head into Michael’s shoulder. His voice came out muffled
and low but Michael heard every word, just the same.

“You’ll stay with me, right, Doc? And we can be home safe, you and me,
home safe together.”

Michael drew back, forcing Finn to look up into his eyes.

“Every day, Finn. I’ll be here every day. You listen to me now. | love you,
Finn McCullan. It took me too damn long to understand, but | see it now.
You’re my home, Finn and I’m never leaving your side again. Do you hear
me, Private?”

Finn gave Michael a tentative smile at the commanding tone of his voice.
Looking into his eyes, he reached up a hand and laid it gently on Michael’s
cheek.
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“I hear you, Captain Bradshaw. And I love you, too.”

Finn leaned in and kissed Michael. They settled into each other’sarms and
slowly relaxed, talking quietly to one another.

When Sharen arrived home an hour later, she found them, wrapped around
each other, fast asleep.

*kkk

Epilogue
Six months later...

Michael stirred as the sun broke over the horizon and began to lift the
darkness in the bedroom. He glanced over at the empty spot where Finn should
have been sleeping soundly. As he rose to sit up and the fog of sleep cleared
away he heard it, that soft keening noise Finn made when he was trying to
push away the residue of a terrifying nightmare.

Although Finn was getting better and better every day, he still suffered
from the horrible memories that disrupted his sleep and often left him
trembling with aftershock. Michael’s own dreams had slowly faded to where
he rarely had them at all anymore. He knew this was because, unlike Finn, his
body didn’t bear a constant reminder of what had happened. For Finn, the loss
of his leg had made his recovery slower.

Michael knew where he would find his lover. Quietly, he moved toward
the small closet where Finn sat, still naked from their lovemaking the night
before, crouched down with his head resting on his knee, his eyes closed.

Finn’s other leg, free from the prosthetic rested on the floor of the closet.
Michael carefully knelt down beside him, wrapping one arm around Finn’s
shoulder and using the other to brace himself against the wall. As Michael
lowered his head to rest across Finn’s broad back, he felt his hand being
grasped tightly inside Finn’s.

Gradually Finn’s shaking began to ease as Michael murmured soft
reassurances of his love for the beautiful man resting in his embrace. He
waited for Finn to settle down and realize he was safe. Michael knew the
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moment Finn was back with him, leaving the nightmare of the desert behind. It
was the moment Finn whispered quietly to himself, “Home safe.”

THE END
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IN THE RIGHT LIGHT
By G.B. Gordon

Pheto Deseription

Two young men in gym shorts, one slightly younger than the other, cuddling
on a bed with two small dogs. Smiling and happy.

Story Latter
Dear Author,

These two have struggled so hard to get to where they are in this place and
time. Their differences were always a focus to those that wanted them apart.
Family for one, Friends the other. But little do they know those vast differences
are what make them perfect for each other. Complete. They are sure to lose
one or the other along the way but they’ll always have what is most important
of all, each other. Please tell me the story of this handsome calm man (white
shorts) and this exuberant, blithe artist (grey shorts).

Please be a Happy Ending. ;) Some good smexing and everything else,
drama or supernatural/shifter can be up to you! Also, what type of artist Grey
Shorts is, painter or sculptor or glass blower is all up to you too.~ Have fun! :)

Sincerely,
Judianna

PS. Those puppies are little orphans Grey Shorts found one day on his way
to his apartment. They were so cute, and it was raining; he couldn’t just leave
them there. And in any case... who still leaves two puppies on the street?! He
took it as a sign that these two were meant to be his.

PPS. Some wall and or desk smexing is always welcome. >:3
Thank You so much!


http://www.goodreads.com/topic/show/1384531-in-the-right-light-by-gb-gordon-6-26
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IN THE RIGHT LIGHT
By G.B. Gordon

In the right light, at the right time, everything is extraordinary.
~Aaron Rose

How his old man had managed to get them hired for a fancy-ass job like
this, James couldn’t imagine. Huge house. Cliff-top, river view. The land
around it measured in acres, when what Carver & Sons Landscaping usually
dealt with was measured in yards. Or even square feet. Not just the usual lawn
mowing and hedge cutting here. The possibilities spun him around at every
corner, looking this way and that. A forgotten need made his throat tight. And
was that hope stirring under the rubble in his chest? Only to be ground back
down, of course. This time by the architect’s exquisite and presumably hand-
stitched Italian flip-flops.

“A house like this,” Sarah Holt said with a don’t-fuck-with-me smile,
“needs gardens that make a statement.”

The old man was nodding as if he knew all about it, fooling no one. James
looked away, embarrassed, and caught his brother’s eyes. Rob briefly pulled
one brow up, a silent comment about Holt’s artfully frayed jeans, peasant
blouse and the bandanna that held her dark hair back in a ponytail. James’s lips
twitched, but he shook his head. The old man and Rob might have her pegged
as a leftover hippie, but James didn’t buy it. This one took no prisoners.

Holt was leading them along the side of the house towards the river,
sketching a picture of wide lawns, arbors, and statuary fit for a Roman villa.
“A large magnoliatree right here. That’ll fit well with the gentle slope and iron
scrollwork. With branches hanging all the way to the ground and laden with
flowers. A bench, maybe, or a patio set. We’ll see.”

The old man took notes, but didn’t comment on her choice of tree.

Jesus Christ, Dad, tell her! The windswept plateau might be heaven on a
sultry June day, but come February... “It’ll never survive,” James tried.

Holt, her deluxe vision unexpectedly interrupted, narrowed her eyes.
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“The magnolia. Not hardy enough. Won’t last through the winter.”

She raised an eyebrow at the old man, who threw James a furious glance
before he said, “Some of the newer hybrids are bred for our climate. I’ll look
into it, Ms. Holt.” Another glowering look in his direction told James he
hadn’t heard the last of this. He shrugged. Even zone four hybrids wouldn’t
make it up here. The wide lawns would leave the rest of the vegetation at the
mercy of the winds, and her arbors would be swept into the river below like so
many matchsticks.

Rob put an arm around his shoulder and pulled him close. “Just shut up and
tag along. Why do you even still try? He sure as hell doesn’t appreciate it.”

No, the old man didn’t. Never had. James wondered what the owner of the
place was like, if he knew what he was getting for his money, or if he even
cared.

To give this Holt chick her due, she certainly had a good eye, might even
manage to anchor her arbors against a March storm, but she knew nothing
about plants and their needs. Which should have been where Carver & Sons
came in, of course. Expertise and advice. Holt might have listened. She had a
generous mouth and lines in the corners of her eyes that hinted at easy laughter
or at least a sense of humour.

The more they were shown of the property with its dregs of previous failed
gardening attempts, the more James itched to be given free reign over its
landscaping. Ericaceous shrubs, boulders and natural stone walls to break the
wind, mosses and lichens... He could make this work; make “a statement”
even, given half a chance. But as soon as Holt left them, the old man rounded
on James and stabbed a bony finger in his chest. “How many times do | have
to tell you, if I want your opinion I’ll ask for it?”

James turned away without a word. They’d really fought this battle way
too many times. But his father grabbed him by the arm.

“Look at me when I’m talking to you.” The fact that he had to tilt his head
back these days to look James in the eye didn’t improve his mood. “You give
the client what he wants. Or do you want them to back out? We need this
contract.”

“I know,” James said. “But the contract’s worth shit if it ruins our name.”



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 5
I | 213

“Well, it won’t.”

“Half her fucking trees are gonna die during the first winter,” James said,
pointing back at the imaginary magnolia.

“Then we’ll plant new ones. Keeps us in business. These people are too
rich to care.”

“Which is why you’re having them pay for irrigation as well, instead of
letting me plant for drought?”

“Don’t raise your voice at me, you puppy. When I’m dead and buried you
can do with the company whatever you want. If Rob lets you, that is. For now,
you’ll do as you’re told.”

James pressed both palms against the seams of his jeans, so they wouldn’t
curl into fists. It hadn’t been this hard to keep his mouth shut since he’d left
school. He was so fucked.

“Why you even sent me off to college if you couldn’t care less about what
they taught me, I’ll never understand.”

“That was certainly a huge waste of money,” his father agreed and turned
to walk to the truck, where Rob was already waiting.

James hesitated. He would have loved to wave them off and say “I’ll
walk”, but it was a long way down off the escarpment and back to town.
Reluctantly, he trailed behind, but motioned for Rob to go get in first. The
more space between him and the old man right now, the better.

“One day you’ll give the both of you a heart attack,” Rob whispered in his
ear, grinning. Right. All a big joke to Rob. He didn’t give a shit about
anything. James almost envied him sometimes. Certainly made things easier.

As the old man steered the truck down the driveway and access road,
James threw a last glance back at the patchy front lawn, the weeds in the
gravel, and the dead spots in the boxwood hedges. He firmly shut his mind to
any dreams of native dogwoods, willows, crepe myrtle and teaberry that would
do so well on the windswept plateau. What a waste.

*kkk
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Mom was at her most steely this morning, explaining her ideas with
choppy gestures and listening with curt nods whenever Danny made a
comment or suggestion. Danny grinned. It was, of course, the electrician’s
fault. The stupid idiot had come in to check the wiring and bring it up to code
and had visibly recoiled from a woman talking shop with him. Nothing ruffled
his mother’s feathers like people who treated women like they couldn’t
possibly know anything about wiring, or construction, or any other male
dominated field. It made her ice up instantly, to the point where people had
been known to reach for their jackets on hot summer days. Too bad the
electrician had fled upstairs; Danny would have enjoyed the show.

They were just laying down the broad strokes, style wise; Mom wouldn’t
be able to make any decisions on his lighting details until the structural stuff
was done, but this way they could both let their creative ideas percolate and
know they’d be on the same page later, and that their designs would come
together.

“Now, sweetheart.” Mom closed the book of wallpaper samples she’d been
using to highlight her vision. “I really have to talk to a man about a banister
for the main staircase. And you have to look at the gardens.” She went through
a box filled with paper rolls, pulled one out and tapped it against Danny’s
shoulder. “Anything you need to know is in here.”

“My copy?” Danny asked as he took the plans.

She nodded. “Scribble to your heart’s content. Go wild. Off with you,
shoo. And be careful of prowling, ill-tempered landscapers.”

Danny laughed, “Will do.”

Still grinning, Danny stepped through the double French doors onto the
terrace. It was another sultry day, but way more bearable up here than down in
the city. Pretty nice, actually. A light breeze ruffled the leaves and carried the
sweet scent of some flower or other. Danny got out his sunglasses against the
glare and unrolled the plan, his mother’s precise sketches and notes as familiar
as his own.

He checked the compass rose on the plan to get his bearings and commit to
memory the view from the terrace and where the light would be coming from
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at the different times of day. Then he took the three steps down to the grounds
and started wandering, marking views, angles and distances, trying to ignore
the existing layout and envision the one his mother had drawn for him.

Machine noise sounded from the east side of the property, and when Danny
walked around the shrubbery, he saw two men hard at work taking out some
large bushes. The first guy was tall and skinny, feeding cut branches into a
shredder that spewed wood chips into the back of what looked like an electric
cart. The other man... Danny swallowed hard. The other man stood with his
back to Danny, swinging a pickaxe at the root of a huge lilac bush. Feet in
heavy work boots planted firmly apart, muscular thighs and ass clad in jeans
washed almost white, a plaid shirt hanging out of the back pocket. Bare torso
tanned and gleaming with sweat, muscles bunching with every swing of the
pickaxe. Danny tried the swallowing thing again, but his throat was way drier
than the weather warranted. Holy hell, this guy was pushing all his buttons.

Skinny guy turned off the shredder when the cart was full and drove off.
The sudden silence was deafening until the rhythmic thud of the pickaxe
became audible. And hypnotic. Danny was staring, but he couldn’t help it.

The man leaned his pickaxe against a rock and turned to the side to grab a
spade. He spotted Danny and raised a questioning eyebrow.

And he looked just as breathtaking from the front as he had from the back.

It took every ounce of will Danny could muster to make himself move and
walk over. He wished he’d taken his water bottle outside with him. He cleared
his throat and managed a reasonably steady, “Morning.”

The guy nodded a greeting in return. Wrists crossed over the T-handle of
the spade, gloved hands relaxed, one foot up on the spade’s blade. A vague
flash of recognition shot through Danny. He’d seen the man somewhere
before. The dark eyes, the five o’clock shadow. His chest was covered with the
barest hint of dark fuzz, just enough to outline his pecs and—

“Anything I can do for you?”

Danny barely suppressed a startled jump. Caught staring again. Even the
man’s voice gave him goosebumps. Say something, idiot. “I, uhm, heard the
shredder.” He vaguely pointed over his shoulder to where he’d come from,
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desperately trying to string two thoughts together. “Only polite to introduce
myself.” He lost his train of thought again somewhere in the bottomless depths
of dark brown eyes that now crinkled at the corners in an amused smile, and
dear God, could this guy please stop getting any sexier right flipping now or
Danny’s heart would just stop. He jerked his hand forward to break the spell.
“Danny Holt. I’ll be doing the lighting. Inside and landscape.”

Slowly pulling one of his heavy work gloves off, the man never took his
eyes off Danny’s. “James Carver. I’ll be doing the digging.” His eyes widened
ever so slightly when their hands touched, a touch that went through Danny’s
whole body, straight down to his balls and then his toes. Rough and calloused
palms, firm grip. Carver let him go and quickly pulled his glove back on.

Now what? Leave? That was it? It couldn’t be. At least—yes—phone
number. Danny dug his wallet out of his back pocket, fumbled for one of his
business cards, and held it out to Carver. He wanted to simply slide it in the
man’s back pocket, but he didn’t want to get clocked.

Carver took the card and looked at the white on black Fiat Lux - Light Art
and Lighting Design. His eyebrow went up again. “Light art?”” He said, like he
might have said “Seriously?”

Danny squirmed. This wasn’t going well. “You know, sculptures,
installations.” He cast around for words, needing Carver to understand. “Bruce
Munro? No? Michael Hayden? Yochai Matos?”

Carver shook his head, then barked a short laugh. “Fucking magnolia’s
getting a lamp, | guess.” With that cryptic remark he turned away. “Lilac ain’t
digging itself,” he said as he hefted the spade. Down the path, Danny could
hear the motor of the electric cart. Carver was back at his task before it came
around the corner. Skinny hadn’t come back alone, but with an older man who
looked enough like him to be his father. Mom had said something about the
landscapers being a family business.

Danny gave a friendly wave and headed back to the house to get a drink
and his breath back. He pulled the water bottle from his backpack and drained
it in one go. When he turned, his mother was leaning against the doorframe
watching him with a hard-to-read expression in her eyes.
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“What?” Danny didn’t really feel like talking right now, especially not
Mom talk.

“l did warn you, kiddo,” she said.

“He wasn’t prowling. And not particularly ill-tempered, either. Except
something about a magnolia.”

His mother was rummaging around in the box with the floor plans. “Yes,
he seems quite hung up on that magnolia. | wonder if | should listen to him
about that.”

“You didn’t tell me he was flipping gorgeous,” Danny blurted out.

“l was sure you’d be able to figure that part out for yourself. Aha!” Having
found the roll she’d been looking for, she disappeared in the direction of the
Kitchen.

Yeah, well, he could’ve used a little warning. He could have kicked
himself. What the hell was wrong with him? He was good with people. The
sort of moronic stuttering he’d displayed around Carver didn’t happen to him.
He shoved the water bottle back into its pocket so hard that the netting ripped.

And he sure as hell didn’t try to impress strangers with names of artists
they’d likely never heard of. He straightened slowly and stared hard at nothing
in particular. Was Carver a stranger, though? That niggling feeling of having
met him before was still there. The way he’d stood there, leaning on the spade
like guys leaned against a bar. Bar! The Lookout, favorite gay bar in town.
That’s where he’d seen him. Sonofagun. Carver was gay. Suddenly that whole
instant chemistry thing made a hell of a lot more sense. And was a hell of a lot
harder to ignore. Hot damn. Would he call?

*k*k*x

James slammed the door shut, bent to untie his boots and carefully toed
them off on the tray. What a day. Fuck idiots who couldn’t work with what
they had, but had to bend the world every which way until it broke. He
stripped in the bathroom, threw the shirt and socks in the hamper, made sure
the pockets of his pants were empty and came up with the kid’s business card.
Light art, my ass. He tossed the card in the trash and stepped into the shower,
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eager to wash the day away. He turned the temperature up as high as he could
stand it and just let the water pound on his shoulders, eyes closed, feeling the
bunched muscles there relax bit by bit. Trying not to think, he ran his fingers
down his thigh, under his balls, then closed them around his cock and started
with slow, even strokes to get rid of that other tension that had nothing to do
with swinging a pickaxe all day—and everything to do with a nice ass in
chinos, a pair of clear eyes, same color as the woods in summer, and a smile
full of rainbows and unicorns. Ah, hell. His strokes got faster as his breath
hitched and his balls tightened. With a soft moan, he let his head fall back
against the tiles. The water ran across his chest and stomach and washed the
cum off his hand. He stood for a minute longer to let his heartbeat slow, then
turned the water off. He was getting worked up over nothing. A stupid kid in
flip-flops, barely out of university, who thought he was an artist. With light.
Joke’s on you, Jamie.

He ran a towel through his hair, slipped on a pair of ancient sweat pants,
and went to get a beer. Grabbing The Ontario Naturalized Garden that he’d
brought home from the library the other day, he settled on the couch and stared
into space.

He hadn’t thought they made kids quite that guileless any more. Nothing
hidden about Danny Holt. No doubt he was into guys, little doubt he’d been
interested by this guy in particular. Every feeling had played straight across his
face. His reactions in bed would be mind-blowing. Which had nothing to do
with native Ontarian plants. James shook his head. Stop thinking about him.
Get a grip.

His fingers had itched to grab those short, dark curls, touch those soft lips,
made for Kkissing, for running a thumb along them, lick them—He’d have to
stay away from the kid. Hell, a simple handshake had gone through him like
lightning. And what the fuck was light art? He shut his book with a disgusted
snort and fired up the refurbished laptop he’d bought at the used computer
store last winter, trying to remember one of the names Danny had mentioned.
Munroe. Bruce or Bruno? Googling “light art” he found a Bruce Munro and
searched for images. What he saw made him sit up and slowly click through
the pictures. That was fucking magical. He sent a silent apology Danny’s way
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and spent the next half hour looking at light installations and exhibits, and
getting glimpses of a world he hadn’t even known existed.

When his bottle was empty he stretched his shoulders, went back into the
bathroom and fished the little card out of the trash can. Light art, eh? Who
would’ve thunk it.

*kkk

“C’mon, ladies. I’m not waiting for anyone,” Danny called with a chuckle.
The dogs were practically falling over each other to get out. Hard to remember
the pathetic little wads of matted Shih Tzu fur they’d been just over a year ago.
Good thing it had been a row of mild days that January or they’d have frozen
to death by the time Danny’s run had taken him past the spot where they’d
been left. Lux still bore a scar on one paw from frostbite. He knelt for a quick
rub behind their ears and to put their leashes on. “Hold still, girls, or we’re not
going. And you do need a spa day.”

Once they were across the road and in the park, he let them run free. As
always, Lux , raced way ahead and then back, and ahead, and back, ad
infinitum, while Lumen stayed by his side. At the other end of the park they
both sat and waited for him to hook the leash back on their collars; they knew
the way. And they loved Claire and possibly her treats enough to pull on the
leash, so Danny gave in and jogged with them to the front door.

“You’re right, they do need a haircut,” Claire said when she saw them. “In
with you all.”

Danny hugged her. “I really appreciate that you’re taking them to the
groomer for me. | have no clue where 1’d find the time this week.”

“Well, stay for half an hour at least. I’ve made breakfast.”

Danny groaned. He could manage half an hour, but he didn’t want her to
give him the third degree. And she would. His own fault, too. He couldn’t
seem to stop thinking about James Carver, and the name might’ve slipped out
a number of times these past few days.

“Maple pancakes,” Claire singsonged.
That made him laugh. “You win.”
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Sure enough, when he followed the girls into the kitchen, she asked, “So,
how’s the CIliff House project going?”

Danny rolled his eyes. “Nice try. | might even answer that, if you can look
me in the eyes and tell me you’ve not been talking to your brother about me.”

She had the grace to blush. “He says your landscaper trawls the clubs for
one-nighters.” She shook her head. “And their company’s not exactly top of
the trees, is it?”

Danny poured himself some coffee. “You know them?”

She waved a hand dismissively. “The Google knows. Tiny outfit. Which
doesn’t have to be a bad thing, mind you. But apparently the company’s been
in the same family for three generations and hasn’t exactly evolved since it
was founded. Good thing pesticides are banned now. I’m sure they’d still be
using those too.”

Danny had googled the Carvers, too, of course. No website. But his mother
had known of a couple of their customers, and yeah, very fifties, the yards. He
doubted they would’ve been hired if the season wasn’t in full swing already,
with landscapers backlogged until Halloween. He silently loaded some
pancakes on his plate, drowned them in butter and maple syrup and tried not to
think too much about one particular Carver.

“You’re thinking about him right now, aren’t you?” she said, leaning
against the counter, head cocked to one side.

“Claire! Stop analyzing me.”

“But one-night stands. That’s so not you. And Eric says he’s gruff, and
tight-lipped.”

“Maybe I’m into the strong, silent type.” He was not going to argue one-
nighters with her, friend or not.

“No, Danny, they suck at relationships. Don’t do this to yourself.”

“l appreciate the concern. |1 do. But I met the man exactly once.
Introductions were made, | shook his hand and gave him my card. That was it.
Jesus H. Christ.”

She looked as if she was going to say more, but in the end she kept it to a
shrug and a “Don’t get your heart broken.”
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Danny stabbed his fork into the pile of pancakes. “I’m so going to kill
Eric,” he said under his breath.

She pushed herself off the counter. “We love you,” she said, giving Danny
a quick hug.

“I know,” he said. “Love you, too. Just don’t overdo the mom thing, okay?
One mother in my life’s plenty. Especially one | work with on the same
project for the moment.”

“I’ll try. No guarantees.”
Danny rolled his eyes at her.
“Just promise me you’ll be careful,” she said.

Danny threw his napkin down, leaving his half-eaten stack of pancakes.
“You’re a pair of drama queens. Seriously. Listen to yourself. I’m outta here.
I’ll be late as it is.” He stopped in the door. “Thanks though, for...” He pointed
at the dogs.

Claire scooped up Lux and waved at him with one of her paws. “All good.
Go already.”

Danny jogged back to his car and drove up the escarpment in record time.
He wasn’t much later than if he’d been stuck in the rush hour crowd. Had to
remember that.

Carver’s truck was already parked in the drive, and that was enough for
Danny’s heart to skip a beat. Focus. He’d need some kind of cart to lug his
equipment across the property. There was a shed at the back that might yield
something. He went around the side of the house, listening for telltale sounds
of a shredder or a chainsaw and hearing only bird song.

The shed turned out to be mostly empty, dim after the sunlight outside.
Bare plywood walls, plastic sacks, buckets, a rake, some flowerpots. No cart or
wheelbarrow in sight. He thought, not for the first time, that he should invest
in a trolley of some sort. Something he could fold into the trunk of the car.
Well, he wouldn’t need the spotlights until it was dark. Might as well start to
take some of the measurements, so he could coordinate with the landscapers
about cables and outlets, and see whether any area of the garden had
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progressed enough for some inspirational photos. He walked towards the shed
door, eyes still scanning the semidarkness inside for anything useful, thoughts
galloping ahead to design decisions. It would be awesome if he could
somehow incorporate the cliff edge itself. Without getting himself killed, of
c—“Umph.”

He’d walked smack into a hard body. Hands closed around his biceps to
keep him from tumbling backwards. Fresh sweat and shower gel and a pair of
bottomless brown eyes. James Carver. So close. “Just, uh, looking for a
wheelbarrow,” Danny managed before his brain got sidetracked. His breath
caught in his throat. He couldn’t swallow, couldn’t move at all. Carver drew
him closer and kissed him. Pulled Danny’s lip between his own, licked across
his teeth, bit softly into Danny’s lower lip. He didn’t move, otherwise, never
let go of Danny’s arms, just nibbled, sucked and licked until Danny couldn’t
suppress a moan anymore. At that he let go so suddenly that Danny’s knees
almost gave out, and he took a step back to keep his balance.

“No,” Danny mouthed, but no sound came out.

“Christ, I... I’'m sorry.” Carver sounded as breathless as Danny felt. “I
shouldn’t have done that. | don’t know—"

“No.” This time Danny heard himself say it. “Again.”
“It won’t—What?”
“l want you to do it again.”

He’d barely finished the sentence when Carver grabbed his arms again,
shoving him backwards into the shed and against the plywood wall on the left.
Danny’s head banged against the wood, but he didn’t care, because those lips
touched his again. Harder now, more demanding. Tongue playing against
tongue, teasing bites, and lips, wet and sloppy. He didn’t feel the wall behind
him anymore. The shed, the job, everything disappeared but those calloused
hands now cupping his face. Thumbs running along his jaw, down his throat.
Hard body crowding him against the wall. Danny moaned again, couldn’t stop
himself, but this time it didn’t make Carver stop. James. Didn’t you go to first
names after first kiss? At first kiss? The hands moved down his arms, pulled
his T-shirt up. Rough palms against his skin, his ribcage, thumbs circling his
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nipples. Danny’s brain gave up the fight, and he couldn’t care less. The Kiss,
the hands, nothing else mattered. He bucked his hips against the thigh that had
pushed between his legs, the hard muscle pressing against his cock, making
him moan again. The hands moving down to his waist, to the button.

Then James grabbed his shoulders again, turned him sideways so that he
faced the back of the shed, and stepped away. “I don’t think so,” Danny heard
him say as if they’d been talking about something. He couldn’t focus, couldn’t
make the connection. The blood pounded in his ears.

A shadow fell across the doorway, and James turned towards it. “Rob, have
you seen a wheelbarrow Holt could borrow?”

“Not that I noticed. What do you need to move?”
He’s talking to you, moron. “Lights,” Danny croaked.

“If I were you, I’d just back the car in here,” Rob said. “You got a minute,
James? | could use a hand.”

“Be right with you. Let me grab a few buckets.”

Rob’s steps faded away, and James turned to Danny again. He ran his hand
across the back of Danny’s neck, and touched foreheads. “Jesus Christ,
Sunshine,” he whispered.

Danny still had trouble herding his thoughts. “Sorry,” he said, meaning the
near discovery, not the Kiss.

“No sweat. Not like Rob doesn’t know I’m gay. I just thought you might
not want to be surprised in a barn tussle.” He huffed a laugh. “I’ve got to go,
and | have no clue when we’re gonna finish up tonight. But I guess I’ll see you
around.” With that he grabbed the buckets he’d come for and left.

Slowly, very slowly, Danny gathered his wits about him. He pushed
himself off the wall he’d still been leaning against and winced as he rearranged
his cock in his pants. Jesus Christ, indeed.

*kk*k

Fuck, his pants were too tight. What was it about Danny Holt that was so
Impossible to resist? Not that James was in the habit of saying no to casual
sex, but at work? In a shed? That was a first. And he wasn’t so sure he



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 5
I | 224

could’ve stopped himself if Rob hadn’t come in. The look in those eyes had
been an open invitation. And nothing—absolutely nothing—was as hot as the
way that kid could completely give himself up to whatever he felt. James had
never met anyone like that.

This job promised to be way more fun than he had anticipated. Just make
sure it stays fun, Jamie.

Work kept him busy until dusk crept in between the trees, and when they
wrapped up, James was surprised to see Danny’s car still on the back lawn.
The trunk stood open, and a bunch of cables snaked across the lawn from the
switch box at the back of the house. As James searched the bushes where they
disappeared, a beam of light shot up into the sky, was adjusted downward, and
dimmed until it perfectly outlined the ancient maple they’d decided to leave. In
the falling darkness, it looked like the tree had been magically carved from the
dusk.

Then he saw Danny, a spotlight in one hand, a cable drum in the other,
unreeling the cable as he walked toward the gazebo that overlooked the cliff
edge. He placed the light, adjusted it, took some readings from a light meter.
Then he jotted down some notes, dug a small camera out of his pocket,
snapped a picture, and readjusted the light. James stood rooted, watching in
fascination as Danny pursued his vision to achieve the exact effect he was
after, working his light magic in the dark garden. He was completely absorbed
In his task and obviously passionate about getting it just so, accepting no short
cuts or good enoughs. James surprised himself by remembering what that felt
like. It had been so long. Back in college, when he’d still believed he’d be able
to make a difference, be one of the up-and-coming guys in his field. Yeah,
right. And if he didn’t drop his lofty memories right now and haul ass back to
the truck, he’d be up-and-coming walking into town.

But the mood stuck with him all the way home. It made him antsy with
nowhere to go. He finally grabbed his jacket and keys and went to visit an old
dream. One he’d sworn to forget when it had become clear that it would bring
him nothing but unfulfilled longing. It was a good half-hour walk, even cutting
through the greenbelt. No one else was out here in the dark, at least no one on
two legs. He’d discovered it by chance on one of his runs, an abandoned house
on a medium-large property, backing onto the trail. The greenhouse at the back
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had caught his eyes first. Beautiful metal scrollwork, but most of the glass
broken and scattered.

He left the trail and walked through a couple of quiet streets until he came
to the front of the house. A good size with a double garage, definitely room for
a storefront and office, the property large enough for a landscaper to show off
some of his trade. The windows and door were all boarded up and covered in
graffiti, the roof would need to be replaced and the grounds completely
overhauled. It was perfect.

James hadn’t been back here since the old man had made it clear that he
expected James to stay with the family business, like two generations of
Carvers had before him. It would be Rob’s one day, and family was family,
and that was that. Looking at the house now and remembering Danny’s single-
minded pursuit of his art, James’s responsibility to his family suddenly seemed
less clear-cut. It wasn’t like Carver & Sons had never had employees. The old
man could just as well hire someone. It wasn’t like James was doing anything
but following orders. Any idiot could do that. James curled his fingers into the
mesh of the construction fence that surrounded the property and took a deep
breath. There was honeysuckle growing somewhere in the dark. He leaned his
face against the fence. Who was he kidding? He’d never be able to put up the
kind of money it took to buy the place. And fuck Danny Holt for making him
forget that.

He made an effort to stay away from Danny after that. He volunteered for
the muscle work during the day and hit the clubs at night for a few drinks and
a quick fuck. But mostly to tire himself out enough to just crash into oblivion
when he got home.

After a week of that, he overslept on a workday, barely making it out of the
shower before the truck’s horn sounded outside his door. Rob took one look at
his unshaven face and said, “I guess we’d better stop for coffee.”

“If he can party at night, he can get up in the morning.” The old man didn’t
even take his eyes off the road.

“C’mon, Dad.” Rob fiddled with his seat belt. “A drive-thru won’t even
slow us down.”

James said nothing, just stared out the window. Rob was a good guy; he
just never understood how much the old man’s constant Bronx cheer grated on
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James’s nerves. James would’ve preferred to skip coffee, if it would shut the
old man up.

He’d long ago given up on trying to figure out why even the tiniest
transgression on his side was met with endless lectures. It still got to him,
though, no matter how hard he tried to ignore it. And the old man kept it up
throughout the day. By the time they were packing up, the reins James kept on
his temper were frayed to breaking point.

Rob waved a tardy bee out of his face as he secured the tarp in the back,
and the old man turned to James. “Did you get rid of that wasp nest?”

“They’re honeybees.”
“l don’t give a shit what they are. | want to know if you got rid of them.”

“l called the experimental farm, and they’re sending a bee guy over to
relocate them.”

“Re—what? I’m not paying for that.”

James almost laughed. “I know.”

“Well, Rob can just spray some stuff on it tomorrow and be done with it.”
“No, he won’t.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m not gonna let him poison a colony of bees just because you “said so’.
The removal doesn’t cost us anything. So, why don’t you for once just accept
that | have a brain and shut the fuck up?” He was breathing hard by now and
could feel his heart beat in his throat. He couldn’t remember having sworn at
his father, ever.

The old man had frozen in mid-step. A pulse beat at his forehead. “You are
way too much like your mother,” he said, visibly fighting to control himself.
“God knows | tried to raise you right. But I’ve always been afraid her bad
character would tell in the end. This is your choice now.”

“Seriously?” James’s head swam. So many things clicked into place, and
so many didn’t. He latched onto the most obvious one. “Are you seriously
giving me an ultimatum between the bees and the family?”

Rob inched around the truck, out of the line of fire.
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The old man squared his shoulders and gave James a curt nod before
turning away.

James followed his brother. A million things crowded on his tongue, “Fuck
you!” being the most prominent among them.

“I’ll walk,” he said when Rob ducked into the truck. He closed the car door
on his brother’s surprised face and bolted. This couldn’t possibly all be about
his mother having cut and run when James was a kid. Could it? Bad character?
How full of shit could one man be? Did the old man actually believe that
cheap movie script he’d been spouting? Fuck him. Fuck Rob for ducking out,
and fuck the fucking landscaping business.

He’d stormed all the way to the cliff edge. No magic light in the trees
tonight. He stood there for a while, watching the sky darken until the wind
blowing up from the river cut through his shirt and gave him goose bumps. He
felt like screaming into the void in front of him. But that wasn’t him. He
clamped his teeth shut and headed back. It was a long way home. Would give
him time to walk off his funk.

Two of the windows on the ground floor were still lit, and a current ran
through his body. Please, don’t let it be Sarah Holt. Aw, fuck, who was he
kidding? He was cold and messed up, and he didn’t give a shit about following
his own rules right now. Please, let it be Danny.

The back door was unlocked, and a sliver of light fell into the hallway from
a cracked door on the left. He quietly peeked into the room, ready to vanish if
it was anyone but Danny. But it was him. On the naked walls, Danny had
strung up plans of the property and photos of different views at different times
of day. He was standing, back half-turned to the door, chewing on his thumb,
studying them. The only pieces of furniture in the room were a massive,
ancient-looking desk and a kitchen chair. The kid looked good enough to eat,
in his usual beige chinos, leather flip-flops and T-shirt, and James just wanted
to rip it all off, see the desire explode in his hazel eyes and those soft lips part
on a moan. He was giving himself a hard-on just standing here.

He knocked softly to avoid startling the kid too badly, but it made Danny
jump anyway. Surprise gave way to delight when Danny turned towards him,
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and a bright smile spread across his face. “Hey. You’re working late. How’re
you doing?”

James swallowed hard. God, it felt so good simply to be in the same room
with Danny’s smile and welcome and realness. It occurred to James, justas he
opened his mouth, that “I desperately need to fuck you” might not be the thing
to say. He rubbed his hand across his neck. “The others have already left,” he
said. “Thought | might mooch a ride.”

“Sure.” Was that a flicker of disappointment in the kid’s eyes? “I should
probably wrap up, anyway. Might have some better ideas with fresh eyes
tomorrow.” He came towards James and drew his brows together. “You okay?
You look... unstuck.” He cupped James’s face with one hand and brushed a
thumb over his cheekbone, sending a shiver all the way down to James’s cock.

Unstuck. Way to put your finger right on it. Perceptive Danny. Sexy
Danny. Without taking his eyes off him, James turned his head just enough to
close his lips around that thumb and started sucking, watching Danny’s eyes
go wide, watching him swallow, watching his lips part on a deep inhale. Hot
damn.

The knuckles of Danny’s other hand brushed along the fly of James’s
jeans, across his stomach and chest. His hand came to rest on James’s
shoulder, massaging his trap muscle between fingers and thumb. “So tense,”
he murmured, as he pulled James in for kiss. Soft and curious, exploring,
tasting. It made James’s toes curl. There was no demand in that kiss, and yet
James felt himself pulled further into the room, then moved backwards a few
steps until the back of his thighs touched the desk. Danny’s lips whispered
over the stubble on his jaw, grazed down his throat. James had no idea what he
was saying, or if he was saying anything at all. Without meaning to, he
allowed his eyes to close and his head to fall back. Soft nibbles on his
collarbone almost distracted him from the hands on the button of his jeans, the
zipper. But nothing could distract from the hand sliding into his briefs and
closing around his cock. Danny’s body heat radiated through the fabric of their
shirts. He slid down the length of James’s body, until he was kneeling and
those soft lips touched the tip of James’s cock. The shock made James’s
buttocks and stomach muscles clench. He forced his eyes open, because he
desperately wanted to watch.
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Danny’s eyes were closed, the look on his face that of a musician lost in
his music. He kissed James’s balls, licked and sucked, slowly moving along
the groin and abdomen, the sensations killing rational thought until all that was
left was the pressure of the elastic behind James’s balls and the feather-soft
touches of Danny’s fingers and tongue. Heat shot through James’s body when
Danny licked his cock from root to tip, then closed his lips around it and
started sucking. James gulped in air and gripped the edge of the desk, because
his knees suddenly needed help doing their job. Danny wrapped one hand
around the shaft of James’s cock, stroking in time with the movement of his
head, the other hand rolled James’s balls and—Jesus Christ—how did he
manage to massage there at the same time? Danny’s tongue playing all over
and around the tip of his cock made breathing impossibly hard, and the
rhythmic movements sucked every rational thought from James’s brain like
the surf at ebb tide sucked the sand out to sea. The blood in his ears sounded
like surf, too.

He was getting way too close way too fast, wanted to draw this out, say
something, when Danny took him so deep that his nose touched James’s groin
and he swallowed around his cock, once, twice. James tried to warn him, but
all that came out was something between a groan and an inarticulate cry. The
world went dark, James’s knees buckled, and only his death grip on the edge
of the desk held him upright as his whole body shuddered through the release
and aftershocks.

The world slowly came back into focus. Danny was passing a painter’s rag
across the wood floor, smiling that sunshiny smile of his at James as he tossed
the rag into a corner. At least he hadn’t been clueless enough to swallow. Not
that anyone giving blowjobs like that could be called clueless.

With somewhat shaky fingers James zipped himself back up, but he didn’t
trust himself to stand just yet. “l...” he started, looking down into Danny’s
wide eyes. But he had to clear his throat, because his voice didn’t work right
either.

“Ready for that ride now?” Danny asked with a grin that said he knew
exactly what he’d done to James.
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James huffed a laugh at the double meaning. He might be able to walk, if
he pulled himself together. How had he lost control of the situation so quickly,
and so completely?

But Danny, too, was breathing hard, and his face was flushed. His eyes
turned dreamy. “That was so hot,” he said, running a hand up James’s leg.
“Too hot.” His grin returned as he stood up. “I might’ve just come in my
pants,” he admitted with no hint of embarrassment.

Feeling a bit ambushed, but too dazed to care, all James could do was to
watch Danny collect his stuff into a carryall he slung over his shoulder and
follow him out to the car.

It was fully dark on the grounds now, the yard light surrounded by
mayflies. James breathed in the still warm air, sweet with the last lilac blooms,
before he got in the car and buckled up. The anger he’d carried around all day
was gone. Muscles heavy and sated, he felt nothing, and that was just fine.

Taking the turn onto the main road Danny asked, “Want me to drive you to
your place? Or come home with me?”

James looked at him, trying to make out his face in the dark. But Danny
had his eyes on the road, driving like he did everything else, with his full
attention. The occasional oncoming headlights threw his profile into stark
relief.

“Didn’t your mama tell you not to bring strangers home?” James
murmured, mesmerized by the shadow play.

“My mama taught me to trust my instincts,” Danny said.

It sounded easy when Danny said it, and it shouldn’t. It wasn’t. Lines were
getting blurred here, priorities shifting. This was all supposed to be just fun.
He should go back to his own place. But the thought of his empty apartment
washed over him like a bucket of cold water. “Home with you,” he heard
himself say.

*kk*k

Danny’s heart skipped a beat. As dismissive as James had been the first
time they’d met, he’d only half expected that. Even the “barn tussle” had been
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a bit high-handed—or had it? In any case, something had changed today;
something had given James a knock it would take him some time to come back
from.

Danny wasn’t naive enough to call what was between them love. Yet. But
there’d been an instant strong chemistry with hints of a deeper attraction, and
despite what everyone else seemed to want for him, Danny thought he’d be
damned if he dropped this. He was fascinated and intrigued, to say nothing of
swept off his feet by the sheer sex this guy breathed through every pore.

“You hungry?” Danny asked.

“Starving.” James’s voice sounded slurred, as if he’d been half asleep.
“Sushi okay?”

“Isn’t that raw fish?”

Danny laughed. “Doesn’t have to be. You can have chicken or just veggies
in your roll. Or shrimp; those are cooked.”

“As long as | don’t have to eat raw fish.” Drowsy again. Probably tired
after a day of working his butt off in the garden. And on a certain desk.

When Danny threw him a quick glance, his head was resting against the
seat, and his eyes were closed. Dark shadows around the jaw, the lines of his
throat exposed, begging to be—Danny wrenched his gaze back to the street.
Holy hell, the guy was just, just... He swallowed hard, almost missed his turn,
and squeezed into street-side parking in front of the restaurant with his heart
hammering in his throat for no good reason.

“Be right back,” he said. Good thing there was a line at the Sushi bar. Gave
him time to catch his breath. He didn’t have to wait very long, though, and was
back at the car within fifteen minutes. James’s head had rolled to the side; he
was fast asleep. Danny stowed the food behind his seat, got in and quietly
closed the door. He sat for a while, staring, looking his fill at James’s face in
the orange light of the street lamp. The five o’clock shadow outlining his chin,
the soft lips. Knowing how soft they were pulled at the back of Danny’s navel.
Despite the Roman nose and dark, straight eyebrows, he looked softer asleep.
Younger.

A car horn sounded at the other end of the street. Danny turned the key,
drove the couple of streets over to his apartment building, and parked the car.
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James peeled himself out of his seat. “Sorry *bout that,” he yawned.

“Been along day.” It would be so easy to slip an arm around his waist. Or
both arms. Better get the sexy guy inside. Now.

Danny led the way, and as he turned the key in the lock and pushed the
door open, he said, “By the way, small dog alarm.” As if on cue, Lux jumped
up at him as if he’d been away for months, yipping and licking. A habit Danny
hadn’t been able to break her of. Lumen was suspiciously absent. She’d
probably known he was bringing a stranger before he’d even opened the door,
and was now hiding somewhere until she was sure it was safe to come out.

Danny knelt to scratch ears and ward off sloppy dog kisses, holding the
sushi bag above his head. James took it from him.

“That’s enough, Lux. We have visitors. Behave yourself.” Lux promptly
lay down and just looked at Danny with adoring eyes. “Yeah, right.” He turned
back to James. “Sorry. C’mon in. There’s another one of those around here
somewhere, but she’s shy. You have to woo her.” He kicked his flip-flops off
and padded into the kitchen. “Juice, water, tea, wine, beer?”

“I wouldn’t mind a beer.” James slowly followed him and held out the bag.
Danny took it and nodded toward the fridge. “Grab me one, too?”

Tail wagging, Lux sat by the table, eyes on the food being unpacked.
“Lumen?” Danny called. “C’mon, girl. He won’t eat you. | promise.”
James handed him a beer and grinned. “You sure?”

“Shhhh, you’re making it worse.” Danny wanted to kiss that grin, but first
he had to make sure the dog was all right. He found her hiding under the bed,
little tail thumping the carpet when he reached in to scratch her head. But she
wouldn’t come out just yet. “Silly girl.”

James stood in the doorway, Lux beside him, both watching Danny with
their heads cocked.

“You two are too funny,” Danny said.

James raised one eyebrow, and Danny wanted to kiss that, too. And why
the hell not?
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Body heat and end-of-day man smell, and lips and tongue and teeth, and a
hitched breath. James’s arms went around his back, cupped his butt and pulled
him close. Danny was uncomfortably reminded of the jizz in his underwear.
He pulled back a bit. “Why don’t you start eating? | won’t be a minute.”

James “Kiss Me” Carver waiting two doors away led to a turbo clean-up.
When Danny made it back to the kitchen, one of James’s chopsticks was
snapped in half, and he was eating the sushi with his fingers. Damn, more
sexy. Danny mentally kicked himself and fed the dogs before joining James at
the table. But every little thing riled him up tonight. James drinking from the
bottle, with his head tilted back? How not to stare at that?

James set the bottle back on the table and, seeing Danny stare at him,
crooked his finger in a c’mere gesture and pushed his chair away from the
table. A hypnotic command, impossible to ignore. Danny let himself be pulled
closer. James tapped his legs and Danny straddled him, unable to suppress a
moan when James took both his hands and pulled him into a kiss. He wrapped
his arms around James’s neck, felt James’s hand under his T-shirt, the heel of
the other, Oh Holy Friggin’ Son of a Carpenter, grinding against his hard-on.
He gasped into the kiss, needing to get closer, needing to get out of his pants,
needing... “Bed!” he panted.

James huffed a laugh. “Sorry, kiddo, as hella sexy as you are, I’m afraid if
| lie down now I’ll be out like a light.”

The interruption returned enough of Danny’s mental faculties that he
became aware of both dogs sitting next to the chair, whining softly. So, Lumen
had decided that James posed no threat, just in time to be annoying. He
groaned his frustration and ran both hands through his hair. “I have to take the
dogs out. You wanna crash, or come along? | warn you, though, I make no
guarantees for your virtue on the trail.”

That earned him another laugh. “Naw, I’ll come. Clear my head. And I like
walking in the dark.”

Danny put both dogs on a leash. He didn’t like letting them run free on the
trail at night. There’d been the occasional coyote sighting out there. No threat
for a grown man, but a small dog would be an easy dinner.
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Dogs pulling ahead and James trailing behind, they made their way down
the small path that cut between two houses onto the hiking trail. Danny turned
left to start his round and only noticed after a couple of steps that James hadn’t
followed. He was still standing at the entrance to the path, staring at the
property on the other side of the trail.

When he saw Danny looking for him, he pointed at it. “You live right
behind my house,” he said, sounding stunned.

“You live there? I thought it was abandoned.”

“No, | don’t. | mean, itis. | mean...” He shook his head. “l don’t live far
from here, half an hour on foot. Must’ve lost direction when | dozed off in the
car.” He looked shaken, but Danny had no clue why.

“That,” James said, waving at the wire fence, “is adream.” Again he shook
his head, then said, so quietly that Danny wasn’t sure he’d heard right, “If |
had the money, 1’d buy that.”

Lumen sat on Danny’s foot, but Lux was having none of it. She’d been
promised a walk, and they weren’t walking. She was choking herself, pulling
on the leash.

“Show me?” Danny said.

James joined him, pointing at a metal frame in the overgrown yard. “That
used to be a greenhouse. Glass’s all gone, of course.”

They walked around to the boarded-up, spray-painted front that looked
anything but inviting to Danny. “It’s a good size,” he said, because that was
the only positive thing he could say.

“Breathe,” James said. “Smell that?”

Indeed, now that it’d been pointed out to him, Danny did. A sweet,
intoxicating scent on the warm evening air.

“The first honeysuckle of the season.” James pointed into the dark. “You
can’t see it now, but there’s a huge hedge of it along that side.” He stuck both
hands in his pockets, then pulled one back out and indicated the front of the
house. “Double garage. Perfect for an on-site office. There’s ample storage for
machinery in a shed you can only glimpse during daylight.” His voice was
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getting more animated the longer he was talking. “The property is a stunner.
There’s a little dip that’s perfect for a natural pond. And the whole thing slopes
quite a bit towards the front, perfect for showcasing a terrace or two. Since it’s
been abandoned for so long there’s a good cover of native plants already there.
I”d take that crappy lawn here out, of course, and—" He stopped himself in the
middle of the sentence. Although it was too dark to see, Danny was sure he
was blushing.

“Sorry,” he said, passing a hand over his neck. “Got carried away. Didn’t
mean to bore the shit out of you.”

It was the most Danny had ever heard him say. There was a hidden passion
there that went deeper than the physical one that had bowled Danny over so
completely. Well, hell. “I’m not. Bored. Not the least bit. I wish I could see it.
I’ll have to come back and look at it in daylight. Is the basic structure solid?”

James shrugged. “No clue. Probably needs a new roof by now.”
“Who’s the owner?”

Another shrug.

“But it is for sale?”

James stared at his feet, the flame of his passion visibly turning to embers.
“Can’t afford it, anyway.”

*You don’t even know if it’s for sale. How would you know how much
it’ll go for?”

“I know how much I have.” It hurt to see him bury his dream like that.

“You can get a mortgage with next to no down payment these days,”
Danny tried. “You need a good bank. Come on. It can’t hurt to ask around.
You have such detailed plans for it. And they sound awesome. If you want to
make them real, I’d say now’s the time. It won’t stay abandoned forever.”

The dogs were bouncing against his legs, then pulling on the leash again in
a futile attempt to get them going. Even Lumen was fed up with all this
standing around.

James stood, hands in his pockets, looking at them, then up at Danny, a
wistful expression in his eyes. “You’re like those dogs. All bouncy and
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excited, and | lo—like y—. It. I like it.” He looked back at the house, then
turned away and shrugged one shoulder. “I should head home. Like I said. It’s
not that far. I... See you tomorrow?”

“Wh...? Uh. Sure.” What the hell had just happened? “Uhm... Sleep tight.
| guess.” He watched James stride down the road until the darkness swallowed
him. The city should really put some street lamps up here.

*kkk

James realized he was nearly running and slowed down, but not for long.
He couldn’t get away fast enough. “I like it”??? What the fuck? Way, way too
close to a declaration, Jamie boy. What the hell was wrong with him? First he
lost his shit with the old man and now with Danny? How did Danny live
directly behind The House? What was the chance of that? Was fate trying to
tell him something, here? And how terrifying was that thought?

He made it home without noticing where he’d walked, his empty apartment
mirroring the hollow feeling inside him. Just a quick shower and bed. And
staring at the ceiling, trying not to think about tomorrow or the rest of his life.
Or Danny. But his body remembered Danny’s hands, his lips, his tongue.
Dammit, he would not jerk off again with Danny on his mind. What was he,
twelve? How was a kid with two ridiculous little dogs tying up his thoughts six
ways from Sunday?

Both arms firmly wrapped around his pillow, he stared at the clock in the
dark and watched the numbers change. He was falling harder than he ever had
in his life, and now was the time to either give himself up to whatever waited
at the end of that fall or to pull the emergency cord and pray it would open a
parachute.

Not that there was anything inherently wrong with love or commitment, he
just really wasn’t good at it. Not like Danny, who could open himself up to the
world and consequences be damned. That kind of openness took guts. And
James didn’t know how to match that courage. Didn’t even know where to
start. Most days it was hard enough to breathe, as trapped as he was.

And yeah, that was the other thing he needed to make a decision about.
Leave everything he’d ever known behind, because the old man could be a
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dickhead? James would be nowhere near where he was today without him.
Good and bad.

At five he dragged himself into the shower. He was no closer to either
decision. At this point the arguments for and against just circled round in well-
worn grooves in his head.

Later, in the stillness of the kitchen, both hands wrapped around his coffee
mug, he caught himself wishing for dogs milling about his ankles. Fuck, he
was messed up. His eyes strayed to the clock at the top of the stove. Would he
be picked up this morning, or had his insubordination the day before been
taken as his notice?

The horn sounded at the usual time, but it was Rob driving and the old man
in the middle seat, arms folded, lips pressed together so tightly it left creases in
the corners of his mouth. James sighed and silently apologized to Rob. Looked
like he’d taken up the fight when James had left them last night.

“Got home all right?” Rob asked.

James nodded. Then, just to break the oppressive silence, he added,
“Danny gave me a lift.”

The old man snorted.
Rob lifted an eyebrow. “No more Holt, eh? Danny, now,” he teased.

James bit his tongue. He’d never learn to keep his fucking mouth shut.
Thankfully, Rob waited until they’d arrived and the old man was out of
earshot before he continued. “So, anything going on between you and
‘Danny’?”

James got up on the tailgate step. “So, you think that’s any of your fucking
business?” He pulled out one of the bags of fertilizer and heaved it at Rob,
who caught it with a grunt.

“I didn’t think you went for young and bubbly, is all. You’re gonna scare
the shit out of him.”

“You’d think, wouldn’t you? Hasn’t happened, though.”

“Or he’ll bore you to tears in a week,” Rob said, hoisting the bag and
loading it into the cart.
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James made sure he had his gloves and shouldered the other bag.
“Hmmm.” He didn’t see that. Didn’t see that at all.

The old man stayed away from him not only all day, but for the following
days as well. James had no clue what Rob had said to him, but he was grateful
for the reprieve. It wasn’t peace, but it was a truce. And it took some of the
weight off James’s shoulders that had permanently settled there. James, in
turn, stayed out of Danny’s way. There were things he needed to turn over in
his head. Preferably more than once. And he couldn’t think when Danny was
around. Smiling that Danny smile, touching him, kissing—Fuck! You’re so
fucked, Jamie. He hammered the wooden peg into the ground with
considerably more force than necessary.

“Do you have a minute, Mr. Carver?” Sarah Holt. Shit. This was so not
good. She had no business with him. She always talked to the old man about
anything concerning the job.

He straightened slowly and nodded.

“l thought up about a million excuses why 1’d be wanting to talk to you,
but | find I’m not into that kind of BS very much. The truth is, I’m warning
you off. Because I’m starting to get worried about my son.” She leaned against
the pile of patio stones that had been delivered this morning and crossed her
arms. “I’m not in the habit of worrying about him. But then, he’s not in the
habit of researching mortgages for his boyfriends. Especially not recently met
ones he hasn’t even introduced to his family yet.”

What? The fuck? “I’m not his boyfriend.”

“Ah, yes, well, if he’s looking into mortgages for a fuck buddy that makes
me feel much better, of course.”

“Jesus. I...” She was pulling the rug out from under him so fast that he was
ass over teakettle before she’d even finished her sentence. “Things haven’t—
We haven’t... You’re assuming way too much, here.”

“Am 1?” She was playing with her car keys. “Danny doesn’t have a
suspicious bone in his body. He’s never had a reason to shield his heart. |
don’t know if that’s a good thing. | always thought it was. But, | swear to God,
if you con him or so much as jerk him around, I’ll find you when you sleep, tie
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you up, pound your balls with a meat tenderizer until they’re the size of
tortillas, wrap them around your ripped-off dick, and feed them to you.”

“Con...? You’re seriously messed up, lady. Who the hell do you take me
for? Get out of my face before | forget you’re Danny’s mom. And stay the
fuck away from me. Con him. Did it even occur to you that a con takes two?
Give the kid some cred—"

“James!” Rob called from somewhere behind the shrubbery, a note of
urgency in his voice. “Jamie! Help!”

James was already running.

“Goddammit, Dad,” he heard Rob hiss as he sprinted around the hedge,
where he found Rob trying to support the old man in his arms. But the old man
kept sinking to his knees, left arm clutched across his chest.

“Call nine one one,” Rob said. “I think it’s his heart.”

“I’mon it,” Sarah Holt said behind him. “We’ll take my truck. It has a rear
door and bench. I can have him at the General in ten.”

James didn’t argue. Ignoring the old man’s feeble protests, he scooped him
up like a child and half-walked, half-ran back to the house and around to the
front. Over his shoulder he heard Holt call ahead to the hospital. With Rob’s
help they managed to make the old man reasonably comfortable on the back
seat. Holt actually had an amber emergency light she slapped on the roof of the
truck. With that and all the hazard lights flashing, she floored the gas pedal,
and the truck shot up the drive. Rob sat with his back to the passenger door,
keeping an eye on the back seat. James wedged both legs firmly against the
floor. Holt drove like a demon. She knew exactly what she was doing, how
fast the truck could take a corner or when and how hard to brake without
jolting the old man too much. She seemed to have fifteen pairs of eyes on the
traffic at any given moment and never lost her cool. James was still pissed at
her, but fuck, that woman knew how to drive. He occasionally threw a glance
at Rob, who was white as a sheet and had his eyes glued to the back seat.

They reached the hospital in record time, and thanks to Holt’s call ahead
someone was already waiting for them with a stretcher. James and Rob jogged
along until they were barred from going any further. Rob had to fill out and
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sign some forms, and then they were left to kick their heels in a waiting room.
They stood awkwardly between the chairs, too riled up to sit down.

“How’d it happen?” James asked.

Rob shrugged helplessly. “One minute he was spreading grass seed, the
next he’s on his knees, clutching his chest. He wasn’t doing anything
strenuous, | swear.” As if it was somehow his fault.

James grabbed his shoulder and hugged him briefly. “I’ll go see if they
have coffee or something. You want one?” Rob shook his head. James didn’t
either, but it was an excuse to move. If this shit was anyone’s fault, it was his
own for ticking out over the bee thing. He’d never gone up against the old man
before; that must’ve been a shock. Why the fuck did he have such a short fuse
recently? He’d always been able to keep a lid on it before. Hell, in his
yearbook, “keeping his cool”” had been listed as his superpower.

He got himself a soda from a vending machine in one of the hallways and
meandered his way back to the waiting room. Rob perched on the edge of a
chair, arms on his knees, kneading his fingers. He sat up when he saw James
and ran a hand through his hair. “Shit,” he said.

James sank down next to him and bumped his shoulder, but Rob shook his
head. “l was laying into him for being an ass over the bees that day,” he said.

“Yeah, well, so was I,” James said. He turned the can round and round
between his fingers. So Rob had indeed talked to the old man about that. “I
was grateful he left me alone for a bit,” he confessed. “What’d you tell him?”

Rob threw him a quick sideways glance before looking back down on his
kneading fingers. “I told him you’d leave,” he said. “And with you every
ounce of creativity and passion we have in the company. | told him...” He
clenched his fingers so hard they turned white. “I told him that he’d kick the
bucket one day and leave the company to me to piddle along in mediocrity
until the end of days unless he pulled his head out of his ass and listened to
you.”

James stared at him. I-don’t-give-a-shit Robert Carver had said that? He let
out a breath he hadn’t been aware he’d been holding. “Fuck,” he said. A
movement caught his eyes, and he looked up to see Danny standing in the
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doorway. The shock almost made him do a double-take. He swallowed hard.
“Fuck,” he said again. Not that, too. He was starting to drown in everything
happening at once.

“Jamie...” Rob started.
“It’s not. Your. Fault,” James said, getting up. “I’ll be right back.”

He motioned for Danny to follow him out into the hallway. He had to tell
him to leave. He couldn’t deal with that decision on top of everything else
right now. Hazel eyes and a worried smile. James forgot what he was going to
say. That kid even fucking smelled of sunshine. He pushed Danny into the
corner between a cupboard and the wall and kissed him. Hard. Desperate.
Needy. It didn’t help at all that Danny gave himself up to that kiss, gave it
back, gave James everything he demanded. No, fuck it, stop.

James wrenched himself back, breathing as if he’d been chasing after a
runaway train. “I don’t... I can’t...” he gasped. “What’re you doing here?”

Danny, eyes wide, made a phone gesture with thumb and pinky. “My
mother told me what happened. | thought I’d see if there was anything | could
do to help.”

With an effort James pulled himself together enough to say, “No. Thanks.
Really. There’s nothing. Go home.” He was still far from a decision, and he
wouldn’t, as Sarah Holt had put it, jerk Danny around while he didn’t know
which way was up. Though he had already, hadn’t he?

“I could just be here,” Danny started.

“No! Go home!” Way too loud, Jamie. Danny blinked. James briefly
closed his eyes. “I’m sorry. I... Your mother is right. I’m jerking you around.”

“My... What?”

“Just go home, Danny.” It came out as a hoarse whisper. James cleared his
throat. “Please.” With that he turned and went back into the waiting room.

*kkk

Danny watched him go, too stunned to move. Of course they didn’t know
each other that well, and family was more important now, but he hadn’t quite
expected that brusque a dismissal. That kiss... He shivered. That kiss had told
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him he was needed. It had been raw, unguarded. So why was he being sent
away? Your mother is right. I’m jerking you around. He hadn’t felt jerked
around before. Now he didn’t know what to think. Had James just wanted
some time with his brother? That he understood. Or had the mesmerizing
bastard just broken off the most tantalizing and exhilarating thing that had
happened to Danny since... ever? That he wasn’t ready to accept. He wanted
to go in there and demand clarification, or better, return that kiss. But the
timing sucked.

He threw a last glance at the two brothers sitting in their own little bubble
in the waiting room and turned towards the elevators. Might as well go home
and take the dogs out for their walk.

They were ecstatic to have him home early, but they seemed to sense that
something was off. Lumen was glued to his side, and even Lux refrained from
her usual scoutings to stay with him. Danny took them up the trail to walk by
James’s house, which made him even more determined than he already was
not to let James go without a fight. He played their brief conversation over and
over in his head. Or tried to. He kept getting stuck on that kiss.

What he didn’t get was what in anybody’s name his mother had to do with
anything. Well, she’d be in her office for the rest of the day. Time to find out.
He returned the dogs home and fed them, then took the bus downtown. Easier
than trying to find parking.

“Hey. Any news?” she said when he walked into her office.

He shook his head. “Not by the time I left. Mom, why would James Carver
say you’re right about him jerking me around?”

He was trying hard not to phrase it as an accusation, but the way she
pressed her lips together let his hope of a misunderstanding fade fast.

She rolled up a floor plan, then smoothed it out again on her desk. “He said
that?”

Danny shoved both hands in his pockets and glared at her.

“Fine. | wanted to check him out. You’ve never been so head-over... |
mean, the thing with the mortgage just threw me. | needed to know what was
going on.”
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“So, you ran to him, instead of asking me? How do you even know |
looked into mortgages?” This was quite unlike her. She didn’t spy on him or
his boyfriends. What the hell was going on here?

“Josh Rainier told me.” Tapping her fingers on the plan.
“You discussed me with our banker?”

“Oh, keep your pants on. | didn’t discuss you with him. He asked me how
the house hunt was going, said his cousin was an inspector and gave me his
card in case you found something. It very obviously never even occurred to
him that you might not have told me of your plans.” It hadn’t taken her long to
switch from defense to attack. But if that was supposed to make him retreat, it
failed. If anything, it served to set up his back for good.

“There are no flippin’ plans. | didn’t even ask for myself. James has his
eyes on a house he thinks he can’t afford. | thought before | encourage him |
should find out what the current deals are. I’m not looking for a house, why
would I? Why didn’t you just ask me?”

She threw him a quick glance, then took the floor plan and fiddled with
fixing it to her drawing board, turning her back on him.

“You don’t trust me,” he said, not even trying to hide his disbelief.
“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Nononono, I’m right. You don’t trust my judgement. You thought | was
going off half-cocked, buying a house with a man | met three weeks ago.”

Now she did look at him. “I just wanted to protect you. It’s what mothers
do.”

“I’m not a child anymore.”
“You can still get hurt.”

“Then I’ll get hurt. Big flipping deal. People get hurt all the time. I’ll
survive. I’ll even try not to do anything stupid, if that helps.”

She huffed a laugh. “You gave your brand-new bike away for an injured
cat that died the next day.”

“I was five, Mom.”
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“You were devastated. The point is, you’re always all in. You can’t guard
your heart.”

“No, I can’t. But that is not actually the point. The point is, no one can. Not
If they want a chance at love. But then, you know that already, don’t you?”

She recoiled as if he’d hit her, and he said more softly, “Look, | know you
had a rough deal. You still made a good life for us, and | would never dream of
arguing with your decision to not try again. But | don’t want to live like that.
That’s my decision. Please don’t argue with it, either.”

Her brows drew together as she searched for an answer. “You’re my son,”
she said.

Danny didn’t want to fight with her or hurt her, but neither was he going to
let her ride roughshod over him or run his life.

She must have seen it in his face, because she pulled herself up short and
tried to laugh it off. “And I’ve screwed things up rather royally for you,
haven’t I? I’m sorry, Danny.”

He shrugged. “I guess you meant well.”

“Ouch,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “Tell you what.” She grabbed her car
keys. “I’ll make it up to you. I’ll go talk to him.”

“Oh, nonono.” Danny leaned his back against the door and spread his arms
wide. “Nuh-uh. No more meddling.”

“But, | thought—"
“Promise me.”

“Fine.” The keys dropped back on the desk. “But you better not screw this
up and have your heart broken.”

“Well, if I come back here crying, you get to say ‘I told you so’.”

She threw him a speaking look from under her eyebrows. Danny blew her
a kiss as he pulled her office door open and left. It meant apology accepted,
though it would take a while until he was no longer mad at her.

Now what? Back to the hospital? He checked his watch. Hopefully things
weren’t bad enough for the brothers to still be there. James had said he lived
within walking distance of the old house, but as directions went, that was
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rather vague. Time to check if he was listed in the white pages. Danny’s hand
went to his pocket, but there was no phone. He patted himself down quickly.
Shit. It better be on his kitchen table and not somewhere on a bus seat.Back at
his apartment building he checked for mail—Ilatest copy of Enlighter
Magazine, hydro bill, spam—then, one-handed, fiddled for his door key.

13 Hey',1

Danny nearly jumped out of his skin. James sat on the stairs leading to the
upper floors, arms on his knees like he’d sat at the hospital. Playing with
Danny’s phone.

“You lost it at the hospital. | would’ve called, but...” He grinned tiredly at
his lame joke. “Anyway.” He held the phone out to Danny. “I figured, since it
was probably my fault you lost it, | should bring it over.” He had deep
shadows under his eyes. In combination with the usual five o’clock shadow, it
made him look as if he hadn’t slept in days.

Danny didn’t take the phone, unlocked the door instead. “C’mon in.”
“l don’t really—"

“Don’t let the dogs out.” Not giving James a choice but to follow him in.
“How’s your dad?”

“Not too bad all things considered.” James followed him into the kitchen
and put the phone on the table. “Apparently he had this heart attack coming for
a long time. But the surgery went well, they say. They put him on a diet plan
he’ll hate every meal of.” He paused and passed a hand over his neck. “And
they told him to retire, basically. No physically demanding work.” James
shook his head. “He was too out of it to say much, but I expect we haven’t
heard the last of that one.” He stared at the floor, lost in thought for a moment,
then hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “I should go. Lots of shit to take care
of.”

“Does anyone ever call you Jim?”
“What the...? No, not if they wanna live.”
“| talked to my mother,” Danny said.

**k*k*x
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James looked at him and wanted to do what he’d done at the hospital. Grab
him by the shoulders, push him against the wall, and lose himself in the kiss. It
had been a mistake to come here. He should’ve dropped the phone in the
mailbox. His brain had known it, too. But then, he hadn’t been thinking with
that, had he?

One of the little dogs, he couldn’t tell them apart, sat in front of him. James
stared at it, so he didn’t have to look at Danny.

But Danny wasn’t having any of that. He crouched into James’s line of
sight. “She’s wrong.”

God, he was so serious, so intense. He made James’s skin tingle just by
looking at him. “Did you really ask about a mortgage?” James asked.

Danny made a face as he straightened. “Just checking the lay of the land.
You were so amazing when you talked about that house. | wanted you to go on
forever.” He smiled, and James’s heart stopped for a moment. “Thought I’d
better check if it was safe to cheer you on.”

His easy enthusiasm made the guilt congeal in James’s stomach. “Danny,
I’m not...” How could he have such a fuckton of thoughts in his head and no
words to get them out? “I’d only drag you down.”

“Maybe you’d ground me,” Danny said, shrugging the argument off.

James huffed a laugh. “You don’t need grounding. You’re one of the most
together people I’ve ever met.”

“Baloney.” Danny shoved both hands into his pockets, pulled them out
again, then gently pushed the dog out of the way with one foot and closed the
distance between them.

James’s heel connected with the doorframe behind him. His breathing and
heartbeat sped up, and he had to press both hands to his legs to keep them off
Danny.

“When you sent me away earlier,” Danny said quietly. “Was that because
you aren’t interested anymore?” There was a crease between his brows, and
James could see his cheek muscles jump.
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He tried to come up with something, anything, to say, and drew a complete
blank. Danny’s lips were closed in a straight line, which wasn’t right. They
should be open and soft. James brushed his thumb across to relax them into a
smile. “Jamie. Those I love call me Jamie,” he whispered, listening to Danny’s
harsh intake of breath.

Danny leaned closer. “Or did you send me away,” he murmured, so close
to James’s ear that James felt his breath on his cheek, “because you bought
into my mother’s crap talk?”

He smelled of shampoo and Danny, and it took everything James had not
to grab him and pull him close, bury his face in those short, dark curls, and
close both hands over that tight ass. “I don’t want to jerk you around,” he
squeezed through the roughness in his throat.

“Maybe | like to be jerked around.” He could feel Danny’s lips moving
against his ear, was losing the battle to not just turn his head and kiss him,
when Danny straightened and looked at James, eyes intent. “You’ve been
pushing every single one of my buttons from the second | saw you swinging
that pickaxe, James Carver. And the more | see and hear and taste of you, the
more | want. And | think there is more. There are depths behind your stillness
just waiting to be explored. I think this, us, could be more than just a fling. But
If not, and in the meantime, it’s my secret goal to be manhandled, shoved and
kissed against every wall in the city.”

Every one of his words grabbed the muscles in James’s stomach and pulled
them into a tight coil of need and want. He couldn’t have said anything if his
life depended on it.

“If you consider that jerking me around,” Danny continued, “bring it. I’m
not scared.”

“l know you’re not. But I am.”
“l know. Just not what you’re scared of.”
“That the depths you see turn out to be shallows?”

“Not going to happen. But,” with that smile that turned James inside out,
Danny leaned in close again and whispered, “you’d be surprised just how
shallow I can be, given the right incentive.”
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The doorframe behind him, the warm body in front of him, touching him,
leaning into him, James had nowhere left to go. “’You have about three seconds
to change your mind,” he growled in a last ditch effort to regain control.

But Danny didn’t move, just watched him. “Not a chance,” he said.

James would never not lose himself in this man. And just like that, there
was no decision to be made anymore, because walking away was no longer an
option. “In that case, Sunshine, your ass is mine.”

Danny hummed against James’s throat and wrapped both arms around his
neck. James grabbed his ass and lifted him up, hissed when Danny’s thigh
rubbed against his hard-on, felt Danny’s legs go around his waist, and carried
him to the bedroom.

“Kick the dogs out.” Danny’s voice sounded strained. “Or they’re gonna be
all over us.”

James threw him on the bed, scooped up one of the dogs and set it outside,
where the other one was still sitting, undecided. He closed the door and turned
around just in time to see Danny’s T-shirt land on the floor. He watched
Danny open the button and pull down the zipper of his pants, then raise his
hips to push them off along with his briefs. James’s own pants were
uncomfortably tight. As soon as Danny was naked on the bed, James grabbed
his legs and pulled him closer, until his ass was almost on the edge. Danny
propped himself up on his elbows. He was smooth everywhere, from tanned
chest to shaved balls. And James vowed not to stop until he’d kissed and
licked every last inch of his body.

“There’s a debt I’ve been wanting to repay for a while now,” James said.
He pushed Danny’s knees apart and knelt between them, saw Danny’s eyes go
wide. He took his time, admiring the smooth skin, breathing in the clean
musky scent. Now that it was spiced with anticipation, he could enjoy the tight
pull of his own need that had nearly killed him a few moments ago.

Danny gave a short laugh. ”Are you just going to sit there?” he teased, but
the tightness was there in his voice, too. And his cock was straight and hard
against his stomach.

“Patience, Grasshopper.” James ran his fingertips across the insides of
Danny’s thighs, saw his cock twitch and smiled at the hiss of his indrawn
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breath. He followed with his lips, licked Danny’s balls and pulled them in his
mouth. Danny’s stomach rose and fell as his breathing sped up. James
continued to lick across and around Danny’s balls. Danny’s hips came up,
even as he moaned, “Wait.”

When James looked up, Danny’s eyes were glazed. He had to lick his lips
before he could say, “Take your clothes off. Please. | want to see...”

It did feel good to get out of his too tight jeans. James stood naked, ran his
hand across his balls and gave his cock a couple of loose-fisted strokes that
pulled a groan up his throat. But it was Danny’s he heard. Danny, who was
biting his lip, the need raw and shiny in his hazel eyes.

James dropped back down to his knees, closed his fist and lips around
Danny’s cock and started to suck in a slow rhythm. Again Danny’s hips came
up. “Please,” he moaned. “Oh God, please James. I’m begging you...” He
didn’t say for what, but his hips trying to speed up the movement said it for
him. James was breathing hard himself, now. He straightened, grabbed
Danny’s ass and shoved him higher up on the bed, so he had room to kneel
behind him.

“Please tell me you have lube and condoms,” he rasped.

Danny waved his left hand vaguely in the direction of the nightstand.
“Nnn-drawer,” he said.

James had to force himself to slow down so he wouldn’t rip the condom.
He lubed himself up quickly but took more time with Danny, losing himself
again in the smoothness of his skin, spreading the lube over Danny’s cock and
balls and between his ass cheeks. Danny pulled his legs up and out to give him
as much access as he could. “Please,” he moaned again. And when James
started to open him up with his fingers, he hissed. “Never. Mind. Just... Go!”

So inviting, so demanding. No denying him. But James still took it slow.
He didn’t want to hurt Danny, and he also needed to savour every little thing.
The way Danny’s stomach rose and fell with every harsh breath, the sheen of
sweat on his skin, the tremor running through his thigh muscles when he tried
to push himself closer. James placed a hand on Danny’s navel, holding him
down, entering him at his own slow speed. Danny’s “Please!” turning into a
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strangled groan. His eyes looked green now and brightly translucent. He had
both arms up against the headboard bracing himself, and now and then his
head would fall back, exposing the arch of his throat. But he always came back
up to watch, his lips half open, moving with pleas and moans. Everything
about him always open, unveiled and bright. He made everything look not just
possible, but clear and easy. Light art. Magic.

James kissed his way up his torso to his chest, tasting every inch of skin
and keeping up his slow rhythm, keeping himself on a plateau of need and
desire, their skin between them slick with sweat and pre-cum. He played his
tongue over each nipple, biting, licking, and sucking until Danny whimpered
with every thrust. James looked up to find him still watching, his pupils huge,
brows slightly drawn together. Joy, lust, every sensation playing out on his
face, crashed into James like a tsunami, surging in his balls, pulling him off his
plateau. He leaned back, braced himself against the backs of Danny’s thighs,
and, giving up his fight for control, fucked Danny hard and fast, his balls
slapping Danny’s ass, his breath harsh and desperate in his own ears.

Danny’s pleas had turned completely inarticulate. His muscles strained
with the need to meet James’s thrusts. Meaningless syllables collapsed to
rhythmic, low-pitched panting. Suddenly every muscle in his body clenched
and with a shout he came all over his own chest. Hot, salacious abandon that
pulled James’s balls up as he was dragged helplessly into his own sweet agony
of relief, again and again, until he collapsed against Danny’s legs.

He managed to pull out and roll onto his back, gasping for air, vision
blurred, heart hammering in his throat. He felt Danny’s hand groping for his
and took it. They lay like that, fingers intertwined, just breathing. After what
felt like an eternity, Danny rolled to his side and propped himself up on one
elbow. “What did you say to me that day in the shed?” he asked.

James huffed a laugh. “Jesus Christ, Sunshine,” he said.

“That.” Danny wiped himself off with the sheet, crumpled it up and threw
it into the general direction of what looked like a laundry hamper. A soft
whine sounded from the other side of the door, followed by a scratching
sound.
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James rolled his eyes, making Danny laugh, and heaved himself off the
bed. He went into the adjoining bathroom to get rid of the condom, clean
himself up and indulge in a long piss.

When he came back, Danny had pulled on a pair of gym shorts and threw
James one as well. James barely managed to catch it and not step on one of the
dogs. They fit. Just. James flopped back down on the bed, his head on Danny’s
shoulder, which seemed to be the signal for the dogs to jump up as well and
wiggle all over both of them. James scratched a fuzzy little head between the
ears and smiled. Life could be simple now and then. “Wanna tell me what you
found out about mortgages?” he asked.

“Really?” Danny said, excitement in his voice. “You gonna try for the
house?”

James nodded. “If it’s for sale. We’ll see.” He touched his head to
Danny’s. “But what’s more important: You think you might wanna do this
again some time?”

Danny laughed. “And again, and again, and again.”

“Good,” James said, warm and languid between Danny and the dogs. “Me,
too.”

THE END
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THE FIELD OF SOMEONE ELSE’S DREAMS
By Amelia C. Gormley

If you’d asked me three months ago, | would have said there was no more
thrilling sound on this planet than the resounding crack that happens when the
bat makes contact with the ball. Even when you’re not the one batting, even if
you’re just standing on base, awaiting your opportunity to run for the next.

It’s a heart-stopping, pulse-pounding sound, the deafening shot of a gun
signaling the start of a race. It’s a sound that is almost always punctuated by
the roar of the crowd and a rush of adrenaline. Did it foul? Will | make it to
base on time? Will it be a home run? A grand slam?

It is, quite frankly, the only reason | played baseball. For that matter (in my
humble opinion, at least) it’s the only reason anyone would spectate baseball,
the only reason the game exists in the first place. Without it, baseball is
minutes upon minutes of tedium with no purpose. All of us, the team at bat,
the outfielders, the crowd in the stands, we’re all just milling around waiting
for that sound to call us to action.

I’d managed to convince myself I was in love with that sound, and why
not? 1’d spent my whole life hearing my father rhapsodize about it. Most of
that speech I just gave—except for the last part—were direct quotes, straight
(you’ll pardon the use of the term) from his lips. From the time | was old
enough to swing a Wiffle bat at a hollow ball or tap a real one off a tee, I’d
heard all about the glory of baseball. My family was one of those for whom
the national pastime had become a religion. I had quite literally drunk the love
of it in with my mother’s milk; my parents had decorated the nursery in a
baseball motif, with stenciled images of bats and balls and large leather mitts
scattered around the walls, the sheets and comforter reflecting more of the
same. My first stuffed toy hadn’t been an animal of some permutation; it had
been a baseball bat.

Funny how three months can unravel a lifetime of indoctrination.

“So when can he begin training again?” My father asked as | tried to push
the arch of my foot against Matt’s hand. With just the slightest bit of
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resistance, | felt my muscles begin to ache and tremble. My physical therapy
aide backed off the pressure, frowning, and he looked at me instead of
answering my dad’s question.

“You had more strength last week. Did you overdo it?”

| shifted on the padded bench, trying to draw my foot out of Matt’s grasp.
“Just, you know, trying to build up strength.”

Matt’s mouth tightened and he darted a quick glance at my father out from
under his long lashes. No need to guess whether or not he’d figured out at
whose urging 1I’d overexerted. “Well, what you’re most likely to build up is
scar tissue that will permanently impede normal function.”

| suppressed a wince as Matt’s fingers gripped either side of the visible
knot in my Achilles tendon and began to massage it firmly.

“Nothing wrong with trying to get around without the crutches for a
while,” Dad scoffed, clapping me on the shoulder. Sweat immediately began
to bead on my forehead and | had to close my eyes and grit my teeth to try to
conceal how much pain Matt’s fingers were causing.

“Oh, sure, nothing wrong with going without the crutches... providing he
has no interest in ever walking or running unaided again.”

Fuck. Matt wasn’t even trying for diplomacy this time.

Dad sighed with exaggerated patience. “He’s not some pansy who’ll keel
over putting a little weight on a bum ankle. Back when | played ball, | played
with sprains plenty of times. Doctors these days don’t seem to get that. You
don’t pamper an injury; you find a way to work with it, not let it keep you
down.”

The corners of Matt’s mouth went white at the word “pansy”.

“I’m not a doctor, Mr. Boyden.” Only someone as familiar with him as |
was would miss the seething venom in Matt’s undertone. “Just a PT aide. But
if you would prefer more expertise, | could call Chris’s orthopedist to consult
with you. Or his physical therapist. They’ll tell you the same thing. The fact
that you ran on your sprains without giving the connective tissues time to heal
completely means your joints today are weaker and more susceptible to re-
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injury. And what happened to Chris wasn’t a mere sprain. It was a traumatic
injury. A completely ruptured Achilles tendon improperly healed could have
him on crutches or using a cane for the rest of his life.” Matt leveled me with a
flat look. “So, keep your weight off the ankle and use the damn crutches,
okay?”

| could feel my dad winding up for a diatribe and jumped in. “Yeah, of
course. So, what’s been happening on campus while I’ve been away?”

“Not a lot. I’ve got a class with Topher Carlisle this term. It’s good to be
able to hang with him again. Haven’t had a chance to do that since high
school. Roll over. I’m going to go get an ice pack.”

Obediently I flipped onto my stomach and Matt went to grab a clay-filled
pack out of the clinic freezer. The clinic was eerily quiet this time of evening; |
was the last patient remaining today, because my dad insisted I take the latest
possible appointment so he could come with me to my therapy sessions when
he had a chance. “To see how | was progressing,” which was code for, “to
bully the physical therapist into giving me the all-clear.”

| took the opportunity to wipe the sweat from my face onto my sleeve,
trying not to let my dad see my hand shaking. Fuck, but it hurt when they
massaged the tendon to break up the scar tissue. And that fucking cold pack
was going to hurt even worse.

“Topher Carlisle.” My dad snorted once Matt was out of the room. “I
remember when you went to school with him. Biggest fairy in town. Matt
hangs out with him? You sure he’s not—?"

| turned my face away so he couldn’t see my grimace. “Matt’s never made
a secret of the fact that he’s gay, Dad. He and Topher even saw each other for
a little while in high school, though it didn’t last long.”

“What? You’re telling me you knew about it, even back then? And you
still hang out with him?”

“He’s my friend.” | kept my voice neutral, yawning to try to hint that the
subject was tedious or | was exhausted. Whichever would shut Dad up the
quickest. “And Topher’s not a bad guy, though I don’t know him very well.”
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“Well, he was good in those spring musicals, | guess.” At least he was
willing to grudgingly admit that much. “So, why didn’t you tell me about
Matt?”

“Because you didn’t need to know. It’s his business and his family’s, not
ours.”

“The hell it’s not! I let you stay over at his house.”

“Don’t worry, Mr. Boyden. Chris’s virtue was always safe with me.” The
polite chill in Matt’s voice was every bit as excruciating as the ache that
settled into my ankle when he wrapped the cold pack around it. Dear sweet
Jesus, it hurt. It felt like the biting pain when you’ve been outside in the snow
too long, when you know you’d better get indoors soon because you’re a few
minutes away from the dangerous numb of frostbite settling in.

“Oh!” | felt my dad jump, and couldn’t help but feel a little satisfaction as
he began spluttering. “I didn’t—I mean—It’s just—"

“Don’t you need to be getting to work, Dad?” My amusement was short-
lived, and mostly I was just tired and in pain.

“Yeah. Graveyard shift this week.” He pushed himself up from the stool he
sat on with the same sort of larger-than-life energy he did everything. That’s
my dad. A giant. Big. Strong. Powerful. A veritable man’s man. | often
wondered how he’d ended up playing baseball when he was better suited to
being a linebacker. I was no runt by any stretch of the imagination, but
sometimes | felt like | disappointed him because | wasn’t large and towering
enough to break tree trunks in half with my bare hands.

“Okay. I’ll see you soon, Dad.” | flinched as he clapped me on the shoulder
again and mumbled an awkward goodbye to Matt. Silence filled the empty
clinic as I lay there and tried not to complain about the aching cold wrapped
around my ankle. Matt didn’t seem to be moving at all behind me, which
meant he was probably standing there waiting for something.

“I’m sorry,” | whispered at last, burying my face in my arms. The cold was
uncomfortable, but | was starting to adapt, or the pack was getting warmer,
and the pain of the massage had faded. Fuck. I tell you, if | had realized how
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much damage the helmet on a batter sliding into home plate could do to your
leg, | would never have played catcher.

| felt Matt’s hand settle between my shoulder blades, a touch just short of a
caress. The “just short” part made me ache far worse than the cold on my
ankle.

“I don’t know how much longer | can do this.” He took his hand away. “I
stand here week after week and listen to his casual slurs and | bite my tongue
and I’m just waiting for you to say something and you never do.”

| swallowed and turned my face toward him. “I suppose I should thank you
for working the mention of Topher into the conversation. It gave me an
opening to let him know he was offending you.”

“That wasn’t exactly the opening I’d hoped you would take.”

“l know, but—" | shook my head, wishing he’d step around front so |
could see him. “Still, maybe he’ll learn a little tact now that | made it clear to
him that you’re gay.”

His hand pulled away and the loss of its warmth was a new kind of ache.
“Yeah, sure. Until I’m out of the room. Then there will just be one fag he’ll be
running his homophobic mouth off in front of, unawares.”

“I’'m used to it.”
“You shouldn’t have to be.”

“I’m not like you, Matt. My family isn’t like yours. They didn’t make an
effort to foster an open and accepting environment from the moment they
suspected when | was a toddler.”

“No, quite the opposite.” At last, he lifted the cold pack off my ankle and
the pain began to dissipate. “Your dad wouldn’t mind seeing you crippled for
life as long as it proved that you’re a real man.”

“He’s not a bad guy, Matt. He’s just... a product of his upbringing. He
doesn’t know any better. He’s a good dad, though.”

Matt grumbled something inaudible before | heard him stalk out of the
room with angry strides. | rolled up to sit on the edge of the padded table, my
head hung low.
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Fuck.

When Matt reappeared, he grabbed my socks and shoe for me. | hadn’t
even tried to hop down from the table without his assistance. He was pissed
enough at me. He helped me into the huge, boot-like brace and then supported
me as | slid down from the table, until I got my weight on my crutches.

“So, where am | driving you to tonight?”

| stood there with the pads of the crutches butted up under my arms and
Matt so close beside me that | could smell his cologne and the minty/menthol
scent of the therapeutic gel he’d massaged into my mangled tendons and
ligaments.

“Your place? Please?”

The hard chill in his eyes softened, and his lips slowly drew up into a
gentle smile. His dark green gaze held mine captive as he leaned in and
brushed his lips across mine.

“Okay.”

*kk*k

Matt rented a first-floor bedroom in an old house that had been converted
into co-op housing. It was by far the most spacious of the five bedrooms,
though being the farthest away from the forced air heating unit, it wasn’t the
most temperature controlled. | levered myself onto the bed and laid my
crutches aside, hugging my zippered sweatshirt around me while Matt turned
on the electric space heaters and patches of warmth began to spread
throughout the drafty room.

There was no more natural a caretaker than Matt. He was quiet as he put
my crutches next to my side of the bed and knelt down to help me remove the
brace he’d put on at the clinic. My stomach felt tight and heavy, guilt gnawing
at me. He deserved better than he was getting from me. He’d deserved better
the last time we’d tried dating each other, back in high school; why he’d come
back for more of the same, | would never know.

| couldn’t apologize again. He’d heard it all before and nothing seemed to
change. | couldn’t find a way to make myself come out to my family, which
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meant we could never be together in front of my family. | could never invite
him to holiday dinners or admit to spending as much time with him as I did. |
could never acknowledge him the way he deserved to be acknowledged.

I could never push back against my father’s bigoted insensitivity in Matt’s
defense, much less my own.

“Ready for a shower?” Matt peeled my T-shirt, still damp with sweat from
my physical therapy, over my head, gently massaging the back of my neck.

| shook my head, closing my eyes at the touch. “I think I’d rather just go to
sleep. I’ll never understand how physical therapy can be so exhausting, when |
barely even move.”

“It’s the pain.” He reached for my belt, carefully helping me to shimmy out
of my jeans without moving my ankle too much. When they were gone, he
Velcroed another brace around the joint, lighter and slimmer than the boot |
wore when | was out and about trying to be somewhat mobile. “That and the
fact that the parts you are trying to move really don’t want to move because
they no longer have the strength to do so, so it requires a lot more exertion for
a much smaller result.”

“Right.” I let him help me to the communal bathroom to brush my teeth
companionably beside him, then back to bed. | stretched out, placing a pillow
under my ankle as he undressed and slid under the sheets beside me, turning
off the bedside lamp. “You’re so good at what you do.”

He stared at the darkened ceiling. “Yeah, too bad I’m not even sure | want
to be doing it.”

“So apply to film school already. Before you get stuck in this rut.”

“I’m never going to get anywhere doing the Film and Video Production
degree here at Grand Valley, except maybe become a producer on some local
news broadcast. | need to go to a school recognized for their film program. But
if 1 go someplace else, | lose my scholarship. So I’m kind of stuck.”

My hand drifted across the narrow inches between us, my fingers lightly
stroking his wrist. I didn’t really have an argument ready for that. | understood
all too well what it meant to be trapped by financial necessity. 1’d just started
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high school when the Great Recession hit, and my parents had lost their jobs.
Then we’d lost our house. They had eventually found work, working more
hours and making far less than they had before. Their retirement funds had
been gutted, and any hope that 1I’d had of going to college without a
scholarship had been completely wiped out. That was when my dad’s dream of
me attending school on a baseball scholarship, as he had done, and maybe
even being recruited into the major leagues, had become an absolute necessity.
| hadn’t lived and breathed a day since the ninth grade when Dad didn’t talk to
me about the critical importance of seeing to my future.

“l wish | knew what to say.” I picked up his hand and pulled it to my face,
pressing a kiss to his knuckles. “I wish you could get out of here. West
Michigan is a waste for you. You should be someplace like LA, at a school
with lots of guys who don’t have to hide who they’re dating from their
families. You should be with—fuck, I don’t know—someone like Topher.
Someone who just lets it all hang out and doesn’t give a fuck what anyone
thinks.”

Matt’s hand went still in mine and he abruptly rolled up onto his elbow,
looming over me in the darkness.

“You can’t seriously think | want Topher.”

“Not really.” I shrugged. “Mostly he was just the first example at hand.
Though, you did date him.”

“Yeah, for all of five minutes, by default, because he was the only other
out guy at our school and | was all one with the fuck that over the idea of
going to the Homecoming dance stag or with a girl.”

“You can’t deny he’s pretty.”

That made Matt laugh. “Well, yeah, he’s beautiful, but he’s too much. I
may be out and proud, but he turns the flames up a little too high even for me.”

| smiled wistfully at that. The truth was, | was insanely jealous of Topher
Carlisle. Not because he’d dated Matt, but because he was just so open.
Topher hid absolutely nothing, and he didn’t bother to play anything low-key,
even if it made others squirm. Our similarities began and ended with our first
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names and sexual orientation. I’d always hated him a little, just because |
admired and envied him so desperately.

“Yeah, well, look at your alternative.” My hand tightened on his. “I
wouldn’t blame you if—"

“It’s not to that point yet.” Matt caught my chin, planting a firm kiss on my
lips. “I can put up with your dad’s ignorance for a while longer. Maybe not
indefinitely, but I’m not willing to give up on us yet. I’m praying you find a
way to come out to your family before we hit that stage.”

My throat felt tight. “l am, too.”

“Hey.” His mouth captured mine again, for longer this time. With more
intent. “You’re always a wreck after PT. Especially when your dad’s there,
because you push it too hard when he’s around. Let it go. Deal with it later,
when you’re not so wrung out.”

“Okay.” | mustered a smile, catching him with a hand wrapped behind his
neck, lingering in the kiss. His tongue slid across my lips, minty with
toothpaste, and I let out a low groan, pulling him down above me.

Matt chuckled when he felt me press hard against his groin, but he was just
as hard, his cock lining up alongside mine through the cotton of our
underwear.

“Sure you’re not too worn out?” His lips trailed a warm, damp path across
my cheekbone to my ear, his tongue stroking inside the rim before his teeth
scraped the shell.

I smiled, tipping my head back to give him room to work his way down my
throat. My arms slipped around him, my fingers grasping the firm muscles of
his back. “Never too worn out for this.”

| rolled onto my stomach, slipping out of my underwear as Matt stuffed a
pillow under my hips, and then his solid weight covered me, a whole-body
embrace pressing me into the mattress. His lips and breath were warm,
pressing kisses over my shoulders and the back of my neck, nuzzling the
crease of my armpit, licking down the indentation of my spine.

“You smell good.”
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“Well, you feel good.” I sighed into the cradle of my arms, lifting my hips
to press up against him. The ridge of Matt’s cock nestled in the crease of my
ass and he rocked as he made love to my back and shoulders with his mouth,
grinding me against the pillow until I groaned. Surely there was nothing softer
on earth than his lips gliding across my spine, nothing more sensual than his
tongue and the scrape of his teeth against my shoulder.

“Fuck me,” | whispered, turning to see him over my shoulder. | snagged
another kiss, moaning in unison with him the next time he rocked. Puffs of his
breath erupted against my cheek and neck as he drew away again.

Those sharp exhalations were a sound 1I’d come to cherish far more than
the crack of a baseball bat connecting with a ball. They were only one note ina
veritable symphony, though, the percussion that underscored the tearing of a
condom wrapper, the crinkling noise of the rubber unrolling, the slick sound of
lube being smeared around...

...My own half-pained whimper as he pressed into me.

Matt’s breathless gasp against the back of my shoulder. “Fuck. Oh, fuck.”
Those were the sounds that were precious to me now.

Like I said: a lot can change in three months.

*kkk

“There’s one good thing about hiding it from my parents.” My seventeen-
year-old self had moaned as Matt sucked on the side of my throat. “They don’t
bat an eye when | tell them I’m staying at your place overnight studying for a
test tomorrow.”

“And my parents,” —He abruptly flipped me onto my stomach and
attacked my back with his mouth—*“just don’t give a fuck. They know I’m
gonna have sex, so they fling me some rubbers and give me lots of safe sex
lectures and tell me to be smart.”

“Aren’t you worried they might hear us?” | groaned when his teeth
scraped the back of my neck.

“Nice thing about having a basement bedroom when everyone else is
upstairs. If no one has teased me about the noise | make jerking off by now, |



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 5
I | 265

think we’re safe. Although, if you were to look above the drop panels there on
the ceiling, you’d see I’ve stuffed the space between the ceiling and pipes with
lots of egg-crate foam.” He pointed up at the heating vent in the ceiling “I
even stuck some in there. At least for now. If we wanna bone once it’s winter,
we’re just going to have to take our chances.”

“Really?”” Curiosity jerked me out of my testosterone lust-haze and |
turned my head to peer at him. ““When did you do that?”

“Last week.”” His lips were soft against my shoulder. Then my jaw. And
finally my mouth. “After you said you wanted to move past hand jobs and the
occasional blowjob.”

“Oh.” As far as romantic gestures were concerned, soundproofing his
bedroom was a little on the iffy side, and yet | melted. This meant enough to
him that he was willing to make certain I didn’t walk away from our first time
with any reason for shame or embarrassment.

I rolled onto my back again, drawing him down above me. He felt so safe; |
didn’t know the last time | felt safe. I don’t think | had, since 1’d finally
admitted to myself that | was gay. | wasn’t sure what I’d do when he
graduated next spring and left me alone at Jenison High for another year, with
no one here who understood me. Hell, even Topher would be graduating.

“I love you,” | whispered, lifting my head for a kiss.

Matt smiled serenely and reached for the button on my jeans. “Of course
you do.”

*k*k*

| woke in the middle of the night with my ankle aching and a foreboding
tension in my calf muscles that suggested | might get a charley horse if |
wasn’t careful. Beside me, Matt snored softly and | realized I’d forgotten to set
out my pain meds and a bottle of water beside the bed like | usually did, so |
wouldn’t have to get up in the middle of the night. Maneuvering carefully, |
reached for my crutches and levered myself out of bed, trying to keep the
weight off my ankle.

The space heaters had taken the edge off the chill, but drafty pockets of
cold still littered the back bedroom. Tonight the cool felt good; since my injury
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and subsequent surgery, some nights | woke up sweating fiercely with no idea
why. Wrangling myself into a robe felt like too much work, so after |
swallowed my Tylenol with codeine, | lurched across the room to its one
redeeming feature.

Before winter had set in, the huge bay window with its padded reading
bench had been my favorite part of Matt’s room. 1’d spent a lot of time there
after my surgery. In the sunlight filtering through those leaded panes, I’d
passed long hours trying to keep up with my school work and figure out ways
to explain to my family why | wasn’t staying in my dorm room instead. Matt
had generously gone along with the fiction that he had temporarily moved
upstairs, and that he and his housemates were allowing me to stay in his usual
room so he could help me until | got back on my feet, so to speak.

It had been a flimsy story, and | was surprised my dad bought it. | could
practically see steam rising from Matt’s ears as 1’d rambled off the convoluted
lie, but he hadn’t contradicted me. Past Dad’s shoulder, however, he’d given
me a look that warned me 1’d just burnt one of a very limited number of free
passes.

The reasons | hadn’t come out in high school had seemed so clear. The
only way | was going to be able to afford college without accumulating a
crippling amount of debt was to get a scholarship, and baseball had been my
best bet. My dad had hammered home time and again how important it was
that | not jeopardize my standing on the high school team, that | do everything
possible to get my coach to recommend me to college recruiters. And in the
Grand Rapids area—a region dominated largely by the Christian Reformed
Church, a denomination so conservative that they only allowed women
representatives in their synod in 2008 and they still have individual
congregations branching off in protest of that move—there was every reason
to believe that coming out could get me driven off the team by my peers, or
possibly even prompt my coach to find a reason to exclude me.

The reasons had been clear to me, at least. Matt hadn’t agreed. When he’d
realized | would never attend prom with him or greet him after class with a
kiss, he’d decided he deserved better and had broken things off.
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| hadn’t blamed him. If keeping my secret made me feel like shit, I could
only imagine what it must have felt like for him to be the secret.

The freezing cold outside seeped into the alcove, leaching the warmth from
my skin as | sat there sipping my water. The reasons 1’d had in high school
didn’t track anymore. I’d already gotten my scholarship. It was unlikely
GVSU was going to take it away if | came out of the closet. They’d be more
likely to take it away if | wasn’t in shape in time to begin training for next
season, which was a distinct possibility. The Achilles tendon tear had only
been the most traumatic of my injuries when that runner had slid into home,
colliding helmet-first with my ankle. All the connective tissue around the joint
and even down into the foot was fucked up, and the recovery period could last
up to a couple of years.

The chances of me returning to school next year were pretty damned slim.
Which was, simultaneously, both the best and the worst argument for me
coming out. On one hand, it wouldn’t matter to my academic future one bit.
On the other hand, where would | go when I couldn’t go back to school if |
estranged my family?

“Aren’t you freezing over there?” Matt’s sleepy mumble filtered out from
the mass of covers on his bed long before his tousled blond head emerged. |
smiled at the sight of him. My perfect, tall, blond, broad-shouldered Dutch
boy.

“Honestly? Yeah.”
“Then come back to bed. Do you need help walking back?”

“No.” I sighed, looking out at the snow-covered lawn in front of the house.
It was one of those perfect winter nights when the sky was cloudless, so that
the moonlight reflected so brightly on the snow, it could almost have been day.
Tendrils of frost were slowly creeping their way inward from the edges of the
panes of glass in the bay window. Everything seemed cast in an cold, ethereal
glow. “I’m just thinking.”

“Warm thoughts, | hope.” With an exaggerated “brrr” he flung back the
covers and dragged a comforter around his shoulders. It trailed behind him like
a cape as he crossed the room. “Scoot forward.”
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| inched up and Matt slid in behind me, wedging himself between my back
and the wall and wrapping the comforter around us both. He grumbled and
rubbed my arm nearest the window briskly.

“Jesus, any longer and you’d be an icicle.”

“Sorry.” | leaned my head back against his shoulder, letting his warmth
thaw me.

“Oh, did I tell you what Topher said his plans for next summer with
Morgan Gardner are?”

| shook my head. “No, you didn’t.”

Matt chuffed a soft laugh against my shoulder. “Apparently Morgan’s
family has a house on Lake Michigan near Saugatuck, so they’re going to be
spending all summer there. Can you imagine?”

“Saugatuck? That’s a little south of Holland, right?”
“You’ve never heard of it?”

“l remember one time when | was in junior high, my mom wanted to drive
down there and tour for an afternoon because it’s supposed to be picturesque,
but Dad didn’t know why she wanted to go see a town full of fairies.”

I could practically hear Matt’s eyes roll. “I dunno, sounds like heaven to
me. A gay vacation hot spot not an hour’s drive away. Just think about it.
Maybe we could go down there sometime when you’re on your feet again.
Spend the night at a B&B, eat dinner someplace where no one would bat an
eye if | held your hand at dinner or kissed you in public.”

“That sounds wonderful.” | heaved a wistful sigh. “Maybe we can go at
spring break. I’ll tell Dad I’'m going to Tampa with some friends or
something.”

| felt Matt stiffen behind me and realized what 1’d said.
“Fuck.” I cursed the codeine for making me thoughtless.

“Is that how it’s going to be?” Matt’s voice was barely audible behind me.
“I thought it would be different, us here at college together. That we wouldn’t
have to hide. But you still won’t do anything resembling a display of affection
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in public in case someone you know from high school sees you and spreads
rumors back home. And now that’s supposed to go on for another four months
until we have to sneak away for spring break? What about the holidays? What
excuse are you going to come up with to spend time with me then? Or are we
just not going to see each other for the better part of a month?”

“No. No! That’s not what I—I wasn’t thinking when | said that. I’m sorry.”
His sigh sounded bitter, but his arms tightened around me.

“You know, | almost wish playing were an option for you this upcoming
season. It won’t be, not that your dad will accept that just yet, but if it were...”

| tried to relax against him again, tried to reclaim the warmth he’d brought
with him when he’d sat down behind me. “If it were, what?”

“I’ve daydreamed of walking up to you after a game and kissing you, right
in front of everyone. Just tearing through all the bullshit and doing what your
teammates’ girlfriends do with them.”

“Then why haven’t you? You had plenty of chances during the fall
scrimmage season before | was injured.”

“Because it has to be your choice. | can’t make it for you.”

My throat felt tight and | pulled his hand up to my face, pressing a kiss to
it. “I wish you would. I wish you’d just... take that plunge for me.”

“You know I can’t.”
“Doesn’t stop me from wishing.”

His lips brushed the top of my shoulder and he pulled the comforter more
securely around us both.

“I love you, Chris. | have since before my senior year of high school. Even
after we broke up, even when | tried to date other guys or just fuck around in
clubs, I missed you. Wanted you.”

“I love you, too. | just—"

“l don’t need to hear the reasons and excuses. | know themall. And | know
it’s easy for me to say ‘just do it, already’ when I live such a charmed life
where my family’s acceptance is concerned. | know it’s harder for you.”



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 5
I | 270

| turned my head to try to look back at him. “Why do | hear a “but’ coming
in this?”

“I don’t know if it’s a ‘but.” Not completely. | hate the idea of issuing
ultimatums, because you know, it’s not like there’s not already enough
pressure riding on this decision. But you should be on alert that I’m probably
going to hit the end of my tolerance sooner, rather than later. | want to be able
to have my boyfriend over for Christmas, not just some friend from school.
And | definitely don’t want to try to remember some convoluted fiction for
how | spent spring break so | don’t reveal that | actually spent it making love
to you in some romantic bed and breakfast in a vacation town known to be
popular with queers. | can’t deny who | am, and | don’t want to deny who we
are.”

“l understand.” Jesus. My chest hurt like 1’d been punched dead in the
sternum at the implied or else in that speech. It wouldn’t be so bad if he were
unjustified, but he wasn’t. Not in the slightest.

“Good.” He kissed my shoulder again, then nudged me upright. “Come on.
It’s freezing here even with the blanket. Let me help you back to bed.”

Safely back in the warmth of his bed, Matt surrounded me. He engulfed me
not just with his arms, but with his entire body, his entire presence.

“I’ll give it a few more weeks,” he whispered into the darkness as sleep
continued to elude me. “Until the holidays. After that... we’ll see if I’ve got it
In me to give any more.”

*k*k*k

The days spun rapidly toward winter break and | hovered indecisively
between my options. Every time | saw my dad | wanted to say something, but
the conversation never drifted toward any sort of graceful segue, and each time
| tried to steel myself to simply blurt it out my vocal cords froze, locking the
words in my throat until they threatened to choke me. No amount of telling
myself how much Matt deserved it seemed to overcome that paralysis.

“That’s where you’re going wrong, baby.” His fingers stroked up and
down my spine as we lay in bed and I confessed the difficulty to him. He
hadn’t brought the subject up again after that night when we’d discussed the
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holidays, but it was on my mind constantly. “You can’t do it for me. It has
nothing to do with me. This is about you, what you deserve.”

“How can you say that? You made it pretty clear that if you don’t stick
around, it’ll be because you can’t have the things you feel you need. So it is
about you.”

“You can’t do it to make me stick around. Yeah, | might take off because |
need something else, something | can’t get in this situation, but that’s on me.
You need to do it because you deserve better. You deserve better than to sit
silently by while your dad casually insults queers without even realizing he’s
talking about you. You deserve better than to always hang in limbo, wondering
if you’ll still be loved if you dare to be honest. You deserve better than to feel
all this pressure to be something you’re not.”

| rolled away, unable to keep looking at him. Still, he was a solid presence
behind me, pressed warm against my back.

“You don’t realize what they gave up, when the economy turned to shit
and they lost their jobs. How many hours they had to work so we could stay
someplace where the schools were top-notch instead of moving somewhere
cheaper. Yeah, my dad’s an insensitive dinosaur when it comes to opinions on
homosexuality, but | can’t stand the thought of disappointing him after
everything he’s done to take care of us. They worked so hard to try to make
sure we’d have a good life with every opportunity, every chance to be happy
and successful.”

“Happy and successful according to whom?” Matt’s breath ruffled the hair
at the back of my neck, which I’d started to grow out now that it didn’t matter
how I’d look after | took off my baseball cap. “Does making yourself
miserable trying to live a lie count?”

| didn’t have any answers for that.

**k*k*

Since my injury, my professors had been as accommodating as possible to
enable me to continue the semester without having to drag myself all over
campus. They had allowed Matt to collect my homework, permitted me to
submit assignments via email, and made alternative arrangements for quizzes
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and tests. But there was no avoiding my finals. The week before, | decided to
try to attend classes to take advantage of finals prep.

“You’re sure you’re going to be okay?” Matt hovered fretfully over me as |
strapped on my bulky, boot-like brace.

“Of course. You can’t help me to every class. You’ve got your own classes
to get to. | can get around. I might be slow and clumsy, but | can do it.”

“Yeah, but it’s icy as fuck out there.”

“Yes, and they will have shoveled and salted the hell out of the walkways
between buildings. It’ll be fine. And even if | do take a header, the boot will
keep me from re-injuring the ankle.”

“But it won’t keep you from cracking your skull open when you hit the
ground.”

“Oh, please. I’ll be fine. I’ve got to start getting around soon, anyway. |
don’t want to have to go through all the special arrangements for my classes
next term. Just drop me off as close as you can to the math hall and I’ll
manage.”

The truth was, | was aching to get back to campus. I’d been inactive since
the end of September and | just wasn’t used to sitting still that long.
Furthermore, with the very real possibility that my baseball scholarship would
dry up, | really needed to figure out if there was any point in me sticking
around academically. The truth was, of all the possible careers I could imagine
myself in, doing something like what Matt did, maybe even being an actual
physical therapist, sounded the most appealing. But how could | possibly
afford to complete my education, much less do the graduate work required to
become a PT, short of taking on a bunch of loans?

Maybe debt was what it would take. It was just so fucking ridiculous that
putting my future in hock before 1’d even gotten started was the only way to
get started.

Sighing at the endless churn of frustrated attempts to figure out my post-
baseball future, | allowed Matt to help me shoulder my backpack while |
balanced on the crutches and then lurched after him out the door.
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| got a decent amount of insight that week into just how unaccommodating
a college campus could be for someone not fully able-bodied, the Americans
with Disabilities Act be damned. You’d think after lurching up and down the
stairs to my dorm room when | bothered to drop by, the risers of a lecture hall
would be no big deal. Actually, it wasn’t so much the risers as it was trying to
work my way into one of the narrow rows of seats. Finally I had to concede
defeat and select an end seat in the front row. Almost worse was the stats class
with the tables and chairs, or the history class with the student desk/chair
combos. Those were a bitch to get into while simultaneously trying to avoid
tripping other students with my crutches and un-shouldering my backpack to
dig my books and notes out.

In the end, it wasn’t the ice that got me. It was one of those student desks,
and a distracted girl trying to walk and text at the same time. The boot might
have helped protect me if | slipped, but it wasn’t going to take all the da