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Photo description:

 


Two young men stand in the riveted steel doorway of
a ship. The one inside the doorway is young and classically
handsome, hatless, with wavy dark hair falling over his forehead.
His eyes are narrowed against the sunlight and a small smile hovers
on his lips as he braces himself in the door frame. The man in
front of him is younger still. His attractiveness is more the flush
of youth and good health than perfection of features. He grins,
squinting in the brightness, dressed in the white hat and shirt of
the WWII US Navy. Although the two men stand only casually close
together, the sailor in front has one hand raised, over his
shoulder, to keep a firm grip on the shirt of the man in the
doorway behind him.

 


Story Request:

 


Dear Author,



We met onboard, both of us so very young - still in our teens - but
we were old enough to serve our country. And against all odds, and
the many risks involved, we fell in love and have managed to stay
together for the last 60 years. Now, as our time together
inevitably gets shorter and shorter, I can’t wait any longer for
the right to finally marry the man I’ve loved all these years.

 


Acknowledgements:

 


It is not possible for me to fully do justice to the
men and women who served their country during the Second World War,
and who then came home and picked up civilian lives and lived them
long and well. This is especially true for the LGBT men and women,
who faced hardships above and beyond those of other veterans.
Within the constraints of time and skill, I have done my best here.
Many people, including author Ensan Case and a retired Naval
officer, have helped me try to get this right. Any remaining errors
are my own. I hope those who are familiar with the history or with
the Navy can accept my good intentions and enjoy the story despite
its inevitable flaws.

 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


April 1942.

 


“Babies,” a deep voice growled in
Daniel's ear. “They're sending us babies now.”

 


Daniel glanced over at George. The older man hawked
and spat over the rail, his eyes fixed on the deck below. Daniel
turned to see where George was looking. At the top of the gangway a
group of new men stood at attention under the eagle eye of
Lieutenant Matthews. Daniel sighed. They did look young. Maybe not
the barrel-chested man on the end, but the rest of them. That
freckle-faced towhead should have been on his bike delivering
papers in some town in Iowa, not standing in a painfully clean
uniform on the deck of a fighting ship. The guy beside him wasn't
much older, maybe eighteen. He had straight dark hair, the
winter-white skin of a city kid and the big brown eyes of a
startled deer. Daniel had a sudden wish he could ship them all back
home. And then go home himself.

 


He bent back down to his scrubbing. It wasn't like
there was a choice for any of them. The Japs had forced this fight
on America, and none of her native sons were backing down. At
nineteen, Daniel wasn't that much older than those kids with their
unstained sea-bags and wide eyes. He felt older though. Years
older. Maybe decades. He might only have been on board ship for
three weeks before the attack at Pearl, but everyone who'd been
there was a veteran, after.

 


Matthews finished his spiel to the new guys and then
handed them over to Chief Brown, who began leading them toward the
hatch. Most of them followed along behind the Chief quickly like
good little ducklings but the dark-haired guy paused, looking
around. Those wide brown eyes swept over the ship like he was
seeing something amazing, and then looked straight up at Daniel.
Daniel realized he was staring back. The guy wasn't that good
looking. He had kind of a big nose, thin lips, was tall and thin
and gangly. But there was something so open in that wide-eyed stare
Daniel felt a rush of protectiveness. If the guy really was that
green, the next few months were going to knock the shine off him in
pretty painful ways.

 


For a long moment their eyes met. Daniel grinned,
and then let it shade just a little towards scorn, as befitted a
seasoned crewman looking at a new recruit. Even from a distance,
Daniel could tell the guy turned bright scarlet, before bending
hurriedly to scoop up his seabag. As he rushed to catch up with the
Chief, he tripped over something and stumbled. His bag dropped to
the deck with a thump but he saved himself from a fall with a jerky
stagger and wild windmilling of his arms.

 


Beside Daniel, George barked a laugh. “Wait till we
put to sea. That one's gonna be falling down the hatches and puking
his lunch.”

 


“Maybe.” Daniel paused in his
scrubbing as the guy down on the deck knelt and ran his hand over
the irregular furrow in the decking that had tripped him. He
glanced up at Daniel, eyes wide and startled.

 


Yeah kid, that's what happens when
a Jap plane comes in low, out of the sun, at daybreak.
Daniel looked back expressionlessly. The young
guy's flushed face slowly paled. He looked back down at the deck,
and then stood, hefted his bag, and hurried after the
Chief.

 


Daniel realized he'd been staring after the guy's
ass as he disappeared down the hatch. Not good. He turned to George
and sloshed some grimy water his way. “Hey. Your grapevine tell us
when we'd be leaving and for where?” The navy didn't tell ordinary
seamen anything, but George had some kind of uncanny nose for
secrets. Sometimes he would share.

 


George gave him a grin that was missing a front
tooth. “Why would I tell you?”

 


“Because you like me. And because
you owe me a pack of smokes and I'll cancel the debt if your intel
is good.”

 


“Now Danny-boy, you know what they
say; loose lips sink ships.”

 


“There's nothing loose about me,”
Daniel smirked. Then he paused as if reconsidering. “Loose morals,
maybe.”

 


“Yeah. That blonde last night was
a peach.”

 


“Wasn't she though?” They had been
given a few hours of liberty. Not enough to go home from Frisco to
San Diego, but enough to find a bar or a hotel room. And there were
always girls available in the bars near the docks. Pretty,
fresh-faced All-American girls who would just love to spend some
time with a sailor serving his country. It was none of George's
business if Daniel had taken the girl for a soda and then escorted
her home. “Come on Georgie Porgie. Where are we headed?”

 


“Well...” George's voice lowered
and he leaned closer. “If I did
have any advance information, I might bet that we
were leaving tonight and heading for the Bismarck Sea.”

 


“The Bismarck Sea? Never heard of
it. What's out there?”

 


​
“Japs, for sure.” They looked at each other more
soberly. Wasn't that the truth. The extra marines who had come
onboard were sure as hell not there for a joy ride. Daniel scrubbed
the deck half-heartedly. He had a sudden flash of the new guy,
tripping over that seam in the decking. Weeks ago Daniel had
cleaned up like this down there on the lower deck, and his mop had
been red with blood.

 


He shook his head to clear it and his hand went
automatically to his pocket to pat the little notebook there. When
his watch was done he would draw a picture of that guy bumbling
around down on the deck. A cartoon maybe, of that startled look
when the guy realized he'd had an audience for his clumsiness.
Daniel smiled a little, remembering those wide eyes. He could take
that moment, record it with his pencil and make it about the good
things. In the black and white world of his drawings, there was no
place for red blood.

 


****

 


six hours later

 


Jacob slid his tray onto a table on the mess desk,
and tried to look around casually. His stomach was too jittery to
really want food, but on the principle of trying to blend in, he'd
taken a full tray with the others on his watch. He slid into his
seat, next to a couple of vacant ones, and let his gaze wander.
Until now, he'd had no time to do more than figure out what his
duties were going to be. As a result, he had only the vaguest idea
of the layout of the ship, would be lucky to find his berthing area
again, and was going to have to address everyone by rank until some
names sank into his overloaded brain.

 


But he was here. Really here,
onboard the USS Gageway and heading out to
sea. The
white-hot anger that had marched him into the recruiter's office
two days after Pearl Harbor had muted into some kind of dogged
determination to do his duty. It hadn't taken him long in Boot Camp
to realize he was going to hate this. The crowding and the noise
and the weapons practice, and people yelling at him to do more,
faster, harder, don't think, don't plan, just do it. It was such a
far cry from his studies and his books and his quiet well-planned
life.

 


But he was committed now. And even if he hadn't
signed the papers, he would still have to be here. Those battered
sunken ships in the Hawaiian harbor demanded it.

 


At least they had taken a look at his background and
assigned him as a pharmacist's mate. He'd barely started pharmacy
college, but his studies so far and the years spent hanging around
his father's store had given him some background knowledge. The
wags in Boot Camp had claimed that the Navy in its wisdom would
therefore make him a gunner or assign him to the commissary. He'd
been relieved to see them proved wrong. It meant that in a fight,
his duties were unlikely to include firing a gun. It was more than
he'd dared hope for when he began training.

 


Other men were still straggling into the mess deck
from watch duties further afield. Some were clearly veterans, with
tanned skins and that easy slightly-rolling way of walking that
spoke of years on the open sea. Many looked young, though. They
laughed and chatted, eyes bright, faces confident. One young seaman
aimed a playful punch at a taller man's jaw. He was fended off with
a snicker and a sharp comment. All so easy. Jacob looked down at
the mounds of food on his tray and sighed.

 


There was the scrape of a tray on the table next to
him. He glanced over and met a pair of amused hazel eyes. He
recognized the man. No reason he should have noticed this sailor,
really, except that as Jacob had completed that graceful move where
he nearly took a nosedive on the deck, he'd felt eyes on him.
Looking up, embarrassed at already having demonstrated his
unfitness for ship duty, he'd seen this man and an older veteran
laughing at him. And now here the guy was again.

 


“Hi there,” the man said, tossing
a lock of dark curly hair off his forehead and extending his hand.
“Saw you come aboard.”

 


“Hello.” Jacob shook hands and
then picked up his fork to give himself something to do.

 


The man beside him dug into a forkful of potatoes,
chewed briefly, and made a face. “Damn, Brandy's not back from
leave.”

 


“What?”

 


The man gave him a little grimace. “The cooks are a
mixed bag. Brandy's the CS-C, the top dog. He makes sure this
stuff's almost edible. Some of his assistants don't.”

 


“Oh.”

 


“Although this isn't the worst
it's been.”

 


“Um. Good.”

 


“Man of few words, are you? Or
still finding your feet?”



“Both I guess.”

 


“Don't worry. You'll get the hang
of it. First duty?”

 


“Yes.”

 


“Well, welcome to the zoo. I'm
Daniel. Daniel Acardi, Seaman Second Class, thank you very
much.”

 


“Jacob. Segal. Pharmacist's
mate.”

 


“Good to know you,
Jake.”

 


“Not Jake,” Jacob said quickly and
then bit his lip.

 


“Jack?”

 


“Jake is my grandfather. Jack is
my father. I'm the third.”

 


Daniel's mouth formed a
quick oh, and
then he laughed. “Jacob the third. Better not say that here.
Ever.”

 


“Huh?” Jacob had quickly learned
that acting too high-toney would get you stomped on, but his name
was just his name.

 


“The Boatswain is from Boston but
he's got an Irish accent you could cut with a knife.”

 


“So?”

 


“The Irish don't do too well with
'th' sounds. If you don't want to go through the war being called
'The Turd' you'd better not give him the chance to say
it.”

 


“Oh!” Jacob blinked and looked
down at his food. It seemed like there were pitfalls everywhere and
he was doomed to put his foot in all of them. Belatedly he added,
“Thank you.”

 


“You could come up with a nickname
quick, before someone else does.” Daniel's hazel eyes danced with
mischief. “That was a pretty spectacular recovery you made on the
main deck. How about 'Dancer'?”

 


“God, no.” Of course it had been
too much to hope that this gorgeous, self-assured guy would have
failed to remember his moment of clumsiness. All he needed was a
girly nickname to complete the humiliation.

 


“Maybe 'Trip'? I like that. You
could do a lot worse than 'Trip'.”

 


“I can be Jake. Not like the old
man is here anyway. I prefer Jacob, but if it has to be shortened
Jake is okay.”

 


“Fair enough. I like Daniel, but
you'll find I'm called Danny, mostly.”

 


Jacob had a sudden impulse to
say, I'll remember to call you
Daniel, but he kept silent.

 


Daniel took another bite of his potatoes and then
mounded Salisbury steak and carrots on his fork. Jacob couldn't
just sit there looking at his food. He took a cautious bite of a
carrot. It wasn't awful.

 


“Yeah, you should eat,” Daniel
said. “It's good policy. Get food when it's offered. Out at sea you
never know when there'll be a storm or a drill or something to mess
with chow times.”

 


Jacob's stomach rolled again, but he clenched his
teeth and stabbed another bite.

 


“So, Trip,” Daniel drawled. “Talk
to me. Where are you from?”

 


Jacob sighed. It was going to be a damned long
war.

 



Chapter 2

 


May 1942

 


Daniel headed down the ladder, calculating his
timing carefully. He was mentally kicking his own ass for doing so.
Jacob was off duty in the sickbay in two minutes which meant that
if Daniel walked a little more slowly, they would be heading toward
the mess deck at the same time. Then it would be natural to sit
together and talk. And the chance to shoot the breeze with Jacob
Segal had somehow become the highlight of Daniel's days.

 


He slowed a little, well aware
when Jacob's watch ended. Daniel noticed and pretty much
appreciated everything about Jacob. Although he was trying to be good about not
drawing what he saw. His notebook was filled with little sketches
of all the other men, in every position and activity. Jacob was in
there too, but not too often and not looking too pretty.

 


Not that Daniel hadn't done a couple of those
sketches, but he'd ripped them up carefully and let the sea have
them afterward. It was necessary for safety, but it still hurt a
little. Those sketches of Jacob in his unguarded moments had been
some of the best things Daniel had ever done.

 


He was a bit obsessed. He would admit that. He knew
Jacob's watch duties, knew where the man was during every drill.
Well, it helped that usually that was sickbay, but for man
overboard and fire-and-rescue it wasn't. And for abandon ship, of
course... Daniel pulled his thoughts away from that one
superstitiously.

 


Daniel slowed still further. Men
filled the passageway ahead of him, but none was Jacob. Perhaps he
had ducked out of his watch early. The Doc was as easygoing a man
as you could find aboard the Gageway. But Jacob was pretty
punctilious about his duties. Daniel hesitated and then reversed
course.

 


The door to sickbay stood open. Daniel stuck his
head in. A few corpsmen tended the patients, mostly men with the
minor injuries that were inevitable when living and working on a
moving surface. No sign of Jacob. Doc looked up from where he was
bending over a bed to check the patient's heart. “Can I help
you?”

 


“Um, I was looking for
Segal?”

 


“Jake? He just got off watch. Left
a minute ago.”

 


“Okay. Thanks.”

 


Daniel backed out into the passageway and put his
back to the bulkhead while he thought. If Jacob had been heading
for the mess deck he would have passed Daniel. No other route
there. So he'd gone elsewhere.

 


Daniel knew he should just go eat his own chow.
Searching the ship for Jacob tipped way over the line. But Jacob
had been even more silent and uncommunicative than usual yesterday.
Something was up and the idiot would just let it stew if Daniel
left him alone. That much was painfully clear. Personal details had
to be dredged out of Jacob bit by bit. Or sometimes Daniel could
sneak a roundabout question into the conversation, when they were
talking about the ship or Boot Camp or baseball.

 


If Jacob hadn't headed right, he had to have gone
left. Daniel wandered off that way. As the minutes went by, the
passageways cleared out. The first dog watch was underway, and the
men who'd been relieved were settled in, eating, working or
sleeping. Daniel turned a corner and stopped. This was stupid.
Jacob could be anywhere. Probably he'd just gone to the head.
Daniel had checked the nearest one, but there were others. There
was no way Daniel would find him on a ship this size. He should
just go get his own chow.

 


He turned another corner randomly and paused. A
figure crossed his field of view up ahead, hurrying for the ladder.
He knew that back by now. Had even sketched it a time or two. And
maybe it was the wrong thing to do, but he turned and followed.

 


Jacob climbed the ladders with dogged speed. Daniel
wondered if he was still on duty, but surely the doc would have
said so. Above Daniel, Jacob stepped out the hatch and onto the
open deck. Daniel hesitated and then followed him up and out.
Apparently Trip wasn't hurrying to some duty post after all because
there he was, leaning on the port-side rail, staring out at the
water. Daniel came up behind him slowly and then moved alongside,
leaning his own elbows on the rail.

 


Jacob glanced over at him. There wasn't enough spray
coming over the rail to explain his wet face.

 


Daniel said softly, “I can go.”

 


Jacob just stared at him. Those brown eyes that had
caught Daniel the very first day were wide and dark with hurt.
After a second Jacob turned back to gaze out over the blue waters.
Daniel heard him catch a ragged breath.

 


“Want to tell me?”

 


“I'm just being stupid.
Homesick.”

 


“You, my friend, are never stupid.
And we all get homesick sometimes. Nothing to be ashamed
of.”

 


“I'm not ashamed. Not exactly. I
just didn't want anyone to know.”

 


“Am I just anyone?” Daniel didn't
know he was going to say that until the words were out of his
mouth. He thought his heart almost stopped waiting for the
answer.

 


“No. You're Daniel.”

 


The way Jacob said his name was some kind of answer.
Daniel leaned lower on the rail, feeling for his next words. “I get
homesick sometimes. Little things set me off. Like the time we got
sugar cookies with our chow last week. They reminded me of my
Mom's, except hers are so much better. I suddenly really, really
wanted to be home, with my brothers and sisters squabbling over who
got the first one and Mom slapping our hands because they were
still hot, and my old dog lurking under the table hoping we'd drop
one.” He paused and swallowed hard because that was a little too
close to the truth. For a moment he wanted nothing more than to go
home. Back before the war. Before the shouting and the coldness and
not fitting in, to that moment around the kitchen table. But even
if he were getting on a train in Frisco right now, he would never
have that back. And this was about Jacob, not him.

 


It must have been the right thing to say, though,
because Jacob took a short breath and said, “It's Lily's sixteenth
birthday today.”

 


“Oh. You want to be there.” Daniel
kept his eyes carefully fixed on the horizon.

 


He heard more than saw the motion as Jacob rubbed
his sleeve across his eyes. “Yeah. I'd promised her... Well, before
the war we'd always said we would take her out for a grown-up night
on the town when she turned sixteen.”

 


Daniel knew Lily was Jacob's younger sister. He'd
heard a little about the society matron who was his mother and the
stiff, business-obsessed man who was their father. Neither one
seemed a likely candidate to make a pact to take a sixteen-year-old
girl out dancing. “We?”

 


“Me and Brian.”

 


“Brian?”

 


“My brother.”

 


Daniel hesitated for a long heartbeat, because you
didn't have to be a genius to hear the tension in that. But finally
he said, “You've never mentioned a brother.”

 


“He was on the Oklahoma at Pearl
Harbor.”

 


“Oh, Jesus!” Four words and Daniel
was back there in the smoke and the explosions, and the feel of a
solid deck shaking under his feet. He said through tight lips, “I
was on the California.”

 


He still wasn't looking but he felt Jacob grow rigid
beside him. “You never said.” After a moment Jacob added almost
angrily, “I don't want to know anything about it.”

 


“Wasn't going to tell you.” Wasn't
ever going to tell anyone.

 


“I'm sorry.”

 


“Yeah, well.” Daniel turned
slightly sideways, letting himself look at Jacob's face. “Your
sister. Tell me about her. So she's sixteen now. Is she smart like
you?”

 


“Yeah, maybe smarter, you know.
I'm not that much.”

 


“Bullshit, Trip,” Daniel said
roughly. “Quit selling yourself short. Is she dark and pretty
too?”

 


He could have cursed himself aloud but Jacob just
choked a laugh. “Dark anyway. And she didn't get the big Segal
nose, lucky girl.”

 


Daniel liked Jacob's nose, it gave
his face character, and now was absolutely not the time to say so.

 


“She likes to dance?”

 


“I don't know. She's kind of shy.
That's why we said...” Jacob stared fixedly at the water. “Brian
was the brave one. He would go out and do stuff, crazy stuff like
borrowing Father's car without asking to drive a girl up to the
river, or climbing the bridge rail to impress his friends. It was
his idea.” Jacob gritted his teeth. Daniel could see the muscles of
his jaw twitch. “We were going to show her a good time. She'd be
safe with both of us chaperoning. But he joined up as soon as he
turned eighteen. So then it was supposed to be up to
me.”

 


“He was your older
brother?”

 


“Younger. Ten minutes
younger.”

 


“Jacob.” This time Daniel couldn't
help reaching out. His fingers brushed Jacob's arm. Jacob jerked
away roughly and Daniel dropped his hand.

 


Jacob was right. They were in public here. And
Daniel didn't yet have the right to offer that kind of comfort.

 


“I was the older one. I was going
to stay home, go to college, be the good son, you know. While he
did duty to our country for both of us.” Jacob took a jerky breath.
“An adventure. That's what he said the last time he was home before
shipping out. It was going to be a grand adventure.”

 


Damned idiot. Daniel didn't think he'd ever been that naive, although even
he sure as hell hadn't been ready for the bombs and infernos of
Pearl. “There were a lot of us young guys on those
ships.”

 


“Yeah.” Jacob drew another breath
but it sounded less harsh than before. “So here I am, and Lily is
having Mother's idea of a sweet sixteen, which means a formal party
and all of the right people. Or at least those who like our money
and don't mind that Father is a Jew.”

 


“Sounds like a grand time,” Daniel
said dryly.

 


Jacob snorted. “Yeah. Hey, a silver lining to being
at sea. I don't have to be there for it, choking my neck in a
monkey suit and being nice to people who can barely remember my
name. Or who think I'd be a good catch for their daughters.”

 


“Well, I'm glad you're missing
that.”

 


“Yeah, me too.” Jacob's pose eased
and he leaned more comfortably on the railing. It put his shoulder
close to Daniel's, and for a moment Daniel held his breath. But
Jacob only said, “You think there's any chow left?”

 


“We could go see.”

 


“Yeah.”

 


But for a long time neither of
them moved. Beyond the small floating confines of the
Gageway, the waves of
the blue Pacific rose and fell in endless progression. New Jersey,
California, it all seemed a long way off in another world. Daniel
straightened and draped his arm casually across Jacob's shoulders.
“Come on, Trip. Let's see if those other bottomless pits on
afternoon watch have left us anything.” He took it as a win when
Jacob waited several seconds before shrugging off his
arm.

 



Chapter 3

 


July 1942

 


The anti-aircraft guns chattered.
In sickbay, Jacob braced himself with a hand on the nearest bunk as
the Gageway lurched and recovered. Loud explosions off to port marked the
near-miss impact of bombs from the buzzing planes overhead. Jacob's
stomach clenched, and he swallowed back bile. God, he was a pansy.
No one else in the room was acting like they wanted to duck
whenever the noise got loud. He forced his attention back to his
job, trying to ignore the way his muscles bunched and twitched with
each loud noise.

 


Doc was his usual cool self, pulling out emergency
equipment and setting up for casualties. At his station Jacob
triple-checked the supply of morphine, sulfa powder and local
anesthetics. The scream of a diving plane drew everyone's eyes up
toward the decking overhead for a moment. There was a jolt and the
rumble of a blast, and they glanced at each other. The PA speaker
squawked and then called for damage control to a fire in turret
number three. Jacob gritted his teeth. Daniel's battle station
wasn't far from there. Still no reason the man had to be in danger
from the fire. None at all.

 


Then the first casualties appeared in the doorway.
Jacob looked over and swallowed hard. A man was screaming and
cursing in a hoarse voice, barely staggering on two feet. The two
men beside him half carried him in. Jacob's stomach heaved
sympathetically. Then Doc called for morphine, his voice sharp and
clear. Jacob stopped thinking. There was only room for the Doc's
steady directions, and the corpsmen's competent hands. Don't look,
don't think too hard. Jesus, don't smell things. Draw up syringes
and hand over vials and sprinkle sulfa and don't think about it.
Just do what you're told.

 


Two hours later he came back to himself. The
explosions and jolting had stopped, and the deck guns had fallen
silent. The sickbay was littered with men, some struck by fragments
of metal, some with broken bones from being tossed around in the
aftermath of explosions. The worst were four crewmen burned when a
bomb struck the third turret and set off some of the powder. They
lay in a morphine-induced stupor, clothing stripped off to expose
oozing and blackened flesh and red blistered skin. As Jacob
watched, Doc shook his head over the nearest and pushed another
dose of morphine into a vein in the man's ankle. That was probably
the only unburned few inches of skin on the man's body. Jacob's
stomach heaved and he forced his nausea down with an effort. There
was no time to be sick.

 


Doc waved at Jacob and he hurried over with more
supplies. The work went on. Medics and corpsmen cleaned and
bandaged wounds, straightened and splinted limbs, held down and
reassured the men moaning in pain until the blessed relief of
morphine could take effect. The worst of the burned men died an
hour later. Jacob could only think it was for the best. He paused
looking at the man's face, unrecognizable beneath the scarifying
effect of the flames. Unrecognizable, but not Daniel. There had
been just that first moment of agonized fear, but Jacob had known
right away. Not Daniel.

 


Didn't mean that Daniel was all
right though. The news from above decks washed through sickbay,
garbled by third hand reports. There was no doubt that there were
more deaths than that one burned man. Calm was returning to the
ship. PA calls for fire-fighting and damage control and medical
assistance slowed and then ceased. The Gageway steamed along, rolling no
more than her usual in the ocean swells. With an intensity that
scared him, Jacob suddenly wanted to see Daniel. Just see him, for
a minute, and know that Daniel had come through
unharmed.

 


Jacob clenched a fist on the edge of the counter and
breathed though his nose. Surely Daniel was fine. It was a big
ship. Reports said eight dead topside. Or ten or maybe twelve. But
out of a crew this size the odds were still good. Great, even. This
sensible realization didn't keep the thought of a fire a hundred
yards from Daniel's station from hovering in Jacob's mind through
the rest of the long night.

 


It was dawn before Doc told Jacob to go find his
sack and get some rest. Gratefully he left the sickbay and its
smells and its groaning men and stepped out into the passageway.
Good sense would have sent him to his berth and sleep. He had
abandoned good sense somewhere, because no way in hell he could go
there yet. Anxiety and need would have sent him to Daniel's berth,
but that would have been unforgivable. So he wandered the ship,
staying out of the way of anyone moving purposefully in the early
light. He ended up at his favorite spot on the port-side rail,
looking out over the water. The sky was clear, with just a line of
gold to the east marking the rising sun still below the edge of the
waters. The limpid blue and lavender sky looked as if it could
never harbor death and destruction.

 


When someone came to lean on the rail beside him, he
didn't need to move or turn. Every inch of him knew who it was. He
said, “I figured you'd be in the sack by now.”

 


“I was waiting for
you.”

 


Daniel's voice was low and warm and surely didn't
mean what it sounded like. In any case, there were men close by,
sleeping in the hangars and out on the decks to escape the
closed-in heat of the berthing areas.

 


Jacob said, “I'm glad you're okay.
You are okay,
right?”

 


“Yeah. Not a scratch.
You?”

 


“I'm well enough. That is, I'm not
hurt.”

 


For few minutes they stood there, watching as the
new day dawned. The sun rose above the water, trailing ripples of
gold that faded into the greys and blues of the waves. The air was
warming.

 


Daniel said, “Come on.”

 


It was some kind of choice that Jacob didn't bother
to ask why or where. He just trailed after Daniel silently, down
the hatch and deeper into the ship, until they fetched up against a
door. Daniel stopped with his hand on it and raised one eyebrow.
Jacob allowed himself one breath. Just one moment to think all the
things that were going unsaid. Then he reached past Daniel and
opened the linen storage locker door wide.

 


The storeroom was airless and hot and the space was
tight. But it was enough for what they needed. Daniel stood close
to him but not touching, and shut the door behind them. In the
darkness behind the closed door, Jacob took a breath and dug deep
for the nerve to do this. He raised his hands and put them on
Daniel's chest, feeling the heartbeat under his right palm, the
strength of lean muscle, the heat.

 


“I was so scared for you.” He
almost didn't recognize his own voice.

 


“Me too. For you.”

 


“Sickbay's a pretty safe
place.”

 


“Nothing is safe from bombs that
can punch all the way through the ship.”

 


There didn't seem to be any answer to that. He
rocked forward slightly. Daniel's hands closed on his biceps,
steadying him, but not pushing him away.

 


“Have you done this before?”
Daniel's voice was cool but it shook a little on the last
word.

 


Jacob was suddenly glad he wasn't the only one
scared to death here. “What are we doing?”

 


“This.” Daniel pulled him close.
There was just enough light from under the door to see it coming,
to tilt his head and part his lips. Then Daniel's mouth closed over
his.

 


Jacob had never felt anything like the touch of
Daniel's mouth. He'd kissed girls, more than once. He even thought
he'd gotten pretty good at it. But none of those kisses had shaken
him down to his soul the way this one did. It was Daniel's lips and
Daniel's taste, man and smoke and cigarettes and a strong flavor of
mint. It occurred vaguely to Jacob that Daniel must have brushed
his teeth recently, but that was irrelevant. The only thing that
mattered was to have more. To open his mouth for the silken sweep
of Daniel's tongue and to sway against him, feeling the solid mass
of his chest against Jacob's own. To sense the slide of Daniel's
hands from Jacob's arms to his shoulders. Until the clinch became a
hug so tight they had to break the kiss because there was no room
between them. Daniel's arms clamped around Jacob almost too tight
for breath.

 


“God.” Daniel's voice was a
whisper against his hair. “God. Holy God. I was so damned scared.
I've been in action before. Hell, I was at Pearl. And I was never
as scared as I was tonight, not knowing where you were or if you
were safe.”

 


“Me too. I was listening to the
PA
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