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Officer Staff:

Captain Richard Benares

Commander Zeke Waters

Lieutenant Nimor Taylor (Gunners, infantry, logistics)

Lieutenant Taylia Haslet (Nav, tech, communications)

Communications/Intelligence Technician:

Private First Class Shailendra “Lendra” Sheehan

Navigational Technicians:

Private First Class Karney Tells

Corporal Ace Class Mukti Das

Corporal Allie Grah

Corporal Drake Wright

Gunners:

Private Second Class Becca Dary

Private First Class Ashwin Little

Corporal Beta Class Jacqs Glebov

Corporal Ace Class Chankoowashtay “Shank” Lacroix

Infantry:

Corporal Beta Class Henri Greinbeck

Sergeant Thomas “Trail” Schreiber

Tech:

Private Second Class Neira Daygik

Private Second Class Petrov Bolson

Private First Class Honshi Quin

Logistics:

Private First Class Kev Burtrell

Corporal Ace Class Copta el Hac
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Chapter One
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“Anything?”

Jacqs 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 Jacqs just snorted. Anyone stupid enough to tell him not to end up dead was real dumb. Jacqs Glebov didn’t have many talents in this world, but killing people while not ending up with a flaming round through his 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 I have enough money in my pocket to hire a good whore when we dock, I don’t much care.”

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

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

Taylor sighed, and Jacqs 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 I try to talk to you, the conversation ends with you accusing me of wanting sex?”

“Cuz you’re one of them hypersexualized types. Queer-turned and all.”

“Homosexual does not mean hypersexual,” Taylor pointed out.

Jacqs 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, even after he had made it perfectly clear that he only liked women.

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

“Yep, I 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 jumping 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,” Jacqs interrupted. Even if Taylor wanted an apology, Jacqs 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. Jacqs felt no need to play nice with a psychopath. As far as he was concerned, the officers should have congratulated him for that fight.

“But it’s hard to promote a man who constantly insults other crew,” Taylor said. “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.”

Jacqs 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 I ain’t good enough to knock boots with any of them.” Jacqs could feel hot anger crawl up 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 was going to insult his masculinity, it might be worth the punishment.

“I’m not. I never meant to imply you’re not attractive.” Jacqs knew Taylor was being honest about that. Fact was Jacqs could turn a few heads. Dark hair and vivid blue eyes made a striking combination, and Jacqs’s wide shoulders helped a good deal. They 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 and straightened his jacket while looking down at Jacqs in the gunner chair. It left Jacqs uncomfortably close to Taylor’s dick, and Jacqs worked real hard not to 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, Jacqs.” With that, Taylor turned and started walking away.

“Hey, I ain’t no bat-faced alien,” 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.
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Chapter Two
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Jacqs 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 Jacqs 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, Jacqs pulled it out. Just as soon as he figured which joker had turned his comm into a damn shockjolt, he was going to shove their head out an air lock and maybe not let them back in again. Jacqs 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 Jacqs. 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, Jacqs 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 pretension. Or was that pretense? Whatever. 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 Jacqs 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 Jacqs were 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 avoiding death would be even better.

“If it isn’t my favorite space tramp!” Aral cried out when Jacqs 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, Jacqs reached out an arm for Aral. She 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 Jacqs believed that about as much as he believed the army was likely 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 Jacqs’s chest and then toward his dick. This was what Jacqs wanted—simple, direct, and female.

A man chose the seat on the other side of Aral and loudly ordered a drink, but Jacqs ignored him. He had his prize. Too bad 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’s 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 Jacqs to get a good look. The guy had the roughness of a soldier who had lost his shine. He had a uniform top, but the insignia were gone and the front wrinkled like he’d slept in it. Only one pant leg hung down to the foot. The other one ended about halfway up the calf, and a fully articulated mechanics 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,” Jacqs 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, Jacqs Glebov.”

“I doubt that.”

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,” Jacqs accused the stranger. That were just aggravating.

“All I 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.”

Jacqs snorted. He wasn’t exactly sure if Zeke was laughing with him or at him, but Jacqs did tend to assume the worst of folk.

“Mostly it’s a pain in the stump. I 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 haven’t washed those clothes in a month. Muscled, so you have time to work out. I 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 Zeke’s space. Most folk were downright intimidated by Jacqs when he got close. He was muscled, and at six feet five, he towered over 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 awhile.”

Zeke grinned. Slowly he stood, and he was almost as tall as Jacqs. Zeke stared straight into Jacqs, his dark eyes flashing with humor. The two of them pressed together, neither willing to yield, but Zeke had an expression almost like this amused him. It made Jacqs 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 ordnance. Now you don’t look like a man to sit on a ship and twiddle his thumbs for two weeks, so I made an educated guess. Are we going to fight about it?”

Jacqs 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. 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.”

“You are a bastard with a one-track mind.”

“Yep, and I came in here with the one thought of hiring a nice woman.” Once Jacqs 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 or threatening to shove a microbomb up his nose and detonate it. Unfortunately the whores all seemed busy. Jacqs 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.

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

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

“Before the war turned ugly?”

“Yep,” Jacqs agreed, although it wasn’t strictly true. His family had been unlucky 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. 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.”

Jacqs had spilled the nuts and bolts now, and there weren’t much he could do to change the fact he’d talked. So he just shrugged. “I suppose there are lots of 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,” Jacqs 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 t̪ʼl on Siros-Two only to get shot in a bar fight.”

Jacqs slammed his drink down on the bar top. “You’re shitting me.” Jacqs 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?” Jacqs 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. I came through that without a scratch.” Zeke’s attention seemed to wander for a second, but Jacqs understood that. Jacqs had lost crewmates. Real crewmates, not the ragtag losers on the Candiru. He’d watched crew he’d fought next to die 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. I 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.

Jacqs 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 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 Jacqs 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,” Jacqs 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 Jacqs written up for sure, Zeke just grinned.

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

Jacqs grunted his agreement. That was true enough, not that the Candiru crew understood it. Pansy-ass 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 Jacqs 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.

Jacqs 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 on the other side of the room and sashayed her way over toward the trouble. The players immediately quieted.

“I 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 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 charged after her. The room seemed caught in the moment. The girl screamed as the man reached for her, and Jacqs dropped his whiskey as he surged forward.

Fist cocked back, Jacqs 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 as all of them slammed into the floor. Rolling to one side, Jacqs tried to get offa her, but the asshole assaulting her had redirected his attention toward Jacqs. He held on to Jacqs’s shirt with one hand and tried punching around the whore with the other.

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

The asshole who’d attacked her in the first place bellowed like a stuck ox. “Do you know who I am? Do you have any idea who I am?” He threw a wide punch, but it hit Jacqs on the arm where it didn’t do much harm. He tried winding up to punch again, but there was movement behind, and Jacqs 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. Jacqs 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. However, 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, wild-eyed expressions 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.
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Chapter Three
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Jacqs 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.” Jacqs kicked the bars of his cell.

In the next cell, Zeke laughed. “Hard to with the bars between.”

That made Jacqs chuckle. 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.” Jacqs grinned at the thought of that fat bastard howling like a pig going to the butcher. While Jacqs might not know him in particular, he knew the type. They 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. Jacqs had seen the sort too often to mistake it.

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

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

That made Zeke grin again. “I 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 I never even got to fuck me a whore.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“Fuck no. I’m going to be scrubbing the underside of deck plates.” Jacqs 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 I ‘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 not supposed to 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 Jacqs sign a disciplinary contract that said exactly that.

Zeke’s voice turned all serious. “I 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.”

“Can’t say I disagree.” Jacqs kept scratching his arm. “’Course my agreement ain’t required. The worst part is I 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.”

Jacqs shrugged. There were plenty of women he’d love to bed, but they weren’t 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.

Jacqs 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. Jacqs figured that last part was about his worst flaw, but he was who he was. If Jacqs Glebov weren’t good enough, then he weren’t. There wasn’t no use making out to be someone he wasn’t just to get into some woman’s pants.

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

Jacqs 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.

“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,” Jacqs 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. Jacqs had 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 Jacqs 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 Jacqs flipped him off. “Diplomacy and de-escalation are not in your skill set.” Zeke laughed. “But he acted with provocation and at risk to himself. He didn’t do anything to deserve demotion, although I 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 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.

Jacqs 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 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,” Jacqs blurted.

Taylor looked up from the orders to glare at Jacqs, 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 I probably needed to get to know. Are you questioning my strategy or my morals with that tone of voice, Lieutenant?”

Jacqs 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.

Jacqs chuckled. “He about pissed his pants.”

“He’s never been on the front, has he?”

“Nope,” Jacqs agreed. “Most crew haven’t. Captain has, and the other lieutenant has, but you’ll meet them soon enough. I 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 Jacqs better get used to thinking of him that way, or he was going to end up pissing someone off.

“Don’t know,” Jacqs said. “I’ve never met the man.”

Zeke looked real concerned at that. “Never?”

Jacqs shook his head.

“But you’ve heard scuttlebutt you think I should know.”

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

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

Jacqs 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 Jacqs 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.”

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

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

That put Jacqs 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, I fucking hate those sorts.”

Jacqs gave a laugh as he reached his decision. “Fine. Rumor is 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 I 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.

Jacqs snorted. He believed that about as much as he believed the war would end tomorrow. The military didn’t care about getting anyone out of the 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 I know anything.”

“Yep, I am.”

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

“Dumb assumption, Jacqs,” Zeke said. Maybe Jacqs 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 Jacqs didn’t know how the hell the man had fooled him so well.

Taylor glanced over at Jacqs, 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.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter Four
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Jacqs sat at the table and pushed 8.2 ounces of processed rations around on his plate.

“Look who isn’t on restrictions,” Grah said as she came through the door with Petrov Bolson. From the well-fucked expressions on their faces, she’d been knocking boots with yet another crew. Her short brown hair was still rumpled on one side.

“Fuck you too,” Jacqs suggested. “Not that you need help, seeing as how you’re down to that runt,” he said, poking his fork in Bolson’s direction. The kid blushed.

“Jealous?” Bolson demanded, but nerves made his voice rise too much. It sounded like a Chihuahua yapping.

Jacqs looked the man up and down. He wasn’t even done growing yet, and his uniform drooped at the shoulders. “Of you? Not ever,” Jacqs said firmly. The kid wilted even more.

Grah took a step forward and leaned on the table. “Look, asshole. Who I choose is my decision.”

“Yep,” he agreed. Staring her right in the eye, he added, “You just have shitty taste, Grah.” She paled some, and Jacqs turned his attention back to Bolson. “Now that there’s a war hero on board, you ain’t getting in that bed anymore, so I hope you went and got your fill.”

Grah walked to the distributor and put her thumb on the reader. “Ignore the ass,” she said as the distributor dropped her rations onto a plate. “He’s just jealous that someone’s going to get his boyfriend stolen.” With a nasty grin, she sat down on the opposite side of the table.

Jacqs eyed Bolson. “I’d break him,” he said drily, and that weren’t even a joke. One good thrust, and Bolson would snap like a dry twig. For the life of him, Jacqs could not figure out how women made their choices in sexual partners. Allie Grah was a beautiful woman, even if she was young and slightly stupid. She deserved better than Bolson.

Grah blinked at him for a second and then started to laugh. “I’m talking about me stealing Waters away from you, you ox.”

“Zeke?” The name slipped out before Jacqs could edit himself. He didn’t need to make trouble by getting caught disrespecting a superior officer.

“Oh, they’re on a first-name basis.” Grah elbowed Bolson.

“Commander Waters and Glebov?” Bolson looked about ready to swallow his own face.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Jacqs demanded.

“I don’t know. I just hear that we have a new commander, and you two were out drinking together, got in a bar fight together, got thrown in a cell together, and now you’re bestest friends, and Waters saved your ass from getting demoted...again. Did you kiss his pecker? Bend over for him?” Grah smiled sweetly.

Jacqs snorted. “He’s not even queer-turned. Some asshole thought hitting a woman half his size made him a big shot, and I showed him what it’s like to get hit down by someone bigger. End of story.”

“The commander was in jail?” Bolson didn’t seem to be tracking the conversation real well. Even Grah rolled her eyes.

“Yes, he was in jail. He jumped into Glebov’s bar fight. So if he’s not your boyfriend, what is he doing covering for your very large ass?”

Jacqs looked at Bolson. “If I’m comparing to your usual partners, I have a very large everything,” he offered with a leer for Grah. She stopped with food halfway to her mouth and slammed the fork back down. “The man’s a real soldier, not some wet-footed kid straight out of school. Real soldiers cover each other’s backs. Besides, he ain’t no hypersexual homosexual.”

Grah got a cruel smile on her face as she picked up her fork. “Really? I hear he registered as a pansexual.”

This time Jacqs was the one putting his fork back down. “You’re taking a piss with me.”

“Right...because you can’t just go check for yourself. Get over yourself, Glebov. You’re not worth lying to.”

“He ain’t all queerish.”

“Queerish? Really? And what does queer look like?” Bolson asked, jumping into the fight. Jacqs might take some shit from Grah—after all, she was a damn good nav—but Bolson was a punk.

Jacqs looked Bolson up and down. “I figure they’re a little womanish, a bit like you. Maybe Grah’s pansexual, taking up with a womanish man like you.”

“Your gender assumptions are absolutely alarming,” Bolson said. After standing, he stalked away. Yeah, like that confirmed his manliness. Moron.

“You’re an ass,” Grah said.

Jacqs shrugged. He couldn’t exactly deny it. “But I ain’t no homosexual.”

“I’m sure all the homosexual men are relieved. Well, all the men who aren’t Waters. If he’s not the womanly one, maybe that’s you.” She gave Jacqs an unpleasant grin.

“Dream on, Grah. I ain’t got no womanly parts.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being womanly.”

“Not if you’re a woman,” Jacqs said. “If you’re Bolson or Taylor, being womanly is just off-putting.”

For a second, she stared at him.

“What?”

“You accusing someone else of being off-putting is...” She shook her head. “It’s too much irony for my brain to process.” She shuddered as if horrified. “But hey, if your new boyfriend is willing to put up with that attitude, who am I to complain?”

“I ain’t queer.”

“Of course you aren’t.” Grah nodded knowingly. “You just have a boyfriend who keeps you out of trouble and covers for you, that’s all.”

Jacqs slammed his fork down and stood. “Fuck you.”

She smiled up sweetly. “But what if your boyfriend gets jealous?”

“Go hump the hyperdrive,” Jacqs suggested. He started for the door.

“I’d hump a hyperdrive or a batface before you. I don’t know what the commander sees in that fat ass of yours,” she said as she reached for his plate of rations.

Reversing direction, Jacqs came back and grabbed his plate away from her. He couldn’t afford to lose the calories. Grah gave an exaggerated sigh as Jacqs took himself and his rations out the door.

Jacqs didn’t know how he felt about Zeke being a pansexual, but if the man had gotten Jacqs out of trouble because he wanted some sort of sexual favors, Jacqs was going to disabuse him of that assumption right now. ’Course Grah was probably lying. Zeke didn’t talk like any queer Jacqs had ever known. Jacqs definitely needed to check the roster before believing her. The only reasonable rule the military ever came up with was making people register their sexualities. On the smuggling ships Jacqs had worked, he’d struggled to figure out who might be compatible, so when he found out the military had a hard rule about people being up front, Jacqs had been a big fan.
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Chapter Five
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Jacqs stood at the edge of the command office and watched as Zeke—Commander Waters—bent over reports with Lieutenant Haslet. “Commander?”

Zeke looked up. “Jacqs? What can I do for you?”

Jacqs glanced 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 he couldn’t shoot.

“Lieutenant, give me a second with the corporal.” Zeke patted Haslet on the arm to dismiss her.

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

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

Jacqs reached over with a foot and kicked the door closed. Not sure how to start this conversation, he 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 I was the new officer?” Zeke asked.

“You’re a pansexual.”

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

“Fuck. You really are? You’ll sleep with people no matter how they identify?”

Zeke frowned at him. Usually it was Jacqs 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.

“What?” Jacqs felt his stomach drop. “I’m heterosexual. I’m not interested in any man.”

Zeke nodded. “Okay. I 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 Jacqs found himself at a loss for words. Why did it matter? It did matter. It mattered if the commander thought Jacqs was going to pay for any favors.

“I ain’t repaying you for not writing me up.”

“What? What the fuck are you talking about, Jacqs?”

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

Zeke blinked several times and then stood before coming around the desk. Jacqs braced himself. He didn’t know what Zeke wanted, but Jacqs wasn’t the sort to lie down and take any sort of abuse. Zeke sat on the edge of his desk. “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?”

Jacqs 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. Jacqs figured Zeke wouldn’t need to force someone into his bunk. He had wide brown eyes and dark blond 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. Jacqs felt a shiver of disgust run through him.

“Okay, let’s slow this down.” Zeke held a hand up in a surrender gesture. “First, I 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,” Jacqs 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 I just think you end it.”

Jacqs 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.”

“You would have walked away from that girl?” Jacqs 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.”

Jacqs 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. I don’t expect thanks. I also don’t expect the ship’s best gunner to show signs of paranoia.”

“I ain’t paranoid!”

“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 two bruisers could jump 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, which 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 whole lot of illusions about how well his life would go from there. He’d either take work for some bastard like the one he’d attacked in the bar, or he’d starve. Frankly Jacqs figured he’d be happier starving.

Closing his eyes, Zeke muttered something under his breath for a remarkably 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 said. “It ain’t like it’s a real long leap from one to the other.”

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

“I 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.”

Jacqs 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. I ain’t,” Jacqs said firmly. “I ain’t the sort to go having sex anytime I see movement. They don’t have any control. None of them.” Most of the time once Jacqs got going, someone shut him up. Unfortunately Zeke didn’t seem to have gotten that message, because he sat back, and the words fell 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. I wouldn’t be like that. I wouldn’t ever be one of them hypersexualized sorts, 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, I 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.” Jacqs practically had to choke down the rest of the words. 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.

“Jacqs, I don’t think you had homosexuals or pansexuals in those camps. I 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.”

Jacqs narrowed his eyes and tried to decide 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? I 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. I 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. I 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.” Jacqs realized a half second too late 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 I ever turn into one of these people who spends their time complaining, I 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.”

Jacqs 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.”

Jacqs grunted. He hadn’t ever thought of an officer’s job quite like that. If that was what officers did with their time, Jacqs would rather cut off his own foot. Jacqs cringed at even thinking that particular comparison. He needed to stop thinking that way 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,” Jacqs said.

“Don’t tempt me.” Zeke rolled his eyes. “So maybe I 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,” Jacqs agreed. “Do people really—” Jacqs stopped as he saw the look on Zeke’s face. The man was serious. That was enough to make Jacqs want to buy the man a few beers and spot him to a real good whore. He needed the break worse than Jacqs did, and serving on a ship with these losers made Jacqs need it mighty bad.

Jacqs cleared his throat. “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 toward the seat. After sitting, Jacqs 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 get to my station and check out the targeting sights. They’ve been acting up lately.”

“Anything serious?”

Jacqs had the odd impression that he had Zeke’s full and undivided attention in a way Jacqs 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 gaze right on Jacqs.

“Probably not. The seals ain’t exactly perfect, so they tend to wiggle. It just takes readjusting them every once in a while.” Jacqs 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 strange 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 Jacqs with an intense expression.

“Um. No.” Jacqs stood. “I should just go. So the thing where I 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 I 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, Jacqs turned and headed for the door. Lieutenant Haslet still stood in the hall, and Jacqs 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.

“Problem, corporal?” she asked.

“Nope.”

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

Jacqs 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 Jacqs had already put the man in an awkward position once today. Instead Jacqs shrugged. “I did something stupid, and I needed to talk to the commander. If he has a problem with that, I 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?” Jacqs stepped forward, pressing close to the lieutenant. He could see Haslet shiver, her body stiff as she tried not to back away. Jacqs was a powerfully built man, and he did know how to use that size to his advantage.

“Get to your shift, then,” Haslet ordered. Jacqs 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.
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Chapter Six
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Leaning against the rail that overlooked the main deck, Jacqs 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 waited 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, Jacqs could see the man’s gaze 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.

“I don’t think you can handle me,” Zeke said. Jacqs could see the confusion and distress 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 in sparring,” Schreiber offered. Jacqs 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?” His voice had a dangerous calm that made the hairs on the back of Jacqs’s 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 humans could get without having a gun pointed at their guts.

“Good. The next thing you should know is that bats tend 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 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 Jacqs down here.”

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

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

“Sir,” Schreiber started in again. He didn’t get a chance to finish, because Zeke looked like he was falling forward, but instead he landed on his hands, thrust himself forward with his arms, and swung his legs around, sweeping 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 to the opposite end of the mat and stripped off his shirt and tossed it onto the decking. While Jacqs had gotten a vague impression of Zeke’s power during the bar fight, he could see it 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 I 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 hands held out for balance as his stance practically screamed that he expected another attack aimed at his legs. Idiot. Jacqs took another slug 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 burns all intersecting with such regularity that Jacqs was surprised the man had survived the injury that’d caused it. But under all that flawed skin, Zeke’s muscles moved fluidly. Those three were about to get a beat down.

Just about the time Jacqs was getting bored, Tells launched an attack from Zeke’s left, aiming a kick for the artificial leg. Zeke moved closer, and Tells’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 Jacqs didn’t have a problem grabbing an opponent’s head and throwing him to the ground, it did seem like that there was the exact maneuver that had gotten Jacqs in trouble right before he’d gotten banned from sparring with the others. Clearly other people got to break the precious rules.

Jacqs might have been tempted to point out the unfairness of life, but Zeke sidestepped Schreiber’s move and caught 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.

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, Jacqs raised his bottle in salute.

“Scared to take me on yourself, are you?” Zeke challenged him.

Jacqs stood. “I ain’t scared of anyone.”

“Even though I 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 Jacqs. 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,” Jacqs 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 the rules about what happened in his domain. Every person who stepped on his mats did his sort of training under his supervision, and Jacqs wasn’t particularly good at living by stupid rules.

“The rules?” Again Zeke’s voice had a deadly calm that made a shiver go through Jacqs. His voice carried danger.

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

Jacqs 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 his blind spot more carefully, Jacqs wouldn’t have felt too guilty about it.

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

“Unless you’re planning to order me to throw the fight, that ain’t gonna happen,” Jacqs warned as he headed for the stairs.

“How long’s it been since you trained?” Zeke turned and gave Schreiber an unhappy look.

“Going on seven months,” Jacqs answered. At one time this room had been the only refuge he had. He bunked down 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 training had been about the only place he could come and really let loose. Well, until Schreiber went crying that Jacqs 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.

“I ain’t been sitting on my ass for all that long.” Jacqs stripped off his shirt and dropped it on the bench. After clicking his bottle closed, he set it next to the shirt and then pulled his shoes off.

“Without active training, everyone gets rusty.”

Jacqs 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 slipped into a defensive pose. “I’m going to find out where that infirmary is when I put you in it,” he warned.
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