
        
            
                
            
        

    






Dedication
For all the young men and women who travel the globe in the hopes of making it a better place. You brave battles and wage wars, bring aid and offer comfort. You are without a doubt, the best of us.
Volens et Potens






NICK had been gone for six months, two weeks, and four days. Not that I was counting. He was the one who’d suggested we enlist, dreams of being heroes dancing through his head. I’d gone along, although mostly I’d joined up so I could earn a salary to send home to my mom. Now he was back in Sacramento after majorly fucking up and getting discharged, and I was here for tour number two in the desert of Afghanistan, dodging the Taliban and the occasional pissed off drug lord. But as long as the paychecks kept coming, I’d keep soldiering.
It was Thursday, and I was off duty, which meant my standing appointment with Natalya. I waited outside the dining facility (DFAC) for Benji and Corbin to come out to make their trek into the village. When they showed up, I only had about five minutes before Natalya would be expecting me.
“What the fuck took you two so long?”
“Chill out, man. We were talking to Ace about him loaning us money to bet on the Derby next month.” Corbin, a short kid from New Jersey, got his rifle at the ready as we walked toward the vehicle lot.
“The Derby? You asshats are seriously going to try to make bets for the Derby online? Can you even do that?”
“Yeah, man. My cousin knows a guy who’ll take our bets online. Sort of a special for the Armed Forces, you know?” Benji offered.
I shook my head. “Dude, is there any slightly shady thing that someone in your family doesn’t have covered? You’ve got an uncle who runs pit bull training camps, a brother who owns a strip club, and a cousin who’s a bookie. Got any sisters who work at the Chicken Ranch in Vegas or anything?”
“Fuck you, Thompson. And don’t you dare start talking shit about my sisters, ‘cause I’ll kick your ass.”
Corbin snorted. “I’d like to see you try,” he said.
I laughed. Yeah, there weren’t many guys in my unit who’d take me on. I wasn’t the biggest, but I was usually the meanest.
After leaving base, we drove down the dirt road that led into the village. Benji and Corbin were on anti-recruitment duty. They had to patrol the village, basically hanging around in case there was any Al Qaeda activity.
We drove with the windows open, and dust was everywhere, paving being something that didn’t happen here. Corbin coughed as he inhaled a lungful of dust and then Benji went still, holding up his hand. Corbin took his foot off the accelerator and I stopped, hand on my rifle, ears straining for sounds that meant an ambush. After a few moments, we heard a truck grinding its gears as it accelerated along the road ahead of us.
“One of ours?” Benji asked.
“No,” I responded. “It’s a ZIL-157. Left over from the Russians.”
He nodded as he switched off the headlights and pulled to a stop. We waited in silence for several minutes, listening to the other truck pulling farther and farther away. While Afghani patrols used old Russian equipment, insurgents would as well, so it was impossible to tell if what lay ahead was someone friendly or a trap being laid. Finally, when we’d gone close to five minutes without hearing anything new, Corbin started the engine back up and flipped on the headlights, and we slowly headed out.
A few minutes later, we saw a tiny house about fifty yards down a small trail that broke off the main road. “All right, man, I’ll see you two in a couple of hours,” I said as Corbin slowed the truck down at the turn-off to the house.
“Saddle up, cowboy,” Benji answered before he cracked up, wiggling around on the bench seat, thrusting his hips back and forth like a creepy monkey.
“Fuck you, dude.” I rolled my eyes. He said the same damn thing every week and it hadn’t been funny the first time.
“Yeah, whatever. Catch you later, Casanova,” Corbin said as he shifted the truck back into gear while I shut the door and waited for them to drive away. Once the truck was on its way, I looked around at the dark landscape, prayed to God there was no one out there waiting to kill me, and started the hike to the front door of the house.
I walked quietly, staying aware of my surroundings and in particular listening for sounds from the house. Natalya would never have someone there when she was expecting me – if she could help it. Sometimes it wasn’t up to her.
Everything seemed quiet, so I knocked on the door and in a minute it opened. She was dressed in one of my old t-shirts, The Surf Shack it read, and the incongruity of seeing it on a twenty-five year-old widow living in the middle of a desert half a world away from where I’d bought the damn thing was disorienting to say the least.
I smiled as she stood there in the doorway, her long, dark hair a tangled halo around her face. “Hey, baby.” I stepped forward, put my hand behind her head, and pulled her into a hard kiss.
She pushed at my chest before she grabbed my wrist and dragged me inside, shutting the door and locking it behind me.
“Gabe. You’re such a bad boy. You know you shouldn’t do that where someone might see,” she scolded me as she ran her hands up my chest. Even through the layers of MultiCam, I could feel her firm touch, and I definitely appreciated her intentions.
“Yeah, I am a bad boy, which is the appeal, right?”
She put her head down and looked up at me from under her thick black lashes. “Maybe,” she said in a singsong voice.
I chuckled and palmed her breast through the t-shirt. Conveniently she was braless. “Nice shirt, baby. Where’d you get it?”
“Oh, I know a man. He comes here from America and he leaves the shirt at my home because he is like a big child and never cleans up after himself.”
I laughed again and shook my head. “What an asshole. How do you put up with him?”
She lifted the hem of the shirt and pulled it over her head, gifting me with a good long look at smooth skin and dark nipples the color of rich chocolate. I felt myself get hard immediately. Yeah, Afghanistan sucked, but Natalya made it better.
I cupped both breasts and she hung her head back and moaned. “You missed me this week, didn’t you?” I murmured as I moved my mouth from her cheek to her neck and then headed to her breast. I took the nipple into my mouth and sucked. She moaned louder.
“Gabe.” She squirmed as I put one arm around her small waist and used the other to work under the band of her underwear. Within a few seconds, I had the worn cotton panties on the floor and I was on my knees on front of her, one hand on a breast and the other exploring her slick center. I kissed her stomach and circled her bellybutton with my tongue.
“How’s that?” I asked, my voice rough as my dick expanded even further in the layers of my stiff uniform.
“You…know…I…love that,” she huffed out between breaths. Then my tongue found her clit and she started whispering in Dari, the local language. I always wondered what the hell she was saying, but I’d never asked her.
I was glad she’d been ready because my knees were killing me on the hard plank floor of her little house by the time she came. As the last shudders rolled through her, I stood and scooped her up on my way to the small bedroom, the only other room in the place.
In Natalya’s bedroom sat a double bed made from pieces of scrap wood. It was covered with an Army blanket and a quilt my grandmother had made for me. I’d given the quilt to Natalya when I’d found out she slept in four or five layers of clothes because she couldn’t afford firewood to keep the house heated at night. She said she’d rather have me there with her all night to keep her warm, but we both knew that wasn’t possible, and more than that, we both knew I wouldn’t do it if it were.
After I’d gotten Natalya settled in the bed, I started the laborious process of removing my uniform. I set my rifle carefully on the floor next to the side of the bed I was sitting on. While I generally trusted Natalya, I’d been in Afghanistan long enough to know that no one could ever be completely trusted. I made sure that gun was in my reach and no one else’s.
After unlacing the boots and removing them, I undid the body armor and stripped out of my uniform blouse with its MP armband. Then I took the ammo belt and pants off and finally the socks, t-shirt, and boxer briefs. I reached down and took a condom out of the pocket of my pants. Closing my eyes, I stroked myself a couple of times before I rolled the condom on. I stood up and turned around to look at Natalya lying there, watching me. I saw a sadness skitter across her face before she recovered and gave me a coquettish smile. She crooked her finger at me, and I knelt on the bed and crawled on top of her, trying to ignore that while she wanted me, I also hurt her simply by being in the room.
“Tell me what you’d like, baby,” I whispered in her ear. She started a litany of requests in Dari, and I plunged into her and pumped until my world broke apart. For one glorious moment everything was good and beautiful, and I felt like someone who actually mattered.

“I don’t know if I can keep seeing you, Gabe,” she whispered in bed after we finished while I lay there and rubbed her back.
I pulled back, trying to see her face better. “What’s going on?”
She rolled onto her back so I couldn’t hold her anymore and looked up at the ceiling. “The malik? The one I told you about?”
“You mean the other guy you’re sleeping with.”
She looked over at me and then turned her face back up to the ceiling, a masterpiece of lumpy plaster dissected by cracks and yellowing stains from years of leaks in the roof.
I sighed. “I’m sorry, I know you only do what you have to, and I’m in no position to judge you.” I turned to watch her and put my hand on her stomach, gently rubbing my thumb across it.
Her face relaxed some. “He’s heard that I might be seeing someone else and he is very angry.”
My senses went on alert. “Did he hurt you?” I leaned up on one elbow. “If he hit you, Natalya, I’ll handle it. You know what happened to Aubra. I won’t ever let anyone do that to you. This—” I waved my arm over the bed, indicating our state of dishabille, “is my fault, not yours. It’s my mess to handle.”
She turned her head to look at me and brought her small soft hand up to my face. “Oh, Gabe. You know I hate when you’re kind. It is so much harder when you’re kind.” She rolled away from me and sat up on the edge of the bed. “Just keep being selfish. It works better for both of us.”
I watched as she pulled my old t-shirt back on, and then I lay on my back, staring at the ceiling as she went over to the small dresser, the only other piece of furniture in the room, and lit a cigarette. She stood, looking out the window at the dark night, occasionally blowing rings of smoke through the air.
Sensing her agitation, I sat up on the edge of the bed and began the laborious process of getting all my gear back on. The body armor was the worst, and while I’d never leave base without the IOTV, it was a bitch to get all the adjustments right. I was working on the last of the million Velcro straps when she spoke.
“How many women were there? Before me, I mean, when you were at home in California?” Her voice was small, and I didn’t look at her when I answered. I didn’t want to see the pain on her face.
“Don’t do this.” I bent over and started lacing my left boot. “We’ve been through this already. It’s—“ I moved my head to one side, cracking my neck. “It’s an arrangement. If you don’t want it anymore or if you think you can’t, then that’s cool. You know I’ll always help you out, but it’s only an arrangement.”
I turned and looked at her, my face tight with the strain of the words I had to say. “We don’t have a future, Natalya. I’m not going to marry you and take you back to the States, so either sex is okay or it’s not. Your choice.”
She looked at me for a moment. Her dark hair was tangled and dull, and her thin limbs stuck out of my big t-shirt awkwardly, making her look like a tiny scarecrow. I wished I had a way to bring her more food. The small things I was able to provide her with weren’t enough, and it sucked that I couldn’t find a way to do more. She exhaled one last puff of smoke and ground the cigarette out on a flat piece of scrap metal on the windowsill.
I turned my back to her again and leaned over to lace up the other boot. Then I reached down and swung the M4 strap onto my shoulder. When I stood, I heard her speak very quietly.
“I can’t do it anymore.” She lifted her chin high and looked me right in the eye as I took a couple of steps around the bed toward her. I held out one of my hands in a useless gesture.
She shook her head at me and bit down on her lip. “No. No. This is what has to be. I cannot take the risk of being with you for a fuck.” She spat out the word as if it were a bitter piece of food. “As enjoyable as it is, it’s not worth my life. You. Are not worth my life, Gabe Thompson” She moved past me to the door of the room and walked through it.
I followed her in silence, knowing she was absolutely right.
When we reached the other room, she faced away from me, intent on filling a tea kettle from the lone faucet in the house. I walked up behind her and reached around to place the chocolate bar I’d brought with me on the table next to her. She loved chocolate, and whenever I could get hold of a bar, I made sure to bring it to her. She didn’t touch it; just continued making her tea.
I stood looking at her tiny frame and thinking how, if I could, I would take all her pain away, all her suffering, all her past. If I could, I would bring her husband back so she didn’t have to live like a whore on the outskirts of town at the mercy of the local Taliban. If I could, I would erase me from her mind so she’d never have had visions of love and happiness. Visions I could never make real for her.
“Natalya,” I said quietly. She didn’t reply. I gently laid my hand on her shoulder and felt her tense at the touch. “I’m not that guy. I never will be. I’m like my old man and his old man before him. We don’t rescue people. We aren’t nice guys. We don’t fall in love.”
“Just go,” she whispered and I did.






TWO days later, the guilt about Natalya still gnawed at me, but I was a twenty-two year-old guy who thought about sex—a lot—and I couldn’t help wondering where I was going to get some action now that she’d kicked me to the curb. Afghanistan wasn’t exactly teeming with ready and able women, and I’d just blown one of the only decent options for a few dozen miles.
When I’d first heard about the young half-Russian, half-Afghani widow living outside of town, I hadn’t thought much of it. The guys in camp were always going on about one woman or another, whether it was one of the other soldiers in our unit or some local chick they’d seen in the village. But after Nick had figuratively blown the entire town up, no one touched any of the local girls, and most of them didn’t even look at locals longer than a few seconds. The result was that we were a bunch of really horny dudes most of the time. I was only interested in interactions I could get in and out of easily. There wasn’t much opportunity for that in Afghanistan.
However, everyone was stoked over the widow. The base had hired her to do some basic translations for them when they met with village officials, but it wasn’t enough to alter her circumstances. She was a different species in the eyes of the local men—a leftover from the Russian occupation, damaged goods because she wasn’t a virgin, and she had no male relatives to protect her. It was sad, but a fact of life in this country—the women were at the mercy of the men, and often the men were anything but merciful.
When I met her, I was patrolling the village market. Once I’d pieced together who she was, I realized quickly that she wasn’t getting enough money doing translations. She was half starved and living in a shack with no heat. There weren’t exactly a lot of jobs she could get paid for as a woman. She and I never discussed her situation, but she seemed to enjoy being with me, and I did what I could to make her little shack more comfortable. You could hardly call chocolate bars, a blanket, some kitchen utensils, and a little manual labor big help, but my options were nearly as limited as hers.
Sometime into the third or fourth month after we’d started sleeping together, it became apparent Natalya was confused about the nature of our interactions. When she told me she loved me as she came one night, I tried to blow it off as the heat of the moment, but then the questions and the hints started. What was I going to do after my tour? Did I have a girlfriend at home? What was my family like? I had to put an end to that shit fast.
She handled it well and acted like it was all good, so I kept visiting every Thursday night. But having sex with her got more and more difficult when I knew there were emotions involved—her love, and my guilt. When she finally told me to get lost, it was mostly a relief. Except to my dick, which was sorely disappointed.
“Hey, Thompson!” Benji’s voice woke me out of my haze. I gave him a chin lift in greeting. “Did you hear about the UN group coming through?”
I stayed on the ground next to the truck I was checking out. There was nothing worse than the thought of being off-base, where we were always vulnerable, with a vehicle that was broken down. Consequently, before we drove anywhere, we checked them thoroughly.
“Nah, I wasn’t paying attention when Davis started into all that crap. Melanie was telling me about how she beat Corbin in poker last night. That was a lot more interesting.”
“Well, homeboy,” he said, a giant grin spreading across his face. “We’re getting a contingent of UN Human Rights inspectors in to see the conditions in the area, and included in the group are a couple of dozen college interns, homey. As in college girls! Yjola, bro. I used to watch those college girls from USC in South Central. Man. Those were some fine women, and they looove to take a walk on the wild side, my friend.”
I snorted at his enthusiasm and his barrio slang that only came out when he was really amped about something. Standing up and wiping my hands on the grease rag I had, I said, “Dude, take a chill, will you? Number one, you don’t know if there are any women in that group. I mean, how many rich American parents would let their little princesses go to Afghanistan in the middle of all this? Number two, why do you think they’d be interested in your hairy ass?”
“Fuck you, Thompson. I try to bring you a little good news to brighten up your pathetic day and you can’t even be grateful. $50 says there’s women in the group, and another $10 says I can bang one of them.”
I laughed. “You’re a lot more confident in the odds of there being women than you are in your chances of bagging one.”
At that point, he degenerated into a litany of insults in Spanish and stomped off to the DFAC. I went back to checking the truck and filled out the requisite paperwork, detailing my inspection. I was about to head to lunch before going on my scheduled patrol when I heard a big commotion from the main courtyard. I made a sharp left and headed between two of the bunk tents, walking into the middle of chaos.
In the dirt plaza were six trucks flying United Nations’ flags. There were people pouring out of the transport trucks, and many of them had already begun unloading cargo. Someone bumped my shoulder on the way by and said, “Get working, Thompson. These trucks won’t unload themselves.”
I looked around and headed to the last cargo truck being opened. As I stood waiting for them to get the tarp rolled up, I heard a girl’s voice shriek, “No damn way!” right before someone slammed into my back, making me stumble forward a step. I turned around, ready to take the asshole out, and found myself face to face with big, dark eyes, a cute nose sprinkled with freckles, and mess of long, brown hair tossed haphazardly into a knot on the top of a perfect head.
I slowly looked down, meeting up with a tight t-shirt stretched across full breasts and a tiny waist that was followed by low-riding cargo pants which fell from narrow hips down long legs. The top of her head barely reached my chin, so I put her at about five foot four. Her crazy mess of hair was half hanging alongside her face in loose waves and I thought it would feel really good if I dug my hands into it while I yanked her in for a hard, hot kiss on those lips slick with some kind of girly lip crap.
“Sorry,” she said, looking at me like I was the enemy. Her voice was low and rough, like a great torch singer. I wondered if she was musical, because looking at her made my head spin like there was a song ricocheting around in it.
I grinned at her a little to see what her reaction would be. “No problem, babe. Can I do something for you . . . or even to you, if you’d prefer?”
She scowled more and her eyes narrowed. “My name’s Alexis, not ‘babe,’ and I really doubt there’s anything you could do that I’d be interested in,” she snapped.
“Oh, sweetheart, you don’t know me too well. Ask around. You’ll find there’s a whole lot of things I can do that would interest you. Things that would help you relax.” I stepped closer and smiled down at her suggestively. “You seem a little tense.”
“Oh, God,” she choked out somewhere between laughing and screaming. “Are you for real? What, did you walk out of an episode of Mad Men or something?” She shook her head. “Um, take my word for it. There is nothing, absolutely not one single thing, that a guy who calls me ‘babe’ could do to interest me.”
I held my hands up in surrender. “Whatever you say, sweetheart. I’m only doing my duty. I am a soldier after all.”
She huffed out a breath that clearly communicated she found me disgusting and went back to haranguing the guy behind her.
I turned to face the truck, thinking I hadn’t felt that much animosity from a woman I hadn’t screwed in a long time. It was fucking hot. Nothing like some serious hatred to spice up the sex.
Corbin sauntered over right about then and leaned in as he whispered, “Strike out already?”
“You want to give it a go?” I muttered under my breath.
“Hell no,” he answered, looking over his shoulder to where Alexis was arguing with some scrawny dude in khaki pants and a button-up safari shirt. “I’d be too scared. I might get hurt.” He shivered.
“No doubt. She’s none too friendly.” We high-fived on it and went to work.

We spent the next hour unloading the trucks and stacking everything in storage, all scheduled patrols and other duties suspended for the afternoon. Then the C.O. told everyone to head to the DFAC for a briefing.
Corbin and I found Benji inside and grabbed a couple of the folding chairs next to him. When the C.O. started speaking, I leaned back, ready to be bored to tears.
“All right. Everyone settle down,” he said. “We need to get procedure straight for this UN crew visit, which will last for four weeks. The UN staff will depart on December twenty-third.”
Benji elbowed me and whispered, “Thirty days, bro. Thirty days to get down and dirty.”
I shrugged, not wanting to encourage him during a briefing, but my eyes shifted to the left where Alexis stood along the wall of the tent with the other UN workers. That floppy hairdo of hers was still hanging around her face, and from the angle I was at, I could spy beneath those tendrils. She had the most perfect little ear I’d ever seen, a soft pink scoop, with a tiny gold earring sparkling on the lobe. I thought about how that metal would feel cold beneath my tongue while her ear would feel warm and silky. I shifted in my seat, everything south of the equator growing uncomfortable.
The C.O. droned on until, from the depths of my lust-induced fog, I heard him say my name. My head snapped forward. He’d already continued past me, so I tried to look like I knew what the hell was going on. Meanwhile, Benji was persistently jabbing me in the side, saying, “You lucky fucker.”
“What the hell?” I whispered, irritated at my own ignorance.
“You got one of the women to escort, you dick,” Corbin answered.
“A woman? How? That’s against policy.”
“Melanie’s on emergency leave and Traci’s confined to camp until her security training’s done. All the other female personnel are assigned to escort duty with other UN chicks. There aren’t enough women to go around, dude,” Benji whisper-screamed before the Captain in front of us turned around and gave us the “you’re one second from KP duty” stare. We all shut up for the remaining five minutes until the C.O. dismissed us.
I turned to Corbin, keeping my voice low, “Who the hell did I get assigned to? I wasn’t listening.”
Corbin stroked his chin, eyes rolled up to the ceiling. “Hmmm, who was that? Let’s see, was it Anna? No, not Anna. Maybe Adrienne? No, not that either…”
I stepped closer to him and leaned my head next to ear. “Quit fucking around right now or I’ll make your life a living hell for the next three days. Now. Who. The fuck. Is. My. Assignment?”
He squared his shoulders and glared at me. “Relax, man, I’m just screwing with you. It’s Alexis somebody or other.”
“What?!” I sputtered loudly, causing several staff milling around us to turn and look at me. I managed to grit out a smile at them and then looked back at Corbin, lowering my voice. “So what does that mean?”
He shrugged, and as I was about to explode in frustration, the C.O. came up, Alexis trailing behind him. “Thompson, there you are. I wanted to introduce you to your escortee, Alexis Garcia. Alexis, this is Sergeant Thompson, who hails from California, isn’t that right, Sergeant?”
I cleared my throat and looked at Alexis, raising one eyebrow at her. Her face was pink and her lips were pressed tightly together. “Yes, sir, I’m from Sacramento.”
“Wonderful. Ms. Garcia is from Austin, Texas, so you’re both westerners. Now, Sergeant, your job for the next thirty days consists of escorting Ms. Garcia to her daily assignments. She’ll be doing some work here in the camp but also visiting the nearby villages with the UN convoys. You’ll need to make sure she follows all the safety and etiquette protocols when she deals with the villagers. She’ll be delivering supplies to various entities, including individual families.”
I looked at the little fireball, who practically had steam coming out of her ears.
“Sir,” she gritted out. “I really don’t think all of that’s necessary. I can go with the other staff for my visits to the village.”
The C.O. just patted her on the arm and then said, “Nope, it’s not optional. We’ve got very strict rules about civilians in the area, especially temporary volunteers like you. The Sergeant might look mean, but I promise he won’t bite. And Thompson . . . ” He crooked his finger at me and stepped a few feet away from Alexis.
I followed and waited for him to keep talking. “As Commanding Officer of this camp, I hear everything, soldier. Everything. Your, shall we say, extracurricular activities don’t go unnoticed. I would also have to be blind not to notice that Ms. Garcia is a very appealing young woman. I’d suggest that you think very carefully before you follow your normal tendencies.” He gave me a hard stare and then a really unfriendly smile. “Things will not go well for you if you engage in any fraternization of a sexual nature with that young woman. Are you clear on that?”
I swallowed hard. “Yes, sir.”
The C.O. stepped back to Alexis. “I wish you luck, Ms. Garcia,” he said. Then he glared at me really fucking hard. I tried not to cringe.
“Sooo,” Benji, who’d been standing there, watching this whole exchange, said. “I guess that’s my cue to move along.” He struggled not to laugh. “I’ll be seeing you around, Thompson. It was, uh, nice to meet you.” He nodded at Alexis, who gave him a barely there smile, then he grabbed Corbin by the arm. They were gone and I was faced with one hot, angry mess of a female.
“Well, babe, looks like it’s you and me,” I said, smiling at her.
“Don’t. Call. Me. That.”
“Okay, okay. Whatever. How about Alexis? Will that work?”
She sniffed at me and said, “Can you just show me where I’m staying? I need to put my stuff away.”
“Sure thing.” I gestured for her to go ahead out the doorway.
“They left all our bags in that main yard,” she told me. We headed that direction.
“So, you’re from Texas, huh? I don’t hear much of an accent.”
“Yeah, well, I’m from Austin. We don’t sound like a bunch of hicks there.”
“I think those accents are sort of cute,” I responded.
She lifted one side of her upper lip in a sneer. I hadn’t ever seen anyone sneer except in movies. She might be the meanest girl I’d ever encountered and it was the biggest fucking turn-on in the world.
“Well, in my world, Sergeant, those cute accents usually mean you’re an ignorant gun-toting, peace-bashing cattle rancher. I go to the University of Texas. We try to look at solutions for world problems that don’t involve shooting other people.”
I stopped in my tracks, mouth ajar, temporarily speechless. When I was able to take a breath, I tried to regulate my voice so I didn’t come off sounding like I was yelling. It was difficult.
“You do realize,” I said, “that this is a mil-i-tary base, right? I mean, you’re surrounded by people with guns. We shoot if we have to, and a lot more often we get shot at. This is the Army, sweetheart, not a freaking hippie peace rally.”
She looked down at the ground for a second, and I expected her to apologize. Instead, her head popped up, and I stared into the face of fury. Her brows were drawn down into a scowl, her luscious lips were pursed, and her eyes were blazing sparks. My damn pants got unbearably uncomfortable as my groin tightened. Holy shit, how could someone piss me off and turn me on so much all at one time?
“I’m aware this is an Army camp, Sergeant Thompson. And believe me, it’s the last place on earth I want to be, but I’m committed to bringing relief to the people here who’ve had their homes and their lives invaded by a hostile foreign force.”
I turned abruptly, kicked a nearby trashcan, and stomped off toward the center of camp. She was hot on my heels, like a little nipping dog.
“What’s the matter, soldier boy? You don’t have a retort for that one? Ha! I’ll bet not, because how could you argue with the truth? We caught Bin Laden, and yet, here you still are, with your guns and your occupation and your violence. Imagine what it’s been like for these poor people living here the last few years. They don’t know anything about international politics. They don’t care about American interests. They just want to feed their families and follow the customs they’ve followed for the last few centuries.”
I stopped again and turned lightning-fast to face her. She slammed into me, and I grabbed her arms to keep her from winding up on her ass.
“Oh!” she squeaked before she shrugged out of my grasp. I looked at her hard. She licked her lips, the color climbing in her face as her breath quickened. There. She felt it too. She might hate me, but she also wanted me. I stepped closer, and I could hear the rapid little breaths she was taking.
When we were chest to chest, both of us audibly breathing in each other’s air, I said low and slow, “Have you ever seen what the Taliban does to women, princess? You think they just keep those veils on them because it’s tradition, right? You ever seen what happens to a woman here who lifts that veil in public? Or maybe a woman who lets a man other than her father or brothers or husband speak to her?”
I saw the fear flare in her eyes. Good. You ought to be afraid, little girl. It’s an ugly world out here. This is not the University of Fucking Texas.
“You ever seen what the punishment is if a girl is caught letting a guy kiss her? Well, guess what, babe? I have. Don’t you ever talk to me about how this occupation is what brought violence to these people. Until you’ve seen what I’ve seen, until you’ve watched people die in front of you, you have no right to judge me or the work I do here.”
I looked at her for one more moment, my chest hurting so bad I thought it might explode all over her nice white t-shirt. Then I turned on my heel and walked away.

The problem with being in the Army is that you have to follow orders. They get really pissed if you don’t. Consequently, my girly-dramatic exit leaving Alexis in the dust between a couple of tents only lasted about five minutes. I was supposed to follow her around and protect her, so I couldn’t really walk off. Fucking job. What I did was take my damn sweet time winding through camp until I got to the main plaza and dug through the pile of rucksacks and duffle bags where I found the matching set with her nametags on them. When I stood up, one on each shoulder, she was standing there, watching me.
“What tent are you assigned to?” I said as coldly as possible.
She looked at a slip of paper she’d taken out of her pocket. “R-13.”
“Follow me,” I said and took off, not bothering to see if she followed.
Pretty soon she caught up, huffing and puffing alongside me. “I’m sorry,” she ground out.
“Excuse me?” I glanced down, watching the hair alongside her face swing to and fro as she jogged to keep up with me.
“I’m sorry,” she said more clearly. “I shouldn’t have said that stuff to you. I know you’re just doing your job and that it’s probably a really hard one. It’s the military industrial complex I hate, not the soldiers. You can’t help what they tell you to do.”
I slowed down a bit, shifting the weight of her bags. “And what if I said I agree with the complex and am totally committed to their mission here?”
She looked up at me for a minute as if considering her reply, something I got the impression she didn’t do very often.
“I’d say maybe we should just not talk about that anymore and try to start fresh.”
“Oh, fresh I can do, babe,” I grinned at her as we reached the tent she’d be occupying and I pushed back the flap to let her inside.
She stepped in, took a cursory glance around, and then grimaced. “Does that crap work for you?”
I raised an eyebrow.
“You know what I mean.” She continued in a deep, mocking voice, “The whole ‘Oh babe, let’s get busy, you and me.’ Are there girls in the world who find that attractive? Do you get laid with lines like that?”
I dropped her bags on the floor of the tent and stalked over to her, recent instructions from my C.O. completely forgotten. Her eyes got bigger the closer I got, but she kept the stony, disapproving expression, and I had to give her credit for standing her ground while a six foot one, two-hundred pound soldier got up in her face.
I stopped just shy of touching her in a full-body press and leaned down toward her.
“Yeah, it works for me,” I said in a very low voice. Her cheeks flamed with color, and her tongue darted out of her mouth to lick those plump lips. My own breath hitched for a moment before I went on.
“And you know what I think?” She shook her head the tiniest bit. “I think it works for you too.” I stroked one finger down her cheek. She sighed and her eyes closed for the briefest moment.
I focused on those gorgeous lips. “I think you’re all bark and no bite, and that you’re trying to chase me away with your bad attitude because you’re afraid of me. I bet you like to be in control of everything all the time, don’t you?” She swallowed and I felt everything below my belt tighten to the point of pain.
I dug my hand into the hunk of hair at the back of her head and gently pulled her toward me. She didn’t resist as my heart rate picked up and her breaths came in little pants. “You’re afraid you won’t be able to control a guy like me, aren’t you? And you know what? You’re right. You wouldn’t be able to control me. But I’d take you on the ride of your life, and you’d thank me for it afterwards.”
I leaned in ever so slowly, my lips hovering over hers as her eyes fluttered shut. I could feel the heat from her face, and her chest grazed mine, setting off sparks all up and down my spine. Her hair was like strands of silk, and I gripped the back of her head tighter, pulling her that infinitesimal bit closer. She had a quick intake of breath and I felt my chest clutch.
“And if y’all get bored sitting around in here, there’s almost always a card game or somethin’ goin’ on in the DFAC after dark.” Jefferson’s voice and his twangy Arkansas accent burst into the tent as Alexis jumped away from me. I turned around, ready to rip Jeff a new one when I saw him and a short, plump girl in glasses standing there, gawking at me. Jeff swallowed and I realized I must look like I was about to hurt someone, so I took a deep breath and pasted on a smile. Jeff visibly relaxed.
“Hey, Gabe, I was uh, just showing Megan here where her tent is . . .” He shifted from leg to leg awkwardly.
Alexis stepped past me, her hand extended. “Hi, Megan. I guess I’m your roomie. I’m Alexis.”
The two girls shook hands while Jefferson fussed with bags and played the part of host, telling them all the finer points of base life like they’d checked into some sort of fucking spa.
I leaned against the support post in the middle of the room and watched Alexis, who was working hard not to look at me. Finally, I tired of seeing Jeff act like an annoying puppy. I pushed off the post and stepped up to the rest of them, making sure to stand a little too close to Alexis. I worked to suppress a smile as she gulped audibly and tried to scoot away from me discreetly.
“Hey, Jefferson. Let’s let the lovely UN girls get settled in. We can come back and pick them up for dinner in an hour or so. How’d that be, ladies?” I directed the question to them both but kept my eyes pinned on Alexis.
“Sound great to me,” said Megan. Alexis nodded. Jeff turned to go and Megan followed, thanking him for his help.
I leaned to Alexis and whispered in her ear, “You and I have unfinished business, babe. I’ll be seeing you soon.” I stepped back and grinned at her. She scowled, eyes narrowed, lips pursed once more.
Oh yeah, I thought as I strode out of the tent. We had a lot of unfinished business, and I was just the entrepreneur to handle the transaction.






DINNER was uneventful, and afterwards, Alexis chose to hang out in the DFAC with some of her UN buddies. I sat nearby, threw my feet up on another chair, and settled in to wait until she was ready to go to her tent. I could have gone over to socialize with the others. Jefferson and some of the guys were getting to know the UN group, and it seemed like the rest of them were a lot friendlier than Alexis.
I wasn’t interested in putting out the energy to make new buddies though. The truth was I was here to earn money for my mom and stay alive long enough to get the hell out. This second tour had taken its toll, and I was tired. While I was more than willing to socialize with some women, I hadn’t made much effort to befriend anyone beyond Corbin and Benji, who had been buddies with Nick and me when we first got deployed.
I watched Alexis as she smiled and laughed with her volunteer buddies and thought, while I liked her all riled up, it’d be nice to be on the receiving end of one of those smiles too. She was lush looking. Juicy lips; big, dark eyes; skin that was as smooth as silk. In spite of her dark hair, she had a smattering of freckles across her nose, and it made her more beautiful for the fact that it wasn’t classic and expected. Her eyes were framed by long, dark lashes and strong brows that made the perfect inverted Vs above her eyes. Her hair was wavy but not at all frizzy—smooth, deep brown, and begging to be wrapped around my fists while I pounded into her.
On that world-rocking image, I stood and stretched, heading to the coffee pot for another cup. I’d never be able to sleep thinking about how I wanted Alexis anyway, so I figured copious amounts of caffeine weren’t going to make much difference.
As I reached the service table and began filling my cup from the spigot, Benji appeared, leaning back against the table next to me, smirk at the ready.
“So, Thompson, how goes the babysitting?” he asked, voice full of glee.
“None of your damn business, asshole,” I answered with my usual belligerence.
He laughed. Benji was used to my shitty attitude and never let it hold him back.
“Well, rumor has it Jefferson walked in on you two about to get busy, so it sounds like maybe it’s going pretty well.”
I rolled my eyes. “Jeff doesn’t know what the hell he walked in on, man. She hates me, and we weren’t ‘getting busy.’”
Now, I wasn’t one of those dudes who had to blast it all over when I was with a woman, but I also didn’t make a point of denying it. Considering my testicles were probably at stake, however, I wasn’t giving Benji even a bone to chew on. God knew word would make it to my C.O. in record time, and I already regretted my slipup in her tent earlier.
He sized me up for a minute before he nodded his head and pursed his lips. “All right, huero. I won’t push, but I’m not buying it. You always get the girl, and I’m betting you’ll get this one too. It’s cool though. I can wait until you’ve got something to tell, ‘cause I’m easy like that. You can tell the other UN girls I’m easy. Just in case they’re curious.” He laughed and walked off.
I sighed and wandered back to my table. As I arrived, I saw Alexis standing there alone, looking around. I took bigger steps to reach her without looking like I was hurrying. “You looking for me?” I said smoothly as I winked at her.
She didn’t take the bait, just said, “I’m really tired. Can you walk me back to my tent?”
“Sure thing,” I answered, looking at her face closely, wondering why she was suddenly so drawn and pale.
“Thanks.”
We walked into the cooling night air, and she was silent. No snark, no political rants. Her shoulders were drooping and her steps were tentative.
“So, uh, you feeling homesick?” I asked quietly.
She gave me a sharp look then turned away. “Why would you ask that?”
“You just seem a little down is all.”
She sighed. “Not homesick. Just a little unbalanced I guess.”
I laughed. “Well, I could have told you that. I took one look at you and said, ‘Now that girl’s completely unbalanced.’”
I expected a good put-down for that one or even a punch, but all I got was, “I wouldn’t expect you to understand, so let’s just drop it.”
I stopped and put a hand on her arm. “Hey. I’m really not that bad. Why don’t you give me a shot? Maybe I’d understand more than you think. You know, this is my second tour here, so if anyone understands how unbalanced this place can make you, it’s me.”
She stood in the moonlight, her eyes luminous with what I feared were unshed tears. After a breathless moment, she started walking again. “It’s about what happened earlier . . . between us.”
I got a bad vibe that ran from my feet all the way up my spine to my head, where it lodged as a dull ache. “Which thing that happened earlier?”
“The you-trying-to-seduce-me part,” she snapped.
“That wasn’t even close to me trying to seduce you. That was just a tiny bit of flirting. If you want to see me try to seduce you, let’s step into the back room of the DFAC and I’ll give you a personal demonstration.”
“Do you ever stop?” she asked, her voice rising. “Do you ever stop and think about the other person in the equation? You could be doing all sorts of damage and not have any idea, because you’re so focused on ‘winning’ that you don’t care about the collateral damage.”
“Whoa, whoa, there, Alexis. Slow down. I guess I’m not as bright as the school system told me because I have no idea what you’re talking about. Collateral damage? What the fuck? I flirted with you a little, stood too close. I didn’t even kiss you for Christ’s sake,” I said as quietly as I could, considering my level of agitation.
She huffed out a breath, and when she did, I couldn’t help but notice the way her breasts swelled in her t-shirt. They were the most perfect pair of breasts I’d ever seen, and believe me, I’d seen a few.
“Look,” she said in a soft voice now. “What happened earlier? Well, everyone’s talking about it all over camp, thanks I guess to Megan and that Jefferson guy.”
“And you’re what? Totally ashamed that a jerk like me got to you and everyone knows it?” I narrowed my eyes at her. I shouldn’t have cared that she was embarrassed by what happened. I’d never cared if a girl respected me before, but for some reason, the idea of her being ashamed of being seen with me took a little nick out of my heart.
She shook her head. “No. It’s not that. I don’t care what people think, except that there are people here who know me back in Austin.” She paused. “People who know my boyfriend back in Austin.”
I felt my gut clench.
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
A boyfriend.
I took a breath and squared my shoulders. She couldn’t know that bothered me. No fucking way would anyone know that bothered me.
“Well, hey, I’m sorry about that, babe. But really, it was harmless. I’m sure Romeo will understand once you explain it was the asshole playboy of the camp who was putting the moves on you. You don’t have to tell him how much you liked it,” I said as I stepped closer and lowered my voice even further.
“Stop it,” she hissed. “Just . . . God. I knew you wouldn’t get it.” She started off toward her tent, and I stood there without following. But I did watch her until she was safely inside.

I woke the next morning with the headache from hell. I hadn’t slept worth a damn, and knowing I had to spend the whole day following Alexis as she did surveys of local conditions didn’t help any. I felt like crap. I wasn’t sure what was worse—the fact that I was responsible for upsetting her the night before or that she had a damn boyfriend. Either way, I knew I owed her an apology, and the sooner I got it over with, the better.
After layering on all my MultiCam for the day, I walked to Alexis’s tent and gave a holler. “Good morning, ladies. Are you ready for breakfast?”
Megan popped her head out the flap and smiled at me. “Jeff is coming for me in a few minutes, but Alexis already took off for the DFAC.”
Great. Only seven a.m. and I was already in dereliction of duty. “Thanks,” I said to Megan as I turned to hurry my ass over to breakfast.
When I walked in, I spotted her right away, deep in conversation with the scrawny guy she’d been fussing at the very first time I saw her. I went to the line, got my tray and a cup of coffee, and then walked to her table.
She and the guy seemed to have exhausted their conversation, and neither looked too happy.
“Hi, Ms. Garcia,” I said in my most polite soldier voice. “You were supposed to wait for me to come escort you to breakfast.”
“Oh, sorry, I guess I forgot,” she answered, gesturing to the empty seat at the table.
I sat down and extended my hand to the guy who was watching us. “Hi, I’m Sergeant Gabe Thompson.”
His lips pressed in a firm line, but he managed to put his hand out. “Nice to meet you. Steve Whitfield.”
I squeezed his hand just the smallest bit and saw his eyes widen for moment. “Do you know Ms. Garcia from Texas?” I asked, already suspicious that this was the asshole who was threatening Alexis like a tattle-tale in elementary school.
He sat up straighter and put his extra-righteous face on. “Yeah, I live on her floor in the dorms, and her boyfriend is a good friend of mine.”
Bingo. I kept my face totally neutral, something I’d had quite a bit of practice at when women were screaming at me. “Well, that’s great to come overseas with friends. I actually enlisted with my best buddy from home.”
Texas Boy gave me a small smile and then looked around the room. “Oh, I see my escort’s done eating. I’d better go grab him so we can get started on inventory. I’ll see you later, Alexis.”
She smiled politely. “Okay, Steve. Later.”
“Good to meet you, man,” I said, giving him a smile that showed enough teeth to make him grimace in response.
The relationship police gone, I turned to Alexis, who seemed embarrassed to look at me.
“So I assume that was the leak back to Austin you mentioned?”
She nodded, looking down at her eggs and stirring them around with her fork.
“Hey.” I tapped her on the hand and she looked up at me.
“You were right. I was being selfish yesterday, and I’m sorry. It never occurred to me that you might be involved with someone. I know I tend to be a bit, uh, overbearing, and I usually go balls-to-the-wall for what I want.”
She let out a little sarcastic exclamation.
“Yeah, I know. I’m an arrogant ass, but I’m not completely without scruples. And I’ve never messed around with another dude’s girl, so I won’t start now. You’re safe from me.”
Her eyes flickered with something. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have sworn it was disappointment.
She gave a short laugh. “Okay, Don Juan, that’s good to hear, and apology accepted. If you’re serious about laying off, maybe we can be friends? Sort of looks like we’re stuck with each other for a while.”
I briefly thought that ‘friends’ was the last thing I wanted to be with her, but I put my hand out. “Friends. Thanks for giving me a second chance, and uh, you know, my C.O. would be really unhappy if he heard about yesterday.”
She nodded. “I get it. If you’re serious about a truce, I won’t say a word.”
I smiled, relief washing through me.
She shook my hand, and I couldn’t help but notice hers fit so perfectly in mine. “So, can I say one thing?” I asked.
She smiled encouragingly. She had a really beautiful smile when she wasn’t hollering at me.
“If that guy, Steve, gives you any more trouble, can I have permission to pound the shit out of him? He has no right to police you like that. Your relationship is between you and your guy, not his best friend.”
She blushed a little. “You’d beat up some guy you don’t even know just because he gave me a hard time?”
I nodded. “In a heartbeat.”
She smiled even more beautifully than before, as if that were possible. “Okay, if he says one more word about it, I’ll unleash Sergeant Thompson on him.”
“It’s a deal . . . babe.” She busted out laughing and we kept laughing most of the way through breakfast. Best breakfast I’d ever had.






THE desert of Afghanistan wasn’t stereotypical flat sand desert. There was plenty of dirt, but there were also rocks. Outcroppings everywhere, giant cliffs and caves, and piles of rocks. But it was all dry. Dry as the proverbial bone and one of the harshest landscapes I’d ever seen. In the midst of all of this, there were sandstorms that would blow up out of nowhere. Sometimes they’d last a few minutes, but other times a few hours.
Three days after we called a truce, Alexis and I were working our way through the village, doing a survey of needs when one of the storms whipped through. Our group had split up into different sections of the village, and the area we were canvassing was almost entirely residential—narrow streets with rows of adobe housing strung together with common walls. There weren’t any businesses on this street, and no one was opening up their door to offer us help. But I knew from experience that if we didn’t get to cover fast we’d be sandblasted.
Alexis stood with her head down, face against the wall of a house, as I’d instructed, while I looked around as best I could for someplace to take her. This was why she had me here—to be the one who knew how the place worked, to keep her safe and make sure she could do her humanitarian work. As a fifty-mile-per-hour wind scoured her hair and scalp with sand and she huddled against the side of a mud hut, I didn’t feel like I was doing such a great job.
Finally, I spotted a crevice between two houses down the street. Most houses were constructed with common walls, so there weren’t a lot of spaces in between, but I guessed we could fit into the one I’d spotted.
I had my bandana over my mouth and nose in order to breathe while I hunted down a safe place, but I took it off and came up behind Alexis, reaching around her and tying it over her face, leaving just her eyes exposed.
“What about you?” she shouted over the wind.
“I’ll be fine,” I answered, my mouth right next to her ear. “We’re not going far.” I pointed toward the crevice. She squinted at me, but for once, she didn’t argue. I put my arm around her, she tucked into my side, and we ran.
When we reached the small opening, I shoved her inside. There was slightly more room than I had thought, and we each fit facing one another so our backs were to the openings on either end, blocking the wind and sand that occasionally surged in.
Once we were settled, Alexis yanked down the scarf and looked up at me with big, wide eyes.
“Oh my God! What is that?” she breathed out.
“That is a sandstorm, and not even a very bad one,” I said, reaching out and tucking a stray piece of hair behind her ear without even thinking.
“Does it happen a lot?”
“Every few weeks. They’re not so bad if you’re on base or in a vehicle, but out in the open it’s major suckage.”
She laughed at my understatement. “So I guess we’re stuck here until it’s over?”
“I’m afraid so, but a lot of times they’re quick, so don’t panic.”
She shifted a little, trying to find some way to get comfortable in our little prison. “I just hope I don’t have to pee or anything before it’s over.”
I chuckled. “I think you’ll be all right. One of the other guys and I were trapped in a cargo truck for six hours during one of these things, and amazingly, no one wet themselves.”
She rolled her eyes at me before she said suddenly, “Why’d you join the Army anyway?”
“Wow. Don’t bother with any preliminaries.”
She blushed and shifted her weight from one leg to another again, accidently brushing my chest with hers as she did.
“Sorry, my mom’s always saying I’m completely tactless.”
I smiled, secretly relishing that little chest-to-chest contact.
“It’s okay. Really. I enlisted for two reasons. The first was that my best friend from home, Nick, wanted to enlist, and well, I’ve always watched out for him. It’s sort of how we work. Although in the end even I couldn’t save him.”
She started at that, and her face fell, her eyes welling up. “Oh, God, he…I mean, he isn’t…”
“No, no, he’s alive and well in Sacramento. Or maybe not so well, but in one healthy piece physically and the rest I guess he’s working on.”
She sighed and I saw a single tear roll out of her eye and run down her cheek.
“Aw, hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize how that sounded when I said it. I’ll tell you about what happened to Nick someday, but now’s not the time. He’ll be fine though. Back out there wandering around like a lost puppy before I can get home I’m sure.” I took my index finger and gently wiped the tear away.
She sniffed then blushed again and dropped her head down as she looked at our booted feet. “Sorry. I’m kind of an idiot sometimes. I used to cry over cheesy commercials even.”
My voice came out gruff when I answered her, and my throat felt thick and awkward. “You’re not an idiot, you care about people. Maybe too much sometimes, but that’s better than caring too little. The world needs people like you, Alexis. If they were all like me everyone would kill each other and civilization would end.”
She giggled and gave me a little push in the chest. My heart thumped – again, again, again.
“You know what I think?” she asked. “I think you’re a lot nicer guy than you let on.”
I shook my head at her, but I was smiling.
“You said there were two reasons you joined up. Nick was the first, so what was the second?”
I sighed, wishing I hadn’t started this. “Well, I’ve got a single mom. She’s the secretary for the Lieutenant Governor of California, so it’s a great job, but it’s still government pay and long hours. She really struggled while I was growing up, and as soon as I finished high school, I wanted to help her out. The military was the fastest way to get decent pay that I could send back home to her. I’ve got her putting most of it in an extra retirement account so she’ll be very comfortable when she can’t work anymore.”
Alexis looked at me with those sweet brown eyes, and the little freckles across her nose stood out in the weird tinted light that accompanied the sandstorm.
“That’s incredible,” she said to me with awe. “I can’t imagine being the one to support your parent at our age. I mean, I’ve got some loans for school, but I rely on my parents for almost everything. You are a way better guy than you let on.”
I felt that familiar ache in my midsection. Not this. Not the expectations. Expectations were my enemy because I knew I couldn’t meet them. My full-time job was killing those damn expectations in their infancy before they could take hold and ruin my fucking life.
“No, babe, I’m really not. I’m every bit the asshole you first thought I was, but even assholes have mothers.”
She shook her head. “Nope. Not buying it. Why do you work so hard at making everyone hate you?”
It took every bit of my willpower not to back out of that tiny space and head off into the sandstorm. This was the moment when I’d normally run far, far away. It’s what my dad had done, and I was one hundred percent his boy. But stuck in a situation where I couldn’t escape, I had to figure out a different way to deal.
I looked down at her beautiful face though, and I couldn’t think of a single thing to say except the truth. It poured out of me against my will, and the whole time some little part of my brain was screaming, This will ruin you.
“My dad. I was seven when he left me and my mom high and dry. I can hardly remember him, but I do remember that day. Him standing there next to his big pickup truck while my mom sobbed and hit him over and over. He took her by the arms and shoved her away and said, ‘You can cry all you want, darlin’, but I’m not coming back. I wasn’t meant for all this, and you can’t change who I am.’ He couldn’t be bothered to say even that much to me. No ‘Goodbye, kid,’ nothing. After that, it was weeks before my mom could leave the house again. By the time she got it together, child protective services was threatening to take me away and our house was in foreclosure.”
I heard Alexis suck in her breath, and her face turned pale as her eyes dropped away from mine. Good. Maybe this was the best way. Let her hear it all. Then she’d know who she was really dealing with.
“Years later, when I tracked him down, I found out he’d fathered two other kids with two other women after my mom, and he’d left all of them too. That’s who I come from. If you’re looking for a good time, give me a call. If you’re looking for a good guy, keep on walking.”
The small space we occupied seemed to become larger and larger as I felt Alexis withdraw, trying to get as far from me as she could. I didn’t blame her.
Then without any warning, she stepped forward, bringing her into full contact with me, toe to chest. She was warm, and I felt her soft breasts give way against my chest as she stood on her tiptoes. She reached up and put her hand along my cheek, the stubble there making a rasping noise against her palm.
Her lips parted, and for a minute, I thought she was going to kiss me. I felt my breath hitch with the anticipation, and my hands automatically went to her hips. I looked down at her, trying to decipher what was going through her mind.
“Don’t do that to yourself,” she said fiercely as she rubbed her thumb across my lips. “Don’t make what he did your sin. You’re smart and healthy and young. You can be anyone you want. You could have been fathered by the devil himself and it wouldn’t matter. Be you, but be the best you, not some bad rendition of him.”
She licked her lips, and we froze for a moment that seemed to carry on for hours. Finally, she stepped back, taking her hand off my face, and it was like I’d surfaced from being underwater. The sounds around me rushed back in as if I’d been deaf and could now hear. The tightness of the space was overwhelming and I felt my heart pull inside my chest until it physically ached. I swallowed, trying to overcome the sensation, but it lodged there like a burning lump of coal.
I unconsciously put my fist up to my chest, wondering how I was supposed to do anything with that pain there. Alexis continued staring at me with her luminous eyes. All at once, I blinked, and she dropped her gaze.
I said, “I’d better check how everything looks at the street.” And I left.

Alexis and I tried to get back to being business-like over the next few days. I helped her as she took her turns with inventory and did more surveying. I walked her to and from all her meals and even played a few rounds of Monopoly with her and the other UN volunteers. Her buddy Steve kept me under his evil eye whenever he was around, but Alexis and I were so formal with each other he couldn’t find anything to tattle about.
The pain in my chest persisted though. Her words came to me at night when I was in my cot, trying unsuccessfully to go to sleep. Why this girl had gotten to me like that, had gotten me like that, I couldn’t figure out. She was a girl. An ordinary American girl. Only she wasn’t, and deep down I knew it.
At the end of the second week of the UN’s tour, Alexis and I were walking back to her tent after dinner when I decided I wanted to figure out who she really was. I needed to understand her.
“So, did you grow up in Austin?” I asked as we strolled slowly through camp in the dwindling light.
“No, a little town to the south called San Marcos.”
“And both your parents lived with you?” I watched her profile as we moved along side by side in an easy rhythm.
“Yeah. My parents were both born in Mexico but grew up in Texas. They’re still kind of old fashioned, you know? Catholic and all that. Family’s everything in that world.”
“Catholic. So you probably have a bunch of brothers and sisters?”
She laughed. “Four. But you know, I don’t believe for a second that my parents didn’t use any birth control all those years. I mean, really, only five kids? As much as it grosses me out to think about them having sex, I hope they were having it more than that.”
Somehow the word “sex” coming out of Alexis’s mouth was more than I’d bargained for with this conversation. I took a deep breath. trying to ease the images that popped into my head of her long, dark hair sweeping over my chest while she rode me hard. Fuck. Do. Not. Go there, Thompson.
I cleared my throat. “How’d you get to be such a liberal, do-gooder if you came from a conservative family? Does it piss your parents off?”
She stopped and looked at me thoughtfully. “Well, they’re conservative in their religion, but they always taught me to be kind to less fortunate people in the world. They’ve always felt like we were lucky to live where we do, but they didn’t want us to forget that we have relatives in other places who aren’t as lucky, and we have an obligation to help them.”
I motioned to one of the benches that were sometimes used when the unit gathered for an outdoor training session. We both walked over and sat. She crossed her legs primly, although I knew she wasn’t, so it was a cute gesture.
“And little Alexis grows up in a south Texas town, with her spitfire personality, ready to go off and save the world, huh?”
Her lips pursed and her eyes narrowed until she looked at me a little closer and saw I was yanking her chain. She snorted. “Yeah, something like that.”
“But seriously, you’re pretty driven for an eighteen year-old. I mean, most girls your age are running around campus, ditching classes, and wondering where the next party is, but you’ve volunteered for international aid work and you’re thousands of miles from home in a war zone. What makes you tick, Alexis Garcia?” I held out my hand like it had a microphone in it.
She adopted a beauty contestant voice, pitched higher than her normal husky tones. “Well, Gabe, I’ve always loved other people and children and puppies. And I really want to teach everyone about world peace and how to bake the perfect chocolate chip cookie.”
I busted up, knocking my shoulder against hers as I laughed. She bumped me back and then, as our laughter died, we sat there for a few minutes, looking at the moon that was rising over the tents.
Finally, when I thought we’d have to walk back to her tent without getting the answers I wanted, she spoke softly. “When I was fifteen I was in love.”
I sat still, not looking at her, afraid if I moved a muscle she’d stop.
“The guy was my older brother’s best friend. Juan was from Mexico and his mom had come over illegally. We went to a school that was really mixed. There were mostly Latinos, but some of them were second or third generation, and others had just made it across the border. My family didn’t care. We never asked about anyone’s immigration status even though my parents both had U.S. citizenship. We never thought much of it.”
She sighed then, and I took the chance to look at her. Her face was turned up to the moon, and even in the darkness I could see a single tear slowly rolling down her cheek. My hand fisted as I resisted the urge to reach out and brush the tiny drop away.
“So, Juan was older than me and barely knew I was alive. But I loved him—like really loved him, you know?” She turned to face me as if it was crucial I understood what she was saying. The conviction in her voice was strong.
“You can love someone who doesn’t love you back. Love doesn’t have to be returned for it to be real, and I loved him.”
I finally gave in to the need to touch her and reached out, gently taking her soft, little fingers in mine. She didn’t draw away, and I nodded at her to be encouraging.
She took a deep breath and let it out shakily. “I don’t know all the details about Juan’s family and his life, but I know that when you’re illegal in the U.S. it can be scary—tough to make a living, tough to get an education. It was just Juan and his mom, and I think they struggled a lot. All she could do to earn money was clean houses, and he wanted to go to college, but he couldn’t because he didn’t have a social security number.”
I watched her face as she became lost in the memories, and my thumb moved over the soft skin on her hand.
“I was there the day the INS came and took Juan’s mom away. It was so horrible, Gabe. I’d gone with my brother to pick up Juan so he could come to dinner at our house.
“When we pulled up in front, we saw the agents. They had guns and everything. Juan was yelling at one in the front yard and his mom was in cuffs being dragged along by the other one. She was crying and screaming. Juan was getting more and more agitated.
“My brother told me to stay in the car and he got out to help Juan, but before he could get to him, Juan took a swing at the INS guy. It just went downhill from there. The guy took out his gun and everyone freaked out. Juan’s mom was sobbing and pulling to get to him. Juan was so scared that he was standing in the middle of the yard, frozen. The INS guy with the gun was waving it everywhere, swinging it between Juan and my brother. I thought for sure one of them was going to get shot.”
“So what happened?” I asked, admittedly riveted by the drama. “Did they take his mom in?”
She looked at me finally and gave me a small smile. My heart clenched and I swallowed the feeling down as she continued.
“Yeah, they took her, and it was heartbreaking. She was crying so hard I thought she was going to pass out in the yard. After the guy pulled the gun, Juan went cold. He stopped fighting, stopped yelling—he just stopped.
“We took Juan in for a few weeks while his mom was in detention, but eventually, when his mom got deported and the INS started an investigation to get him deported as well, he left. Vanished in the middle of the night. I was destroyed. I asked every single day if my brother had seen him or heard from him, and he always told me he hadn’t. “
I stroked her hand and tried to imagine what it would be like as a teen to lose everything you had in your life. Your only family, your home, and the only country you really knew. Somehow it made my dad’s absence seem minor in comparison.
“About six months later,” she continued, “I was at the mall with some friends and there was a group of gang bangers hanging out in the food court. They were really scary guys—Latin King Nation, one of the worst gangs we had in San Marcos.”
“Yeah, I’ve heard about those guys from Benji. They’re big in South Central L.A. too.”
“They’re so scary, Gabe. In high school, if you saw one of those guys in the hall, you moved to the other side no matter what. Even the teachers wouldn’t touch them. That day, I realized one of the meaner looking guys seemed familiar. He had on the bandana over his eyes, you know, and tattoos all up and down his arms. He had a gun tucked in the back waistband of his pants, too, in broad daylight like he couldn’t care less who saw it.
“When he turned and looked my way, I realized it was Juan. He had LKN tattooed across the top of his back, and worse than that, he had stars tatted on his shoulders.”
While I wasn’t too familiar with Latino gang culture, I’d spent enough time listening to Benji to know that meant you were a Captain in the gang. It was a huge badge of honor to those guys. I breathed out in surprise. “Man, that’s really rough,” I told her in sympathy.
She squeezed my hand a little. “He stood there and looked at me for a minute and then…” She stopped briefly, seeming to gather up the memory so she could lay it out and expose it to me.
“Then he reached down and grabbed his crotch while he kept looking at me and yelled, ‘Chupamela!’ It means . . . well, trust me, it means something pretty disgusting. When his friends heard, they all started laughing and calling me names in Spanish. I was so humiliated. I wanted to die. To have this guy that I’d loved for so long finally notice me and that’s what he did. I never saw him again, but last year I heard that he’d been sent to Huntsville, the State Pen. He killed a girl in a drive-by that went wrong.”
“Damn. That’s hardcore, Alexis.” I shook my head, trying to absorb it all.
“I know for a fact that he wasn’t that kind of guy. This was the boy who’d eaten my mom’s tamales and played Scrabble with us on Thursday nights. He’d helped my dad with the yard work and had a 3.8 GPA. I saw so much good in him when we were growing up together. But when they took away his only family, he was lost. He turned angry and bitter, and he became a different person.”
She shivered even though it was mild out, and I once again fought the impulse to touch her more, hold her, comfort her.
“When you ask why I would come over here and volunteer, that’s why. If I can help even one person avoid a life like Juan’s, then it’s worth it. Everyone deserves to have a country where they can live in peace and safety and have food and shelter. No one should have to fear they’ll be taken from their homes in the middle of the night by soldiers, federal agents, or religious zealots.”
She sighed, and we sat quietly once more as I stroked her hand carefully, dreading the moment she would take it away from me, knowing it wasn’t really mine to hold. I realized this was a woman who saw the good in people, and for whatever reason, she’d seen the good in me. I wasn’t sure what to do with that.






IT was December seventeenth when I took Alexis out in a supply truck to deliver one of the first loads of aid supplies to the families of the area. The UN staff had carefully surveyed every household they could to get an assessment of needs, and now we were supposed to hand out things like baby formula, aspirin, clean water, and hygiene products.
To be honest, I’d been looking forward to this trip for a few days. We planned to go to the village down the road from camp but also to some outlying areas. It meant spending the whole day locked in a truck with Alexis, and even though I’d promised not to come on to her anymore, even though it might mean my job if I touched her, I had this strong pull to be in her orbit. I knew she belonged to someone else, but I couldn’t seem to control the direction my thoughts took around her. The simple truth was I wanted to fuck her for about five days straight, take a nap, and start it all over again.
We loaded up the truck and left at about seven a.m.
“I didn’t even think about how we’re going to eat if this is going to take all day,” Alexis said as we started out.
I slammed on the brakes. “Oh shit!” I hollered.
She jumped about eight inches off her seat and yelped. I laughed as I started up the truck again.
“It’s all right, babe. I’ve got it under control. MREs are super and the canteen water only tastes a little metallic. You’ll get used to it.”
Poor girl. She was spunky as hell, but I watched her face fall as she anticipated eating the Army’s infamous meals in brown plastic wrapping.
I took mercy on her. “Hey, I actually have a whole lunch the kitchen packed for us. No MREs, I promise. Just the usual crappy sandwiches.”
She sighed in relief.
“So, the plan the squad leader gave us is to start at the farthest point from base and work our way closer throughout the day. The other trucks in the convoy will be coming about a half hour after us. They had a last minute repair to make. We’ll meet up with them at the first stop. It’ll take us about forty minutes to get there, so kick back and enjoy the lovely views of the rocks and dirt we’ll be surrounded by all damn day.”
She laughed. “It’s not terribly beautiful, is it?”
“Not the landscape, but the people . . . You know, it’s weird. They can be really beautiful and then again they can be barbaric. There’re a lot of contradictions.”
Nodding, she looked out the window as we bumped along the road, dust churning in our wake. I watched her profile, wondering why it was I found myself wanting to talk to her, actually talk to her, when I rarely talked to women longer than it took to get them into my bed.
“Can I ask you something?” I queried as I took the turn off to our destination, travelling through the craggy cliffs that surrounded the basin where our camp and the adjacent village were located.
“Sure.”
“Can you tell me about your boyfriend? I mean, I’m not trying to pry, but you’re sort of young and you seem really serious about him.”
She stiffened a little. “I’m not that much younger than you,” she said somewhat indignantly.
“Yeah, and you don’t see me with a serious boyfriend, now do you?” I joked.
She chuckled and rolled her eyes. “I think I’d pay to see that.”
“What? You think I can’t get myself a serious boyfriend? Shit, I’ve had more offers than you have I’ll bet.”
“God. I can’t imagine any guy who’d be brave enough to hit on you. You’d beat the crap out of them.”
“Hey now, I’m very tolerant. I put up with the ass pinching every day. I do draw the line at Jefferson crawling into bed with me at night though. He’s just so damn needy.”
Alexis was full-on laughing at me now, and I decided I really liked the sound of her husky voice when it was that happy, even if it was at the expense of my manhood.
“You’re avoiding my question though, aren’t you?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at her.
She sighed. “What exactly do you want to know?”
“Just the regular stuff. How’d you meet, how long have you been going out, is he as hot as me . . .“
She started laughing. “You’re unbelievable. He’s different than you, so I couldn’t ever compare. But we’ve been dating since I was sixteen. We’ve always known each other—same neighborhood, our families are friends, all that stuff.”
“And he goes to UT with you?”
“Yeah. We went together. He’s a sophomore though. He went to Texas State at San Marcos his first year so he could stay with me until I graduated.”
My stomach sunk and went sour. This wasn’t some quickie boyfriend she’d picked up in college. This was someone who had a history with her that I never could. Someone who understood where she came from, knew who she was deep down. Fuck, that hurt.
“Okay, well, sounds like you two have it all worked out then,” I quipped.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” she bristled.
I didn’t answer as I slowed down to negotiate around a hairpin turn that took us along the edge of one of the cliffs. Luckily I was going slowly when the shell exploded about fifty yards ahead in the middle of the road.
Alexis screamed as I hit the brakes, skidding on the dirt and sending the truck into a fishtail that took us way too close to the drop off. Glass broke from the passenger window next to Alexis, and debris from the explosion rained down over the windshield and roof, making it impossible for me to discern if it was rocks, shrapnel, or bullets.
“Get on the floor!” I yelled at Alexis as I brought the truck to a stop just a few feet from the pit that had been the road before the explosion.
She kept repeating, “Oh my God, oh my God,” as she scurried onto the floorboards of the truck and huddled in a little ball.
I glanced at her while I looked all around us as quickly as I could. She gazed back at me with huge eyes, and in the back of my head, I logged an emotion brought on by those fearful eyes that I couldn’t place but knew I didn’t like. The dust started to clear and the debris quit falling. Everything became eerily quiet as I scanned the adjacent hills for signs of who might be there. There was nothing visible, but I’d been trained well enough to know that meant nothing.
I reached for my pistol and took it out of the holster before I removed the rifle from under the seat and slung it over my shoulder. “Okay,” I said to Alexis. “You’re going to stay right here while I see what the situation is.”
She whisper-yelled, “No! You can’t leave me here! Seriously, you’ll get shot and then I’ll be here all by myself!”
I looked down at her for a split second. “Thanks for all your concern, but I promise not to get killed so I can still give you a ride home.”
“I didn’t mean it that way, and you know it,” she growled.
“Look, I don’t have time to fight with you right now, Alexis. I’m guessing that we’ve got insurgents ready to hit us with sniper fire the minute we try to move, so I’ve got to scope the area and try to get you somewhere safe to wait them out. Can you let me do my job here?”
“Okay,” she muttered. “But please don’t get killed.”
“Gotcha.” I grinned at her as I slowly opened the door a crack and then slid down and out as quietly as I could.
I crouched on the ground, searching the rocks all around. There was a lot of dust in the air, and it burned my eyes and the inside of my nose. There also wasn’t a sound—not animals or wind or vehicles—and a bad feeling passed through me, leaving behind the surge of too much adrenaline. I gripped my M4 rifle more tightly and inched forward, away from the truck.
When I reached the hillside that climbed up from the road, I turned my back to it and sat. The truck obscured my view somewhat but I could still see most of the opposite cliffs. I looked along the top ridge, watching for movement. Right as I thought there wasn’t anything to be seen, I caught the tiniest shift in the picture. A brief flash of black among the beige rocks and sand. Bingo.
My mind spun, working out possible scenarios. At the very least there were snipers on the opposite hills. Most likely there were others hidden among the rocks all around. That was how the insurgents usually worked. It gave them not only the element of surprise and the ability to shoot at the enemy without being shot at but it also made it difficult for us to estimate their numbers. There could be two guys out there—or twenty; I had no idea. I was lucky the truck had ended up in the curve of the hillside, meaning when I was between the truck and the hill, I was relatively protected and hard to spot.
I decided I needed more information and there was only one way to get it. I crawled back to the truck then along the side until I came to the front bumper. I rolled my shoulders back a couple of times, took a deep breath, and stood up. As the shots exploded in the air around me, I dropped to the ground and rolled under the truck, my breath coming fast and hard, my heart beating ten times the normal rate. Alexis’s screams were echoing in my ears. As soon as the shots stopped, she stopped, but I heard her in the truck chanting, “Please don’t let him be dead. Please don’t let him be dead,” over and over.
The smell of diesel and motor oil nearly gagged me as I scooted under the truck until I was beneath the driver’s door. Then I crawled out and up into the cab. Alexis looked at me and burst into tears. I lay down on my side along the seat, my face right on level with hers.
“Shhh. It’s okay. I’m okay. Don’t cry. You’ll make me get all teary too, and that’s just damn embarrassing.”
She laughed softly through the tears. “How can you joke at a time like this? God, I thought they’d gotten you. I couldn’t see anything. I just heard all those shots.” She reached over and slugged me in the shoulder. “You suck for scaring me like that.”
I grabbed her hand when she hit me and held it as I rolled onto my back. I looked up at the truck’s ceiling while I talked. “I’m sorry about that, but I had to get a feel for where the guys are. Judging by the direction of the shots, they’re only on the opposite side of the ravine, but that might not last long. More could be on their way.”
I reached for the truck’s radio in order to warn the rest of the convoy coming after us. All I got was static.
“Damn it, this canyon must be screwing with the signal,” I told her after I’d spent a few minutes messing with the various dials and settings.
“So what do we do?”
“We make a run for it. There’s a cave a few yards down. Once we’re there, we can wait them out until the base sends some people for us, but getting there isn’t going to be easy. You up for it?”
I could hear her breathing kick up from the fear, but she had a steady voice when she answered me. “Why will we be safer there?” she asked.
“Once we’re in, we’ll have the advantage. It’s dark inside, so they won’t see us clearly, but we will see them out in the light. We’ll have a field of vision they won’t. They’ll have to risk a lot to get to where they can take a shot. Most likely they’d rather starve us out, but that won’t happen because our guys will get us long before then.”
She seemed to think and then nodded. “I’ve got to say, just about anything sounds better than hanging out here like sitting ducks. Tell me what to do.”
“Good girl.” I reluctantly released her hand. “All right. First thing is to get any supplies we can.” I started a list out loud, more for myself than Alexis. “The rucksack’s got MREs, clothes, water, but we need the blankets behind the seat and the LBV.”
“What’s the LBV?” she asked quietly.
“Load bearing vest—all the extra ammo.”
She swallowed and didn’t respond for a moment. “How long do you think we’ll be trapped here?” she asked.
I lay on the seat, and while I wouldn’t have admitted it to her, I didn’t think I could sit up yet; I was still trying to restart my heart after being shot at. I turned my head to look at her. She was so close, crouched on the floorboards, that I could feel her breath on my face. I could count the tiny freckles across the bridge of her nose and see the flecks of gold in her dark eyes. That jumpstart my heart needed? Yeah, her eyes did it.
I cleared my throat. I wasn’t sure how much more my nervous system could take. Mind-shredding fear coupled with heart-pumping lust was a hard combination, even for a young guy like me.
“I’m hoping just a few hours, but we need to be prepared for a day or two.”
She nodded again.
I mentally gathered myself and sat up, keeping my eyes on the cliffs outside. I wondered how much the snipers could see through the window. Times like this I was really glad for military grade armored glass. I reached behind the seat, grabbed the rucksack and LBV, and then stuffed in the lunch and water bottles we’d brought.
Once I’d gotten everything together, I said, “You can get up now. Just move slowly.”
She crawled up onto the seat, finally sitting up and taking a deep breath. “What now?”
I scratched my head. Truthfully, I didn’t have much in the way of a plan. I’d probably get us both killed, but it was only a matter of time before men arrived to do that anyway, so it wasn’t much of a risk. I wished like hell Alexis weren’t here. If it weren’t for her, I’d probably have gone and stood outside the truck and let them take me. I wasn’t suicidal, but I was realistic, and they had us tied up pretty well. There was, however, one big advantage to getting gunned down as we made a run for it. I’d never say it to Alexis, but if they got us at the truck, there was a good chance they’d rape her before they killed her. In a way, getting blasted to pieces on the way to the cave was a better option for her. My stomach twisted at the thought of either possibility.
Shaking off the negative vibes, I took one more look around as I talked her through what we’d do. “The tarp that’s across the back of the truck is the same color as these rocks. We’re going to crawl underneath the truck and then I’ll go in the back and get that tarp down.”
She looked at me and swallowed hard. Her eyes were big and scared.
“Then you’re going to wrap that tarp around yourself while you run for the cave. It’ll help camouflage you so it’ll be harder for them to shoot you.”
“What about you?” she asked in a small voice.
“I’m going to come right behind you with the rifle. I’ll shoot if I have to in order to cover you.”
“But you’ll be out there, exposed. I mean, can’t you get something to camouflage you?”
I shook my head. “No. That’s what my MultiCam is for, and I can’t see to shoot if I’m trying to hide behind something.”
She looked at me and her eyes grew even bigger if that were possible.
“I want you to carry this rucksack.” I handed it to her. “That way, if I don’t make it, you’ll have the supplies to get you through the next twenty-four hours or so. There’s a pistol in there. If you end up alone in that cave, don’t use that gun unless someone gets all the way into the cave with you.”
Her eyes welled up. “No,” she whispered.
“Alexis,” I said sharply. “Listen to me. If you fire at guys who are shooting at the cave from a distance, you’ll never hit anyone and it’ll just waste the ammo. You have to wait until they’re a few yards from you. Not so close they can touch you, but close enough you can see their faces clearly. You got that?”
“No.” She shook her head violently. “No. We’re going to go out there and you’re going to get yourself killed trying to save me. You can’t do this. It’s suicide. I don’t want to be in that cave by myself. Let’s stay here in the truck. Please.”
My heart felt like it was bleeding a drop of blood with every drop of saltwater that rolled from her eyes. I reached out and pulled her to me.
“Shh, shh. Alexis. It’s okay. First of all, part of being prepared is thinking about every possibility. But that’s all they are—possibilities. I wouldn’t have us do this if I didn’t think we had a good chance of pulling it off—both of us.” Finally, I thought, all that practice lying to women is serving a purpose. “Secondly, I’m a soldier. We get ourselves killed to save other people every single day. It’s my job. I’ve been putting myself at risk to protect you for three years now. You just weren’t around to see it.”
She hiccupped and sat back. “Wow. I never thought about it that way.” I smiled at her. “But that doesn’t make it any better,” she declared.
“Maybe not, but can we talk about it later. Maybe after we’re settled in the cave? I’m feeling like we need to get out of here sooner rather than later.”
I saw her draw herself up, take a deep breath, and wipe the last tear from her face. She blew out the breath before looking me in the eye steadily. “Okay, I’m ready. Let’s do this.”
I couldn’t help but smile at her spunk. Dammit. I needed to get her out of this alive and whole. That was all that mattered here. Just her.
I picked up her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Follow me and do exactly as I say.”
She nodded, and I crawled out of the truck with one really tough little humanitarian right behind me.
We scooted on our stomachs underneath the truck from the front to the back. I realized too late I should have given Alexis my uniform jacket because she was on her elbows in the dirt and rocks with a short-sleeved t-shirt on. I wondered how Nick had done this hero shit. There were a lot of details to keep track of.
When we reached the back end of the truck, I signaled Alexis to stay put. She nodded, and I gingerly scooted out from under, a few inches at a time. When I could finally roll onto my side and curl my knees to get my legs clear of the back bumper, I gathered my resolve. In one continuous movement, I rolled into a crouch and threw myself up into the back underneath the tarp.
When no shots rang out, I nearly cheered with relief. Not only had I survived the exposure, but it led me to believe the guy shooting at the front of the truck might be the only one out there. He couldn’t see behind the truck well, and that was in our favor.
I looked around at the cargo, grabbing a few more bottles of water and stuffing them in various pockets. I finally understood why our uniforms had all those damn hidden pockets. Next I unhooked the beige camo tarp that hung across the back of the truck, keeping behind it as I went. When I got it down, I knelt and rolled it up enough to move it. My quads ached from all the squatting.
I managed the transition from the back of the truck to the ground underneath without any incidents. The tarp now lay in a pile right under the bumper, ready to provide a thin, relatively useless layer between Alexis and a high-powered rifle. It sucked, but it was all I had.
“Are you ready?” I whispered to her.
She swallowed and whispered back, “I guess so.”
“Look along the side of the hill. Do you see that opening about twenty yards down?”
She squinted against the sun that bounced around off all the naked, pale surfaces, finally nodding when she spotted the place I’d pointed out.
“That’s where you’re heading. They teach us to watch for potential fallback positions, so I saw it as we passed. Here’s what you’re going to do: scoot out from under here, but stay crouched down. Get that tarp and pull the edge up over your head. Stay low, but go as fast as you can. Keep your back to the road and head straight to that cave. I’ll be right behind you. It’ll all be fine, I promise.”
She looked at me with those big eyes. God, it was all I could do to keep from reaching out and pulling her to me for a kiss. Anything to take that fear away.
“And Alexis? No matter what you hear, don’t stop.” I could see the doubt cross her face, the beginning of an argument simmering. I put my finger up against her lips, caught for a moment in the vision of their plump moistness wrapped around that finger and other things. Fuck. Near-death experiences didn’t seem to do a damn thing to deter my dick.
“Don’t argue with me. I mean it. If you hear gunshots, if you do or don’t hear me behind you, no matter what you hear, keep going. Your job is to keep that tarp over your head and get to that cave as fast as you can. Got it?”
Her voice broke as she whispered. “Yeah.” Then, in a move that completely shocked me, she leaned over and pressed a sweet, soft kiss on my lips. And she was gone, scooting forward from under the truck and wrapping the tarp around her crouching form.
I was so blown away by the kiss I almost missed the fact that she was now standing up and running toward the hillside. I bolted out from under the truck, M4 in hand, my eyes scanning the opposite side of the ravine. We made it about halfway there before a shot rang out, chipping the rock just behind my head.
“Fuck!” I muttered to myself as I flattened my back against the rock and pointed my gun, shuffling quickly toward the cave. To her credit, Alexis didn’t slow down, and she was three quarters of the way to what I hoped was safety.
Another shot rang out and exploded even farther behind me. My brain calculated that it must have been the same guy who’d taken shots at me in front of the truck, and he wasn’t in range or at the right angle to get us as we headed for the cave. Hoping I was right, I turned my back to him and ran, arriving just behind Alexis, safe—at least for the moment.






ALEXIS and I spent that first day in the cave trying to recover from nearly being blown up. I didn’t want to tell her that it was unlikely anyone would be able to get to us until the next day. A rescue mission in the dark would be virtually useless. I also knew that if the insurgents had this whole canyon tied up, it was going to be damn hard for my guys to find a way in. The stress was fraying Alexis’s nerves, so I tried to do whatever I could to alleviate her anxieties.
When it started to get dark and the temperature dropped, I got out the blankets I’d packed up from the truck. We were lucky that the cave was deep and there wasn’t much debris inside—only a few large rocks and lots of flat dirt.
“I can put one of these down underneath and you can use the other one on top so you don’t have to lie in the dirt,” I told her as she sat staring out the opening to the cave.
She turned toward me and I could see how discouraged she was. Her face was drawn and her lips were tense. “Do you have more for yourself?” she asked.
“Nah, but I’ve got on all this gear. I’ll be fine.”
She scowled at me. “That’s just dumb. I know you’re all into the macho guy thing, but I’m tough. I can handle a night of cold weather. I’ll take one blanket and you have the other.”
I shook my head. “You’re stubborn as hell, you know that?”
“No, I don’t play into your bullshit sexism, and that pisses you off.”
“Jesus,” I burst out. “Here we go. Once again, I’m the big, bad Alpha dog. For your information, babe, I’d make the same offer to a civilian dude who didn’t have a jacket. I’m trying to be a nice person. Only you could turn that into some sort of politically incorrect power play.”
She rolled her eyes, grabbed one of the blankets from me, and threw herself onto the dirt, curling up in a little ball.
I shook my head at her for a moment. “Alexis, seriously. You’re going to be inhaling dirt all night and freeze half to death. Will you let me make you a bed so you can be comfortable? I promise not to tell anyone you gave in to my chauvinistic gesture.”
She rolled over and glared at me for a minute before a small smile broke loose around her mouth. Pretty soon she was giggling and I grinned back at her.
Finally, she said, “So, if I were another soldier, what would you be doing?”
“Honestly?” I asked.
“Yeah, of course.”
“Well, we’d probably both roll up in our own blankets because we’re too attached to our soldier cards to do the thing that’s actually recommended.”
She propped her head up on her arm. “What’s actually recommended?”
“If you’re exposed in the cold with another person, the best thing you can do is find a small space and curl up together for shared body warmth. Just think of little animals like foxes in their dens. Pretty much the same concept.”
She seemed to consider that for a minute. “We don’t have a small space.”
“True. This cave does some of the same things—protects us from the direct wind, traps some of the heat we put off. But it doesn’t get any sunlight during the day so it’s not real warm to start with.”
“So the smart thing to do would still be to curl up together for the shared body warmth?”
When I’d started this conversation, I’d been answering her questions. No ulterior motives. But now, faced with the prospect of curling up with Alexis, I was having a hard time answering objectively. Boyfriend, I told myself. Across the ocean, myself answered back.
“Uh, well, sharing body heat is the best thing to do for survival . . .” I trailed off, not sure where to go with the whole thing.
She blinked at me a couple of times and then yawned. “Well, I think we should do that. The sharing body warmth. That way we can both lie on one blanket and put the other one over us.”
She seemed perfectly fine with this idea. I felt my pants tighten and had to clear my throat before I answered her.
“You’d really be okay with that?” I asked, one eyebrow raised.
“Sure. Why not?”
“Well, there’s your boyfriend and all,” I replied.
“We’re snuggling for survival, Gabe. Not screwing like bunnies.”
“I know, I just, well . . . have you slept with a lot of guys without the sex part?”
“Not a lot, but a few. I mean, I’ve got a guy friend I’ve slept with a bunch of times when one of us had drunk too much to drive home.”
“And your boyfriend was okay with that? Is this friend gay?” I asked, not believing for a second any straight guy could sleep next to Alexis and not try to score.
“Yes, Marco was fine with it, and no, the guy’s not gay. He’s just a friend, and we’re not like that. You’ve never slept with a girl without having sex?”
I scratched my head. “Well, actually . . .”
Her eyes widened. Then she gave one harsh laugh. “You have got to be kidding me.”
“Uh, no?”
“You’ve never slept with a girl without having sex?”
“Hell, I’ve never slept with a girl at all. I, uh, I always go. You know, afterwards.”
The look of horror that crossed her face would have been funny if I hadn’t felt like such an ass. I’d never thought about it before, but her reaction told me I’d made a wrong turn somewhere in my sexual past.
She lay back down on the ground, staring up at the ceiling. “My God,” she muttered. “You’re more of a Neanderthal than I thought.”
“Fuck, it’s not that big of a deal,” I mumbled as I stood up and paced across the cave to the far wall.
She sat up and spoke to my back. “I’m sorry. That was rude of me. You’re not a Neanderthal. You’ve been a perfect gentleman since after that first day we met, but your experiences have been different than mine. It’s not your fault you’re really hot and have women ready to screw you everywhere you go.”
I turned around and looked at her, incredulous. “Did you just say I’m ‘really hot’?” I asked, a grin breaking out across my face.
She pursed her gorgeous ruby lips. “Don’t let it go to your head, soldier boy. But yes, all the UN girls are always asking me about you and saying how hot you are.”
“All the UN girls, huh? And what about you? You think I’m hot?”
“Um, I’ve got a boyfriend. Let’s just leave it at that.”
“Okay, babe, if that’s how you want it.”
I felt my grin grow even bigger. She thought I was hot. She didn’t want to admit it, but she did. My chest swelled a couple of sizes and I thought maybe getting shot at had been worth it after all.
“So, back to the issue at hand,” she said, breaking me out of my lustful celebration. “You’re going to try something new tonight. You’re going to sleep snuggled up with a woman you are not having sex with. And we are going to stay warm and not have to lie in the dust. How’s that?”
I walked back to her. “Sounds like a plan,” I said.

After we got the bottom blanket laid out, Alexis and I awkwardly settled in with the other blanket over us. At first we both lay side by side on our backs. I didn’t know how to handle the accidental touches. I didn’t want her to think I was trying to initiate something I shouldn’t. As I lay staring up at the ceiling, feeling like I was on a bed of nails, she whispered, “Gabe?”
“Yeah?”
“Even though we’re not going to . . . you’re allowed to touch me. I mean, not, you know . . .“ she sighed.
“So, I can’t feel you up, but I can touch you, right?” I grinned in the now dark cave.
“Something like that, yeah. If the point is to share body heat, our bodies might need to touch somehow, don’t you think?”
“Okay. But since you’re the expert on this whole ‘cuddling with guys you’re not screwing’ thing, maybe you better coach me on it.”
I held my breath, waiting for her answer. I’m not sure what I was hoping for, but my limbs were tingling with anticipation for something almost tangible yet still out of reach.
Finally, she said, “Come here,” as she reached across my body and pulled on my arm.
I rolled toward her, onto my side. “Like this?” I asked, my voice oddly husky.
“Yeah,” she answered, so quiet I almost didn’t hear her. Then she rolled onto her side and wiggled back into the curve of my body. Spooning. The word flashed in my mind. I kept my free arm at my side, still too unsure to touch her of my own volition. Then she reached up behind her and found my hand. She pulled it over her and wrapped my arm around her waist. Once it was there, she kept ahold of my hand. I inhaled, her soft hair tickling my nose and filling it with the scent of wildflowers.
“Am I doing it right?” I whispered, trying hard not to think about her incredible ass right up against my crotch.
“Yeah,” she answered, sounding sleepy. “You’re doing it perfectly.”
I swallowed, astounded by how incredible it made me feel to hear her praise. I could picture myself spending years basking in the glow of that approval.
“Goodnight, babe.”
I could hear the smile in her voice. “Goodnight, soldier boy.”

I’m not sure how much time passed before I was awakened, but the light outside the cave had started to shift, taking on that cool hue that said the sun was just behind it. The temperature was cold enough for me to see my breath, and the cave had a dampness to it that wasn’t present when we’d entered during the warmer temperatures of the day.
Initially, I wasn’t sure what had woken me, but it was only a few moments before I heard a noise outside. I immediately rolled onto my knees, pulling my pistol out of the holster I’d placed next to me when we went to sleep. I crouched silently, my eyes straining to see something outside the cave. I heard the sound again—a shuffling and grating, like two hard objects being rubbed against one another.
I stood on silent cat feet and stepped toward the wall of the cave where my M4 stood upright against the rock. Putting the pistol in my waistband, I held the rifle at the ready.
“Gabe?” I heard Alexis whisper from our makeshift bed.
“Shhh,” I answered. “Don’t move.”
With my back against the wall of the cave, I inched my way up to the opening and looked outside toward our truck.
Sure enough, I saw the outline of a man moving around the back of the truck. He was pulling out the supplies we’d hauled from the U.N. program. My mind churned, trying to decide whether I should stay quiet or try to stop him. I wanted to get a better look to see if there was more than one guy, so I stepped forward, away from the protection of the cave wall. As I did, loose gravel slid under my foot, echoing around the hard surfaces of the ravine we were trapped in.
The guy stopped moving, and I held as still as possible, my breath caught in my throat. Behind me, I heard Alexis breathing, and she made a tiny gasping sound, her fear bouncing around the cave like a moth in a light fixture. Then a shot blasted from the direction of the truck. It was dark enough that I saw the spark of light as the explosion left the gun.
I reflexively leaned back into the entryway to the cave and actually heard the bullet whistle as it sped by me, lodging in the rocks beyond. Before I could recover, there were footsteps, the sound growing closer with every second. I’m not sure if your senses become more acute in an instance like that or if it was my imagination, but I swore I heard the click of the magazine being cocked on the guy’s gun as he came toward me.
Without a second thought, I leaned out of the cave, my M4 raised to my shoulder, sighting along it as I peered at the bulky outline of the truck and the dark mass shaped like a human being. I pressed the trigger and fired off one sharp, explosive shot.
Alexis shrieked when the first shot was fired, and as my answering round was released, she exclaimed in a high reedy voice, “Oh God! Gabe!” At the same time, I heard a grunt, something impacting with the ground, and then a moan. The guy was down, and within seconds, the sounds of the shot had faded. Everything was silent.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I gasped as I leaned back against the rocks behind me. My heart pounded and my limbs tingled. I couldn’t catch my breath, and sparks danced in front of my eyes for a moment.
“Gabe?” I heard Alexis whisper from the dark behind me.
I swallowed, trying to get enough air to answer. “I’m okay,” I gasped out.
I peered out toward the guy I’d just shot. There was no sound, no movement.
I knew going out to check on him could be suicide. If he had buddies in the cliffs or a pistol he could reach, I would be toast. All I could do was stay put and wait it out.
A few minutes later, I moved back to Alexis, surprised I was able to walk at all. When I reached her, I sat down heavily on the blankets. As soon as I did, she threw her arms around my neck, squeezing almost as hard as my heart.
I stroked her hair. “It’s all right. It was just one guy and he’s, uh, gone now.”
She leaned back and looked at me. “What do you mean ‘gone’?” she asked in a little voice.
“Pretty much what you think I mean.” My voice was gruff, and I felt nauseous as I spoke.
“Are you sure?” She absentmindedly held my hand.
“Well, he’s not moving and there’s no sound. My guess is if he’s still lying there in another hour we can be pretty damn sure.”
“Oh, God,” she whispered, her voice breaking.
I pulled her close to me again. “I’m so sorry, Alexis. He was coming at us and he fired at me. All I could think was what could happen if he got to you. I couldn’t risk it. I would have tried to scare him off, but it was dark and it all happened so fast.”
“Stop,” she said weakly. “Stop apologizing. It’s not your fault. You did what you had to. It’s so awful. I’m sorry you had to do that.”
She looked up at me with her eyes leaking her heart all over her face. “I’m so sorry, Gabe. It’s my fault. If you’d been here by yourself you could have gotten out of this. I’m like dead weight tying you down, and now you’ve had to kill someone.”
I looked at her sharply, holding her shoulders so I could keep her facing me. “Don’t. Don’t say that. No one knows what would have happened if I’d been here alone. Most likely I would have gotten myself killed taking some stupid risk. I’m a soldier, Alexis. I carry guns, I shoot them, and sometimes I kill people. It’s not my favorite thing, but it’s the job. I’m also charged with protecting people. Mainly Americans. You’re an American, and I was assigned to protect you. I’m doing my job, whatever it might entail. That’s not on you and it’s not on me—it’s just the job.”
“Have you had to do it before? Kill someone?”
I sighed, remembering back to that day in the village square, Nick charging into an angry mob of armed Taliban sympathizers. “Yeah, once before. I wasn’t a virgin here, so it’s all good.”
She laughed through her tears, and I pulled her closer as I lay down on our little pallet. She rested her head on my chest and I stroked her smooth hair, feeling my pulse relax as I matched my breathing to hers. I was tired, really damn tired, and before I knew it, I’d drifted off into a black, dreamless sleep.






WHEN I woke, the sun was high in the sky and the front half of the cave was lit. I could feel the weight of Alexis’s head on my chest, and I smiled to myself, not moving for a few minutes so I could enjoy the sensation. Maybe this snuggling thing wasn’t so bad after all, although I doubted it’d feel the same with other women.
Alexis moaned in her sleep and my morning wood grew exponentially. See, there was a problem with snuggling. It was a fucking turn-on and I wasn’t allowed to do anything about it. I didn’t know what demon invented the whole idea, but I could bet it wasn’t a man.
Eventually I had to get up and see about getting us out of our little cave. I gently shook Alexis. “Hey, babe, time to wake up.”
She opened her eyes and leaned up, startling when she saw me and then flushing a pretty pink. I grinned at her. “Did you forget who you were sleeping on?” I asked.
She sat up the rest of the way, clawing hair out of her face. “Of course not.” She bluffed.
“What were you dreaming about?”
She cleared her throat and turned away. “Nothing, why?”
“You were talking in your sleep a few minutes ago.”
She blushed more. “What did I say?” she asked with a sharp tone to her voice that wasn’t usually there.
“Nothing, I swear.” I put my hands up indicating surrender. “You were just making little kitten noises or whatever. Honestly, it wasn’t a big deal.”
“Okay,” she said softly, still not looking at me.
“Hey.” I decided to change tack, trying to put her in a better mood. Hell, maybe she was always cranky when she woke up. “You want to try your first MRE? All the sandwiches are gone, but you could have an MRE, and we still have a couple of apples left.”
“Maybe I should stick with an apple and water.”
“No, you need some protein. You don’t have to eat it now, but sometime today you’re going to have to. They really aren’t as bad as you’ve heard.”
“Fine.” She sighed and stood up, starting to fold up one of the blankets. I joined her and helped fold the other one before putting them away in the rucksack.
“Do you think they’ll come for us today?” she asked.
“I hope so, but we might be able to get out ourselves. That guy I shot may have been the only one. I’ll find out and then we’ll take it from there.”
“You aren’t going to do anything dangerous, are you?”
“Hey, I’m Danger Boy. Don’t you know that by now?” I joked.
“Gabe, seriously. I can wait until they get us. Don’t do something dumb because you think I can’t handle it. I can.”
I briefly wondered if she’d be able to “handle it” once the food and water ran out, because I knew there was a real possibility that could happen.
I put my hand under her chin and looked her in the eyes. “I promise I’ll only do what’s necessary, okay? Nothing dumb, nothing suicidal.”
She looked up at me, fear radiating from her face. She nodded then dropped her eyes.

We stayed in the cave until dusk, playing gin rummy with a deck of cards, eating apples and MREs. We also talked about Austin and Sacramento. I found out she loved to tube the rivers in the Texas Hill Country, and she learned the thing I missed most about home was the surfing.
I also learned her parents expected her to marry her boyfriend, and she always did what her parents expected.
She learned my mother had no expectations of me, and I usually did whatever the hell I wanted.
As we chatted and tried not to address the fact there was no sign of imminent rescue, I was going over our situation in the back of my mind. The only way I could see to get out was for me to get to the truck, back it up to the cave so Alexis would be protected while she got in, and then back it down the road we’d come up.
Frankly, I had greater faith in the possibility of making it to the truck without being shot than I did of backing the truck all the way down that steep, narrow road. I’d combed my memory, trying to recall if there was anywhere the road widened out enough to turn the truck around. I couldn’t remember a single place.
By the third time Alexis beat me in cards, I decided to take a little action.
“It’s gotten pretty dark out. I’m going to see if I can get us out of here,” I told her as I stood and stretched. I was so tired of sitting around that I was almost ready to get shot at for something to do.
“Um, okay. How are you going to do that again?” she asked, squinting at me.
“I’m going to see if I can get to the truck and back it up to grab you and then we’ll haul ass out of here, babe.” I winked at her.
“And I suppose this means you’ll risk getting shot at?”
“Yeah, but I’m bulletproof. Haven’t you noticed?”
She huffed out a little breath. “So you seem to think.”
“I waited until it was dark so it’ll be almost impossible for them to see me. The problem is it’ll also be harder to see the road while I drive the truck.”
“Isn’t that what headlights are for?” she asked saucily.
She hadn’t figured out the situation with the narrow road, and I wasn’t about to enlighten her. All it would do is freak her out. That so wasn’t fucking worth it.
“See? I knew there was a reason I brought you. Aside from the obvious, of course.”
I slowly scanned her from head to toe. She smacked me on the arm and rolled her eyes.
“So no kiss for good luck?” I asked as I got my guns ready.
“You’re hopeless.”
“Yeah, but I’m hot. You even admitted it.”
“Aagh!” she yelled in exasperation.
“C’mon, one little kiss. I’m a soldier, thousands of miles from home, about to face dangerous enemies out in the cold desert night. Don’t all warriors deserve a kiss goodbye from a pretty girl?”
I wasn’t sure why I’d decided to push my luck then. Maybe I had a premonition of what would happen. Maybe I’d gotten so sexually frustrated being with her twenty-four seven I was willing to beg for scraps. I’d heard about her relationship. I knew it was more than serious. I cared, but I also couldn’t help myself. I felt this connection to her. And it was so deep and so significant in my mind that I couldn’t believe she might share that with anyone else on the planet. I was certain she was meant for me.
I gave her puppy-dog eyes. “Fine,” she snapped. “Get over here.”
I sauntered closer, stopping only when I was towering over her the way I had the first day in her tent when I’d nearly had her panties wet from the heat between us.
So quiet it was almost a whisper, I said, “Like this?”
She swallowed, and I heard her breath kick up a notch. “That’ll do.”
“What do I do now?”
She stared up at me and licked her lips.
It took every ounce of self-control I had not to pounce on those gorgeous plump lips, but I wanted this too much for that. For once, I didn’t want to be the instigator. I wanted—no, I needed—her to do this. I needed to know that she felt this thing between us like I did. I needed to know that I wasn’t forcing her to forsake college boy back home. She had to choose, and God, I wanted her to choose me.
“Now,” she answered as she put one hand around the back of my neck, “you lean down.”
I lowered my head, smelling the dust and sweat of two days with no showers but also the wildflower smell that was Alexis in my mind. I stopped a hair’s width from her mouth, her breath sweeping over my face. My voice was hoarse when I spoke.
“What next?”
“Hold still and hold on,” she whispered in her low, sultry voice.
The moment her lips touched mine, my self-control broke. Want raged through me from my cock to my chest and everywhere in between. The adrenaline surged in my fingertips and my toes, and I put one arm around her waist and pulled her against me. My other hand wound its way into her thick, wavy hair, and she moaned as I slid my tongue across her lips.
I lost the ability for rational thought—the cave, the danger, the desert, all of it gone in a flaming tower of need. I had never felt anything like it, and I was half afraid my heart might not be able to stand the shock.
I slid my tongue into her mouth, tasting the cinnamon gum she’d been chewing, and felt her hips press against me. She shifted her mouth slightly and I crushed her lips beneath mine as I skimmed my tongue across her teeth and nipped at her bottom lip.
My hand at her waist slipped lower and I cupped her ass, pushing her hard against my throbbing crotch. With my other hand, I pulled her head back and dropped my lips to that gorgeous, tender little earlobe I’d watched and dreamed about for days. I loved that little gold earring as much as I’d fantasized I would. I gently licked her warm, tender earlobe, and she gasped as I sucked it into my mouth and ground against her harder.
“God, Gabe,” she breathed.
“You’re not kidding,” I answered as I moved lower on her neck, sucking and licking, tasting the salt on her skin and feeling her soft hair against my rough cheek.
Her hand on the back of my neck stroked the skin there and I felt her other clutching my biceps. “Gabe,” she said again, her voice strained.
“Mmm?”
“I think . . . I think we need to stop.”
“No,” I answered as I took her lips again.
She pushed gently at my chest, and I reluctantly pulled away from her mouth.
“Really?” I said with my forehead leaning against hers.
“For now,” she answered.
“So does that mean there might be more of this later?”
“Maybe.”
“And what about college boy?” I asked, terrified to mention him but not willing to have hope if he was still in the picture.
“I need to think,” she said. She lifted a hand to my face and stroked the scratchy stubble there. “I know there’s something here—I know that. But he’s been with me so long. I’m not sure what to do with it. With him.”
“It’s all right, because you want me. I know it. And I want you, but it’s more than that. I’ve wanted plenty of women, Alexis. This is more. I don’t want to pressure you, but we may not have that much time to figure out what this is.”
“Okay,” she answered, and I released her, stepping away, feeling the damp cold in the cave for the first time that evening.
I tapped her on the nose. “Remember what I told you to do if I don’t come back, okay?”
She folded her arms around her waist and looked at the ground. “Don’t talk about that.” Then she looked up at me with a small, shaky smile. “I’ll see you soon.”
I nodded and took off for the outside.

Getting from the cave to the truck proved to be uneventful, as I’d predicted. It was dark enough they couldn’t see me. The guy I’d shot still lay motionless, and my gut churned as I skirted past him, trying really hard not to look or think too much. In the back of my head, I knew I’d someday need to deal with the fact I’d erased another human being—someone’s son or brother or father—but now wasn’t the time, and I was pretty damn good at ignoring feelings that weren’t convenient for me.
Except for my feelings about Alexis, which I couldn’t seem to shake no matter what I did.
I slunk into the truck and laid my rifle on the seat. Looking around, I saw nothing. No campfires or electrical lights, no forms in the shadows of the surrounding hills, and aside from the occasional gust of wind, no sounds of any sort. I slid the keys into the ignition, took a deep breath, and started up the engine. It roared to life, echoing around the canyon.
“Jesus. If they didn’t know I was here before, they sure do now,” I muttered to myself.
I shifted into reverse and was just letting up on the clutch when the first shot rang out. It flew through the passenger side window that had been blown out by the original IED. I slammed down on the seat next to me as I felt a burning sting in my left shoulder and knew I’d been hit. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I hissed, the pain radiating down to my elbow and up into my neck. Before I had a chance to process more though, new shots flashed around the truck.
The front windshield cracked from the impact. I heard the thunk as bullets hit the metal of the truck’s body, and then a popping noise followed by the sputtering of the engine before it shut off completely. I lay still, gritting my teeth against the pain, and waited. As a faint hissing sound became clearer, I realized a tire was punctured. The truck was done for—and so was my chance to get Alexis the hell out of there.
My arm hurt like crazy, and I was sick of this shit. Sick of being helpless, sick of sitting around in a cave, and sick of tiptoeing around Alexis because of her fucking college boy. My shoulder hurt, my pride hurt, and my heart hurt. I sat up, kicked open the door of the truck, and walked out.
“All right, motherfuckers!” I yelled when I got on the open road. “If you want me, here I am. Just try it, you fucking dicks. Go on, take a shot!”
I waited, standing there, stock-still, listening for the sound of a magazine clicking into place. Nothing.
“Yeah,” I hollered some more. “That’s what I thought.”
I walked toward the cave, angrier than I could ever remember being, but then nearly pissed myself when the shots began ringing out all around me, kicking up dirt and rocks that stung my skin. I ran like hell, making it into the cave moments before the last shot finished bouncing off the hillsides.






I
staggered in and kicked a chunk of rock, sending it across the cave where it missed Alexis’s head by inches. “Fucking goddamn hell!” I shouted as I collapsed back against the rock wall, clutching my shoulder.
Alexis was motionless for a minute, her hand over her mouth in shock. “Oh my God, are you shot?” she asked, her voice trembling.
“It’s nothing,” I snarled. “But they disabled the truck. We’ll never get out of here now.”
“But, someone will come for us, right?” she asked in a tiny voice nothing like her own.
I gritted my teeth against the waves of pain that were rioting up and down my arm. “Yeah. I mean, that’s what’s supposed to happen anyway.”
“So it will. It will happen, and we have to stay safe until they can get here.” She walked to me, looking like someone talking to a wild animal they were trying to calm. “Can I see where you got hurt? We’ve got that first aid kit. Maybe I can do something to make it better?”
I felt a wave of exhaustion pour over me. Two days with not enough food and not enough water were starting to wear. I slid down the wall and drew my knees up to my chest. “Sure,” I muttered, closing my eyes as I leaned my head back against the wall again. “Whatever makes you happy.”
A few moments later, I felt Alexis’s hand smoothing through my hair. “All right, soldier boy,” she said quietly. “Let’s get this stuff off of you and see how bad it is.”
I laughed dryly. “See? I knew you’d use any excuse to get me undressed.”
She smiled and rolled her eyes at the same time. “Oh yeah, you caught me. Lean forward.”
She pulled the fabric over my shoulders gently as I winced. Then she took the uniform blouse off while I sat there, unable to do much but follow her instructions.
“Well, at least it’s not gushing all over.” She looked skeptically at my shoulder and the blood that had soaked the sleeve of my t-shirt.
“It grazed me. If it had lodged, I wouldn’t be able to move my arm at all.”
“We need to get that t-shirt off. Can you lift your arm?”
I started to raise my arm and winced at the pain. “I’d rather not,” I told her.
“That’s okay. I got it.”
She pulled out a pair of scissors from the first aid kit and very carefully cut up the sleeve and across the shoulder seam of the t-shirt. Then she clipped all the way down the side under my injured arm. When she was done, she crawled to my other side and pulled the whole t-shirt off.
When she came back around to the injury, I heard the hiss of her inhale as she looked at it. “Is it bad?” I asked, not because I really cared right then, but because I felt like I ought to.
“I doubt as far as gunshots go it’s too bad, but it looks like it hurts like hell.” She took antiseptic and gauze out of the kit and began soaking the cloth. “It’s like it made a tunnel down your shoulder and partway along your arm. It’s maybe six inches long? But even though it doesn’t look like it’s deep, I imagine infection is a risk. I need to clean it, Gabe, and that’s going to hurt like crazy.”
I nodded and clenched my jaw. “Just do it,” I responded. I closed my eyes, counted my breaths, and waited.
When the burn came, it was what I’d imagined being set on fire would feel like. It was so intense I saw sparks in front of my eyes and the muscles throughout my body clenched up involuntarily.
“Fucking hell!” I gasped as I struggled to stay still.
“I’m so sorry,” she told me over and over as she dabbed at the wound as quickly as she could.
“Are you done? Please tell me you’re fucking done,” I choked out.
She pressed down once more. “Yes, all done.”
I struggled to regulate my breath, and she sat quietly next to me for a moment, softly running her fingers up and down my arm. Soon, the burning and throbbing receded to a tolerable level and I became aware of her touch. It felt so good that the contrast with the pain was about to send my nervous system into overload.
“I want to get a bandage on it too, Gabe.”
“Okay. It can’t possibly hurt as bad as that did, so let’s get it over with.”
She took antibiotic cream and very gently smoothed it over the wound. After she got a bandage wrapped around my shoulder, under my armpit, and partway down my arm, she tied it off and her nursing duties were done. She packed away the first aid kit and sat next to me against the wall.
“I’m sorry I got the truck wasted, Alexis,” I said without looking at her. “I guess I hadn’t thought it all through as well as I should have. I really wanted to get you out of here.” I turned my head and found her looking at me with the sweetest expression I’d ever seen on a woman. It nearly stopped my breath.
She shifted toward me more and laid her hand along my cheek. “It’s not your fault. You’ve taken such good care of me. No one could have done a better job, really.”
I sighed. “I’m glad you think so. That helps. Well, it doesn’t help the shoulder, but it helps my ego a little.”
“Just a little?” She held her fingers out with a small space in between them.
“Maybe a bit more than that.” I laughed.
“So, do you want to go over to the blankets where it’s marginally more comfortable?”
I raised an eyebrow at her. “Are you offering to take me to bed?”
“You’re feeling better, I see.”
“Mmm.” I ran my good hand down her bare arm. “Possibly.”
“I can’t believe you. You were howling in pain just a few minutes ago.”
“I’m tough, babe. One hundred percent US Army. You can’t keep me down for long.”
She stood and gently pulled on my good arm to help me stand. “Well, your obnoxiousness certainly doesn’t stay away long.”
I grinned at her. “There is a bed involved . . . and you. Surely you didn’t expect me to pass that up on account of a little scratch?”
I followed her over to our pallet. I carried my rifle and pistol with me, clutching them against my bare chest and setting them down next to “my side” of the bed. Jesus, one night of cuddling and I had a “side.” What the hell?
She turned around and reached for my hand, helping me sit down. “Lie down,” she directed, her voice even more husky than usual. I did, and she lay next to me, pulling the blanket over both of us. I shifted onto my good side, facing her, so that my injured arm was on top with no pressure on it. She rolled onto her side too and we lay there looking at each other.
“I’m going to be fine, you know,” I told her.
“I know.”
“And you’re finally safe from me because it hurts too damn much to move the injured arm and the other one’s pinned under me, so I can’t even touch you.”
“What if I don’t want to be safe from you?” she asked.
“Mmm. Don’t toy with me. My poor, exhausted body can’t take it.”
“When you were out there and I heard those shots start up . . . well, you could have been killed and all I could think was, Now I’ll never know.”
“Never know what?” I asked, my voice gruff and very soft.
“What it could be like between us. I don’t know what’s going to happen tomorrow or next week, but I know that we’re . . . I don’t know. Special somehow. I don’t want to ignore that. There’s no time to ignore that.”
My breath caught and I inhaled the musty, cold air all around me. I felt the heat coming off of her and the hard ground underneath me, and I ached. My arm ached, my head ached, my dick ached, and my heart ached. But in spite of all that, I felt like I was on top of the world. I realized at that moment that I would get shot all over again if it meant she’d tell me she felt this thing between us. It was worth it. All of it.
“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”
“Yeah, soldier boy, I think I am. You up for it?” she answered as she leaned up on one elbow and peered down at me through the gloom.
“Oh, I’m always up for you.”
She chuckled as she came closer to my face, her long hair falling down around us. “You are so bad, Gabe Thompson.”
“And that’s the attraction,” I whispered, and then her lips were there, brushing against mine, searching me, burning me, but not quite incinerating the niggling doubt in the back of my head.
“Hey.” I stopped her mid-kiss. “Are you sure? I mean, will you tell him? Or is this one of those ‘what happens in a cave in Afghanistan stays in a cave in Afghanistan’ things?”
I could feel her smile against my lips. “I’ll tell him. No matter what else happens, I’ll tell him. He deserves to know. But I don’t want to talk about him. He’s not you. We were never this, Gabe.”
Yeah, there was no way they were ever this. I rolled onto my back and brought my good arm up to touch her face, her hair, her neck. My tongue entered her sweet lips and she moaned as she rested her arms on my chest and began smoothing her hands over my skin.
I lifted my head, trying to get closer to her, trying to press against her harder any way I could. “This isn’t going to work,” I gasped at her.
She lifted away from me. “Why? Am I hurting you?”
“Hell no! And if you were, it’d be the best damn pain I’ve ever felt.” I ran my hand down her back and gently squeezed her ass. “I gotta be on top though.”
“Oh. My. God. You’re kidding, right?”
“Uh, no.”
“Is this another one of those things you’ve never done? Be on the bottom?”
“No, I’ve been on the bottom plenty, but that’s for when I’m drunk or really relaxed, not about to crawl out of my skin because I’m so fucking turned on.”
I put my hand on the back of her neck and pulled her down hard. I crushed her lips to mine. After a moment, I pulled back slightly, thinking I might suffocate if I couldn’t catch my breath soon. “I need to be on top, Alexis.”
She laughed softly and then crawled off of me and gently pulled me over as she lay down on her back. I sat up on my knees, straddling her hips, and slowly ran my hand up under her t-shirt until I reached the swell of her ample breasts.
She lay very still, breathing quickly in the dark. I ran my thumb across her nipple and she whispered, “God, soldier boy, how do you do this to me?”
“I haven’t even started yet, babe. Just trust me and hang on for the ride.”
I smoothed my hand over her soft skin and marveled at how her stomach fluttered under my touch. Then I pushed her bra up and leaned down to take one of her juicy, plump nipples into my mouth. She arched into me and moaned loudly.
I left her breast to come up and kiss her face, her jaw, her throat. “It’s like popping a sweet cherry in my mouth,” I rasped at her before I headed back to that beautiful breast.
I loved women—their skin; their hair; their long, smooth legs; their round hips and asses. But I had to admit that I’d always been a breast man, and Alexis had, without a doubt, the finest pair I’d ever had the privilege of exploring. I licked all around her nipple first on one side and then the other, enjoying the sensation of their texture on my tongue.
“Gabe,” she gasped as I kept massaging and moved my mouth farther down her stomach.
“Mmmm,” I answered as best I could.
“I’m not going to last much longer. Oh! Jesus, that feels sooo good.”
I sat up. “I’m disabled here. Get your clothes off, will you?”
“Yeah.” She immediately went to work, causing me to chuckle.
“Shut up and get your damn pants off,” she grumbled.
“Man, I always knew you’d be a bossy one.”
I stood and struggled one handed with the buttons on my MultiCams, finally wrestling them down only to realize I still had my boots on.
“Fuck,” I muttered.
“What?” she answered as I heard the sound of silk sliding over skin.
“Um, boots,” I managed to grind out, imagining those panties falling down her legs to the ground.
Her hand ran down my torso and I groaned. Next her tongue licked all the way down to the waistband of my boxers. Then I felt her tugging at the laces of one of my boots. I pulled my foot free and she licked all around my belly button. It took everything I had to hold still.
After I pulled my other foot out of its boot, I felt her tug on my boxers, and before I knew, it my dick was in her mouth and white noise was roaring through my head. She grasped the base and licked up one side before slowly, tortuously sliding it into her mouth. I felt her tongue circle around the tip as her cheeks pressed in while she sucked on me. My hand shot down to dig into her hair as I fought the instinct to grind against her.
“Alexis,” I gritted out.
She popped me out of her mouth but continued stroking up and down with her hand and licking from base to tip.
“God, ah, sweetheart, you’ve got to stop.” I could barely breathe, and I felt the telltale tingle in my spine warning me that things were going to explode any moment.
She gave one last stroke before she stood up, making sure to slide her entire body along my length as she came up. It was quite possibly the hottest thing I’d ever experienced. When she was standing again, with not an inch between us, I palmed the back of her head and crushed her lips to mine.
“I want you so fucking bad,” I chanted as I pressed hot, wet kisses to her cheeks and neck and shoulders. “So fucking bad. Never wanted anything this bad. Never.”
She was panting and moaning, and she went back to the hand job while she also reached around and grabbed my ass, pressing me to her hard. I kept kissing any patch of her skin I could get my mouth on and then lowered my hand from her head to the space between her legs. I took one finger and gently stroked along her hot, wet slit. She cried out, and I plunged my finger in, curving it to hit that perfect spot as I pressed in.
She threw her head back as her core clenched around my finger in wave after beautiful wave. “Ah, ah, ah, Gabe. Oh my God,” she panted.
As her tremors subsided and I felt her relax into me, I pulled my finger out and brought it to my mouth, loving the way she tasted, the way she smelled, the warmth that was always her. She leaned her head against my chest, still breathing hard.
“Come here,” I whispered. “I’m nowhere near done with you yet.”
I pulled her over to our favorite rock, covered it with one of the blankets, and sat down. She stood in front of me, her head tilted down toward my face.
“You won’t be on top,” she teased.
“Yeah, but I’ll be in control,” I quipped back at her, grinning even though I knew she couldn’t see my expression in the gloom.
“You’re impossible!”
“And I’m hard as this rock I’m sitting on. Get over here, will you?”
She paused for a minute. “Um, protection?”
Suddenly, everything south of the border went cold, which was not a good thing. “Shit,” I said, hearing the hollowness in my own voice.
“Guess you didn’t have that in the supply truck?”
I put my hand on her hip and rubbed little circles with my thumb. “They give us plenty of them. I usually keep one with me, not that there’s all sorts of opportunities. But this trip it was you. I’d promised you I’d behave. I was really committed to keeping my word.”
“That’s very sweet,” she said, running her fingers through my hair.
“Well, at the moment it seems very stupid.”
She chuckled. “You know what?”
“Huh?” I answered dejectedly.
“I’ve had a boyfriend for two years. I’ve got the birth control thing covered.”
“But you haven’t had pills with you here, have you?”
“No.” She was quiet for a minute, and I imagined if there had been more light I would have caught a blush. “I get a shot every month. God, do we have to talk about this?”
“Well if we’re really going to do it, I think we should be able to talk about it, don’t you?”
She paused, resting her hand on my hair before she started running her fingers across it again. “That was so mature, it didn’t sound a thing like you,” she said, disbelief oozing from her voice.
“Thanks. Love the vote of confidence.”
“I’m sorry, I mean, well, I don’t know. Maybe I should quit talking.”
“Look.” I wasn’t interested in her crisis of confidence right then. She was naked, about to sit on my lap, and even through all this bullshit, I was still hard. “I’ve never been with anyone without a condom. My guess is you’ve never been with anyone but college boy. You’re all amped up on some kind of damn anti-baby hormones. So if you want to do this, I think we’re safe.”
“Gabe?”
“Yeah?” Please let her say yes. Please let her say yes.
“I want to do this.”
Thank God. “Then come here,” I whispered, my heart rate climbing as I pulled her to me and she straddled my legs. She sat down on my lap, my hard-on pressed between us. I drew her face to me and kissed her gently.
“You’re so strong,” I told her, my voice rough with need. “I want you to know how much I respect you. I don’t express it very well, but you have my utter and complete respect, Alexis Garcia. And if you decide that you don’t feel right about this, all you have to do is say so. I want you to want this as much as I do.”
“I do. I want it so bad. I can’t even remember anyone else. It’s like this place and you have erased everything. All I can feel or think about is this, right here, right now. I don’t want to lose this. Please.”
Without another word, I slipped my hand under her thigh and lifted her up. She wrapped her hand around my shaft and lowered herself onto me. A hunger blossomed up from where we were joined until it reached my chest where it lodged so deep inside of me I knew right then and there I’d never be rid of it. That need would stay inside me forever. And the only thing that could satisfy it was her.








THE next morning, I woke with Alexis naked, sprawled halfway across me, and the blazing pain of a gunshot wound throbbing through my arm. I knew things were bad when I actually considered not trying to have sex with her because the arm hurt too much. But then she made one of those little kitten noises like she had the previous morning and rubbed her leg against mine, and I decided as long as I was conscious, there was no pain worth giving her up for.
I nuzzled her hair with my chin. “Hey, sleeping beauty. Time to wake up.”
She rubbed her face into my chest and slapped gently at my face. “Huh uh,” she groaned.
“Nah, come on, babe. The sun’s out, you’re naked, I’m naked, and we got nothing to do all damn day but get lucky.”
She lifted her head and looked me in the eye, her curly hair a matted mess hanging in her face like every morning. She squinted. “I’m starving,” she wailed as she put her head back down and started crying.
“Wait, what?” The sounds of her sobs and the dampness oozing all over my chest told me she wasn’t kidding. I was hungry too, but not to the point of tears. I didn’t think I’d ever be hungry to the point of tears.
“Shh, shh, shh. Alexis, honey? It’s all right, really. We’ve got more MREs, and you can have mine too. We’re going to get out of here soon, I promise.”
For some unfathomable reason, this only made her cry harder. Shit. I’d never dealt with a sobbing female. I walked away from sobbing females. But even if I could have walked away then, I never would have. Not when it was Alexis sobbing. I only wanted to make it better for her.
I sat up, bringing her with me as she continued to sniffle into my chest. “Hey, sweetheart, it’s okay. I’m going to get you something to eat. Hang on just a minute.”
I disentangled myself from her, and she sat huddled in a little ball, still sniffling to beat the band, her head down on her knees. I dug through the rucksack and found our last two MREs, some more cinnamon gum, and the second to the last bottle of water. I scooted back to her, stroked her hair, and commenced with the begging.
“Alexis? I’ve got some food here. Why don’t you eat this and I bet you’ll feel a lot better.”
“I hate those things,” she wailed with renewed vigor.
“I know, but I think your blood sugar’s dropped too low. You need to have this, at least one of the snacks, even an applesauce. Choke it down and I guarantee in twenty minutes you’ll be feeling a lot better. Here. You’ve got to open it. I can’t do it with one hand.”
She nodded and took it from me, opening it and looking at it in disgust. Finally, she started eating, and I put the water bottle between my knees to hold it while I twisted off the cap. Then I handed it to her and she sat, silently eating and drinking until it was all gone.
Finally, she pushed the hair out of her face, took a deep, shuddering breath, and looked over at me. “Thanks,” she said in a little voice.
I pulled her head down onto my shoulder. “Sure. You feeling better?”
“Yeah. But Gabe?”
“Yeah?”
“Are we going to die here?”
I sucked in a breath. She’d been so tough through all of this. She hadn’t questioned anything I’d done. She’d followed my instructions and stayed hopeful the whole time. I thought this might be the low blood sugar speaking, but it was probably also past due. As much as I didn’t want to admit it to her, the thought had crossed my mind that my unit might not come for us. Maybe they couldn’t find us; maybe they couldn’t get to us.
“I’m not going to lie to you. Running out of food and water is a problem, but we’re a long way from dead and a long way from being out of options. I’ve played it really safe, but we can try some other things if we have to.”
“Like what?” she asked as we lay back down. She snuggled in close to my side, her arm lying across my chest. The whole snuggling thing had its pros and cons, but naked snuggling? I was really enjoying that.
“Well, I can try to get out to the truck and swipe some more stuff from the back. There’s water there and baby formula, which is gross but would give us some nutrition.”
“Every time you poke your head out, they shoot at you, Gabe. I don’t think you should do that.”
“Well, the first time I definitely came out on top if you’ll recall, but yesterday doesn’t count. I mean, the way this canyon echoes, starting up the truck made about as much noise as a convoy passing through. It’s no wonder they shot at me. I can be quiet if I want, you know.”
“Tell me more choices we have,” she said, ignoring my efforts at sounding casual about it all.
“We can try to walk out.”
She leaned up off of me and looked me in the eye. “Are you serious?”
I nodded. “Yep.”
“How?”
“Well, we’d have to go at night, and we’d have to hike out of here through the rocks, in the dark, with the threat of being shot or running into a Taliban camp.”
She lay back down. “Any other ideas?”
“We’re out of radio range, we’re out of food, and we’re out of water. But we’re not out of ammo, and we’re both still able to walk. In a few more days, we’ll be too dehydrated and hungry to travel on foot.”
“I don’t want to die here like this,” she said softly. “Let’s leave tonight.”
“You sure?”
“As long as you think your arm will be okay.”
“It’s good enough to do this,” I murmured as I rolled her over onto her back and began to kiss down her throat while I slipped my hand in between her legs.
She sighed. “You’re trying to distract me from thinking about bad stuff,” she said. “I’ve noticed you do that a lot.”
“Mmm. You complaining?” I ran my tongue down her silky torso and circled her belly button, spending extra time on the small silver ring there.
She arched into me. “Uh, ah, no complaints. Mmm, do that again. Yeah, that.”
I chuckled.
“But promise me we’ll go tonight.”
“I promise,” I answered as she lifted one knee. My tongue found its way into her warm, sweet wetness, and my heart found its way into her warm, strong grasp. I could only hope she was as gentle as she was strong.

The day was a blur of sleeping and sex and more sleeping and more sex. I hadn’t eaten a damn thing in close to thirty-six hours, but after experiencing Alexis’s early morning meltdown, I’d decided I could make it with the last bottle of water and gave her the last MRE. No matter what the consequences, it was time to quit living like rabbits in a hole. She’d made the right choice, and as worried as I was about keeping her safe in the open, we couldn’t stay in that cave and starve to death.
When the sun started setting, we got dressed and I gathered up the LBV with the remaining ammo. With only one functioning arm, I debated with myself over bringing the M4, but I decided to strap it on anyway. If things got that bad, I’d have to use my injured arm in spite of the pain. I put the holster on for the pistol and hoped I wouldn’t need it either. I gave Alexis my uniform jacket to wear so she’d be warm, and I put on a new t-shirt from the rucksack. My arm ached like a motherfucker, but I decided against taking any of the pain meds in the first aid kit since I hadn’t eaten in nearly two days.
When it was dark, we tied my wounded arm up in a sling to help keep it immobilized and I took her hand in my good one as we quietly walked out of the cave. We stuck to the wall of rocks behind us, slinking along almost silently until we reached a spot where there was a break in the rocks and we could climb up to the mesa above. In some ways we were more visible up there, but it got us off the road where we were most likely to run into someone—hostile or otherwise.
The hike to the top of the bluff wasn’t easy, and more than once we knocked down rocks and dirt that echoed around the space near us. Each time, I’d pulled Alexis into the lowest crouch I could, hoping against all hope that the noise wouldn’t trigger a round of fire. I didn’t want her behind me because that meant she was first in line for shots from the other side, but I also didn’t want her ahead of me because then she was first in line for whatever was up top. It was a no-win situation, and once again I wondered if I was up for the job of taking care of her.
We reached the top with no mishaps and crept along, trying to stay far enough from the edge that we couldn’t be seen from across the canyon but close enough that we could follow the road below. We’d probably been walking about an hour when I heard sounds ahead. I held up my hand for Alexis to stop walking.
“What is it?” she whispered in the dark, standing just behind my shoulder.
I turned my head enough that she could see my profile and held my finger up to my lips.
She nodded and froze. I listened carefully and then heard it again—men’s voices. And they weren’t speaking English. Fuck. I grabbed Alexis’s hand and dropped down in the weedy undergrowth that had sprouted from the dry landscape.
I could hear them talking and laughing, and then as I focused, I smelled smoke. A campfire. I couldn’t see the glow so they must still be far away, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t hear us.
I pulled Alexis’s head next to mine and mouthed into her ear, “We need to skirt around them. Step exactly where I step, and not a sound.” I pulled back and looked at her. In the moonlight, her beautiful brown eyes were wide in fear, but I could see her set her jaw and nod at me, indicating she understood the situation.
We stood and headed deeper into the mesa land, away from the edge of the cliffs. I stepped slowly, listening to whether the voices got closer or farther from us. When it seemed we’d gotten farther away, I headed back in the direction we’d been travelling, hoping I’d gone far enough to skirt their camp and that they didn’t have guys posted out here on lookout.
I guessed we were parallel to the camp when we found ourselves in front of a circle of rocks about ten feet across. I briefly wondered what it was, and then the smell hit me. It was a damn latrine, almost certainly for the group sitting at the campfire. I was about to pull Alexis around the far side when I heard a voice that wasn’t receding. I stopped dead in my tracks as the guy, who was singing, came closer and closer. We were in open desert. If we ran we’d make a ton of noise, but there was nowhere to hide. I pulled Alexis’s wrist and dropped to the ground right where we had stopped. We lay on our stomachs in the dirt and tried to control our breathing, which suddenly seemed louder than jet engines. I wrapped my arm around her waist, tucked her into my side, and looked at her, willing her to be absolutely silent. I’d die to protect her, there was no question, but I really wasn’t in the mood to cash it in right then.
Pretty soon the singing was accompanied by shuffling feet, and puffs of dust blew over us. Alexis buried her face in my shoulder and struggled to muffle a cough. Then, dust swirling around burning our eyes and noses, a pair of boot-clad feet came up and stood three feet away.
The guy was sideways to us, and I realized immediately as he rocked slightly on his feet, that he was drunk. My good arm was around Alexis and my other arm was still incapacitated. I had no way to reach the pistol at my hip. The guy kept singing and swaying, and then as if God wanted to completely fuck with us, he stopped, and released a big sigh as a stream of liquid hit the dirt right in front of Alexis’s face.
The fucker was nearly pissing on her head. As fast as I could, I pulled my hand up to her mouth where I clamped it down, muffling whatever scream she might have let out. I clenched my jaw as I felt tears rolling down her face and onto my hand wrapped over her lips. The guy pissed for what seemed like ten minutes, and then as suddenly as he’d wandered onto us, he ambled off, back into the darkness, singing to beat the band, leaving us staring at a huge puddle of piss that was rapidly draining toward our heads.
I leaped up and yanked Alexis with me. She immediately turned and started retching into the dirt behind us. I held her around the waist and rubbed her back until she stopped.
“Oh God,” she whisper-screamed. “Oh God. It splashed on me. I’m going to die, Gabe. Ugh!” She bent over and coughed some more.
I grabbed the last bottle of water we had out of my pocket. It was half empty, and I’d brought it for emergencies, but I figured for Alexis this was as much of an emergency as anything. I tore a piece off of my t-shirt and soaked it with the water.
“Here,” I whispered as I wiped it across her face. “It’s okay, sweetheart. I know it’s gross, but it won’t hurt you. You did great. I’m proud of you.”
She was still crying silently as I scrubbed all over her face and neck. “Open up and rinse and spit,” I told her as I tipped the bottle up to her mouth.
She did as I instructed and then I had her take a drink. She took a deep, shuddering breath and released it.
“You okay now?” I asked as I put the bottle away and threw the wet fabric on the ground.
She nodded. “Sorry,” she whispered.
“It’s okay. You’re doing great, tough girl. Let’s get going.”
We continued on, and in another ten minutes, I knew we’d gotten around the camp. We headed back toward the canyon so we could follow the road again. Soon, we were in sight of it and quietly making our way back to what I hoped would be safety.






THE sun was cresting the horizon and the temperature had already increased several degrees when we began a descent and I knew we were nearly out of the canyon. I feared we’d be a sight walking along the road back to the camp – a woman without hijab along with an American soldier in the remains of a uniform, arm in a sling as an announcement that I wasn’t one hundred percent. We were exhausted and hungry and thirsty, and all I could hope was that we’d see one of the vehicles from base sooner than later.
As we hiked down the last incline before the canyon mouth and the main road, I heard a truck idling. I was about to pull Alexis down and listen when a sharp voice came from behind me. “Hands up and identify yourselves!”
Alexis squealed, and after the initial burst of my heart jetted through me, relief soaked my weary bones. Benji.
I raised my hand slowly, taking Alexis’s hand along with mine and said, “Sergeant Gabe Thompson, United States Army and Alexis Garcia, United Nations personnel.”
“Turn the fuck around, soldier.”
I did and Benji grinned as he lowered his gun and pulled out his handheld radio. “Central? Lucero reporting. We’ve got them. They’re on foot and safe.”
The radio crackled and then Benji said, “Yes, sir.” He strapped it back on his belt and stepped forward, grabbing me in a big hug. I gritted my teeth to keep from hollering as pain shot through my arm.
“Dammit, bro, we thought we’d lost you.”
Alexis was standing with her hands over her mouth in shock. I put my arm around her shoulders and gave her a quick kiss on the temple, noticing Benji’s eyes grow wide in surprise.
“Tell me about it, man. I thought we were done for a few times too. Where the fuck were you guys?”
Benji indicated we should keep walking as he talked. I noticed he kept his rifle at the ready and his eyes darting around the area, so I clamped Alexis close to my side and watched too.
“They’ve got this whole canyon tied up, bro. We’ve been out here since the morning after you went MIA trying to get to you. We knew you had to be up there, but with only one way in and out, we couldn’t make inroads. Every time we tried, the snipers would warn us off. The road’s too narrow for a tank, and we’d get annihilated in a truck. We’ve been sending guys up in the dark every night, but they could never see any sign of where you were, and they had to get in and out fast while it was dark.”
“Damn, man. No one got hurt, did they?”
“Nielsen got hit, but he’s fine.”
“Shit. Thanks for trying to get to us. It was fucking crazy up there. We’ve been in a cave for three days.”
“Looks like you took some lead too. You all right?” Benji pointed at my arm.
“It’s good. I had nurse Garcia here to fix me up, isn’t that right?” I said, giving Alexis’s shoulders a squeeze. She smiled weakly but didn’t say anything.
Benji leaned close to my ear. “She in shock?”
“Maybe. She’s been a trooper, but we were about at the end, man.”
Benji nodded, and we walked the rest of the way to the waiting trucks in silence.

The ride back to camp was awkward and painful. Every bump that damn truck took jarred my arm and pain sliced through me like a knife slitting open a fish. Alexis wasn’t doing much better. She hadn’t said a word since Benji found us, and she sat leaned up against me in the back of the truck, her head on my shoulder, her eyes big and frightened.
I had my arm around her as I silently stroked her hair, hoping it would remind her I was there and she was safe. I knew the five guys sitting in the back of the truck with us were watching and wondering what the hell was going on, but right then I didn’t care about rules or gossip or much of anything but getting Alexis back to decent food, a warm bed, and hopefully her old self.
It wasn’t unusual for someone who’d been through something traumatic to collapse after the fact. She’d been so solid through the whole ordeal, but she’d probably been functioning on pure adrenaline for three straight days, and now it had drained out of her, leaving a very tired shell of the gorgeous girl I was far too attached to.
When we pulled into the main plaza, I was stunned to see the entire unit along with all the UN volunteers waiting for us. Our truck came to a stop and people were cheering and pressing around the bumper, shouting things and putting their hands up to help us down.
Before I could move, Benji was up, leaning over to talk in my ear. “I’ll be on one side of you, and Harlow will take the other. You keep ahold of Alexis and we’ll take you straight to the infirmary. The C.O.’s waiting for you there.”
I nodded at him and turned to Alexis, squeezing her to me even more tightly. “All right, babe, we’re going to get you inside. I gotcha, right?”
She cleared her throat. “Okay,” she said in a tiny voice so unlike her. Benji and I shared a look that said we knew she wasn’t doing well.
We all stood to cheers and shouts, and Benji and Harlow helped us both down. People pressed in around us as we stepped away from the truck. “Thompson! We thought all the women in the area were finally safe, man!” someone yelled.
“Look, it’s a miracle! He came home with the same one he left with!” someone else shouted.
A few of the guys started chanting, “Thompson! Thompson! Thompson!”
Benji and Harlow flanked us and were gently pushing people back while Alexis was clinging to me, her head down as we slowly made our way through the crowd and toward the infirmary.
Then a new voice rose above the others. “Alexis! Alexis! I’m her friend. She’ll want to see me.”
Steve appeared in front of us, eyes darting between me and Alexis, a knowing look on his pinched little face. “Alexis!” he said sharply, but she didn’t respond. Then he looked at me. “What did you do to her?”
Before I could open my mouth or close my fist and shut the guy up permanently, Benji put an arm out between us. “Look, I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but we’ve got a soldier and a civilian here who’ve been trapped under enemy fire for three fucking days. We’re taking them to the infirmary now, and unless you want to end up under confinement in your tent, you’ll get the hell out of the way.”
College boy’s best buddy cringed, and after throwing me a glare, he stepped back. I gave him my sweetest ‘fuck you’ grin and went on by. He’d be first on my list of visits when I got clearance to leave the infirmary. As if he could read my mind, Benji muttered, “I’m going with you, bro. Little asshole.”
I chuckled to myself, and I thought I might have seen a smile turn up the corners of Alexis’s lips as well.
Once we got into the infirmary, everything was a blur. The C.O. was following me around as the nurses checked me out. A doctor took Alexis away immediately, and it was making me jittery that I couldn’t see her. I was trying to answer the C.O’s questions while scanning the place, hoping for a glimpse of Alexis. Finally, one of the nurses realized I wasn’t fully engaged.
“Sir?” she said to the C.O. “I think you might get a better report from the Sergeant if you gave us a bit to get him settled. He’s been through a lot, and he may need a while to decompress. Can we call you in an hour or so and give you an update?”
The C.O. scowled at her for a minute then sighed. “Fine. Sergeant? I’ll be expecting a full report as soon as the medics give you the clearance.”
“Yes, sir,” I answered.
“And Thompson?”
“Yes, sir?”
“Good job, soldier.”
“Thank you, sir.”

“If I wasn’t so damn tired I’d kiss you,” I told the nurse who was taking my blood pressure.
“It’s all right,” she answered. “No one should have to put up with the third degree after being trapped in enemy territory for three days.”
“The UN girl who was with me? Where is she now?” I asked, still looking for Alexis.
“The doctors are checking her out in a separate room. Giving her a little privacy, you know.”
“Is she . . . I mean, will she be okay?”
She scrutinized me for a moment. I felt hot and irritated. I wanted to punch someone, and even more than that, I wanted to be able to see Alexis. It was making me crazy not knowing what was going on.
“Is there some reason why you think she wouldn’t be okay?” the nurse asked as she started taking off my boots.
I was distracted or I’d have wondered what the hell she was doing.
“When they finally found us, she sort of shut down. She’d been fine until then, but she must have gone into shock or something. She quit talking and just kind of, I don’t know, hung on me the whole way back to camp.”
“She may have gone into shock,” the nurse answered as she started on the second boot, “but there are people here who can help her. She’ll be fine.”
I swallowed down the rising panic. “Maybe I better go see her. I mean, she was pretty upset, and if I can just talk to her—“
“Jess?” the nurse called to an orderly across the room. “Can you come over here for a minute?”
I stood up off the gurney I’d been sitting on. “Seriously, I need to see Alexis. Ask her, she’ll want me there. You can do whatever you want to me after she’s squared away, but right now . . . “
That was the last thing I said before I collapsed in a heap, a strong sedative coursing through me after the orderly jabbed an injection into my arm.






I
was in a dark, cold place, but it didn’t matter because Alexis was there with me. I was kissing her sweet, soft lips, and I kept reaching for her breast, but my arm hurt so bad I couldn’t do it. I was frustrated beyond belief, and she kept saying over and over, “Gabe, I’m here. It’s all okay.”
I felt her cool hands smoothing over my face, and the dark faded. The pain in my arm didn’t though, and I finally opened my eyes to find Alexis sitting beside my bed in the camp infirmary.
I blinked, soaking in the sight of her—hair damp from a shower, face scrubbed and flawless, eyes worried. Yeah, that part had to change.
“Hey, babe,” I croaked out, my throat incredibly dry.
“Here,” she said, holding a bottle of water. I leaned up a bit and she held the bottle as I sipped. “Better?” she asked as she put it back on the bedside table.
I gazed at her, knowing I must look like a lovesick jackass, but not really caring that minute. “Yeah, how about you?”
She stroked my hair. “I’m fine. I heard you tried to come see me?”
I chuckled. “Yeah. I guess they really didn’t want me to because that’s the last thing I remember, and I know I didn’t faint for fuck’s sake.”
She grimaced. “No way. You’d never faint. They told me you were ‘agitated’ and they had to sedate you. I was pissed. Really pissed.”
I smiled at her. “Aw, you didn’t need to get upset for me. As long as you’re okay, I’m okay.”
She looked away for a minute, and I could tell she was trying to collect herself. When she looked back, her eyes were glistening. “I wanted you so bad, Gabe. They were asking me all these questions and some of them were horrible. They wanted to know if you’d done anything ‘inappropriate’ to me. God,” she hissed out, “they’re such assholes.”
I reached to the edge of the bed and found her hand. “I’m sorry. It’s standard procedure. But it’s all over now, and we’re both fine. I won’t let them keep us apart again, all right?”
“What about the rules?” she whispered.
“Fuck the rules,” I said. “I’m not going to miss one more minute with you, and they can confine me for insubordination if they want.”
She laid her head down on my shoulder as she sat next to the bed. “What are we going to do now?” she asked as I held her hand in mine. “I leave in three days, Gabe.”
“We’ll figure something out,” I told her. “We’ll figure something out.”

Eighteen hours of I.V. antibiotics and painkillers for my shoulder later, I was finally released from the infirmary. As much as I’d enjoyed the painkillers and Alexis’s nursing, which had involved a killer blowjob at two a.m. when only one orderly was on duty and asleep at his desk, I was dying to get out of that damn place.
Alexis had been assigned to work only in camp until her group left, so she was in the supply tent doing some data entry when I got out. I’d considered going straight to her, but I decided to pay a visit to the little man from Texas first. Alexis said she’d managed to avoid him since we arrived, but I knew he’d be on her like white on rice before much longer, and I was going to make damn sure he didn’t get to her before I got to him.
As I made my way through camp, I had to run the gauntlet of well-wishers. I’d never bothered to make a lot of friends, but I’d always had respect, and it appeared I had more of it after three days in a cave and getting shot.
I turned the corner to the maintenance yard and nearly ran into Benji. “Whassup, bro?” he said as he gave me a handclasp and the standard guy half hug.
“I got sprung, dude. About fucking time, too. I was going nuts in there.”
“Yeah? You missing your sweet piece of ass?” he asked with a shit-eating grin on his face.
“Shut up, asshat. What have you heard anyway?”
“Not a damn word, except they had to sedate you to keep you from her, and she’s been there nearly nonstop at your bedside since you two got back.”
“Well, we spent three days under fire in a cave together, man. Of course we’re tight.”
Benji looked at me and then busted out laughing. “You really expect me to believe that? I know you, man. You’re fucking legendary, and she’s fucking hot. Like you didn’t tap that.”
I scrubbed my hand through my hair. Alexis and I hadn’t discussed how we were going to handle this, and really it didn’t matter since she was leaving in a few days, but somehow it didn’t feel right to let Benji think it’d been just another screw for me. I knew it hadn’t been. And I intended to tell Alexis it hadn’t been either.
“Whether I did or didn’t tap anything is none of your damn business. And you can tell that to everyone else in camp too. You’re like a bunch of damn old ladies.”
“Hey, man, it’s a war. We’re bored.” He grinned at me again.
“So,” I said, changing tack suddenly. “Where is that little prick from Texas?”
Benji got serious. “You ready to have a talk with him? You want me to go along? I mean, not that you can’t handle it, but your arm’s all messed up.”
I rolled my eyes. “First of all, have you looked at the guy? I’d only need one arm, dude. Secondly, I’m not about to get put in house arrest for assaulting a civilian, so no, I don’t need you to come along. I’ll have a friendly little talk with the guy. It’s no big deal.”
Benji shrugged. “Whatever you say, bro. I saw him earlier in the DFAC.”
I thanked Benji and headed toward the DFAC, almost wishing I could go back to that cave where at least Alexis and I could be together without all the pressures of everyone else’s opinions and expectations.
I walked into the DFAC and immediately spotted the asshole I was looking for. Even though I’d told Benji I didn’t want to get thrown in confinement for fucking the guy up, I was damn tempted when I saw his pinched, judgmental face.
I strode over to him, all business, where he sat sorting through file folders with a couple of other UN kids.
“I need to speak with you outside a moment,” I said brusquely.
He looked up and I could see the panic cross his face before he tried to affect a careless look. “I’m kind of busy right now, Thompson.”
“Yeah? I don’t give a shit,” I said, leaning down with my good arm on the table and getting right in his face. “Get up and walk outside with me. Now.”
He stood up stiffly, nearly knocking over the chair he’d been sitting in. He walked toward the door without a word. I gave a mock salute to the others at the table as they all sat staring at me with big eyes and followed him out.
“All right, you little prick,” I said as we reached the bright desert day beyond the DFAC.
He puffed up his chest to say something that would undoubtedly piss me off. “If you know what’s good for you, you won’t.” I warned. “Here’s the deal. I’ve left you alone because Alexis cared what you thought, but I’m done with that crap now. You need to get something straight. What is or isn’t between Alexis and me is our business. What is or isn’t between Alexis and your buddy back in Texas is their business. You’re not in this equation anywhere. Get it? You keep your fucking mouth shut and your opinions to yourself or I swear to God I’ll get a leave from my tour and come to Austin to kick your ass myself. Got it?”
“You’re such a cliché,” he spat at me.
“Gee, I’m not sure what you mean since that word has more than one syllable, but I’ll assume it’s a compliment. You meant it as a compliment, right?” I stepped closer, forcing him to back up into the side of the tent.
“Fine. I got the message. It doesn’t matter anyway. We’re out of here day after tomorrow, and she’s going home without you.”
“Get the hell out of here before I change my mind,” I snarled.
He ran.

I strolled into the supply tent to find Alexis sitting with her roommate, working on a laptop. When she saw me, she leaped up and ran to throw her arms around my neck. “Oh thank God they let you out! I’ve been worried all morning.”
I hugged her back, inhaling her flowery smelling hair and loving her soft cheek against mine. I felt myself getting a hard-on and wondered, If I lived near this girl, would I go around with a semi twenty-four seven? As she pulled away, I said quietly, “I’m not complaining at all about the greeting, babe, but you’ll really feed the rumor mill if you do that too much.”
She smiled up at me like I was her whole world. “Maybe I don’t care what they say.”
“You sure? We haven’t talked about all of this.”
“I’m totally sure. Unless . . .”—she pulled back from me—“you don’t want anyone to know about us. You’ll get in trouble won’t you?”
I yanked her against me. “Don’t be stupid, Alexis. I’ll tell the whole world I’m crazy about you, and I don’t think I’ll get in any trouble at this point. But does this mean you’re done with college boy?”
She laid a hand along my cheek. “I was done with him the minute you first touched me, you idiot. I’m crazy about you too. And I don’t know what I’m going to do when I have to leave you.”
Her eyes grew sad, and I looked over her shoulder at her roommate, who was shamelessly watching us like we were a reality TV show.
“Let’s take a walk, okay?”
Alexis nodded and I took her hand and headed outside. I pulled her alongside me without a word. She laughed. “Where are we going?” she asked as she jogged to keep up with me.
I headed to the maintenance yard where Benji was still at work on an older Humvee. “You got a few minutes, man?” I asked.
He looked at Alexis’s hand entwined with mine and raised an eyebrow. “I got a break coming up this hour.”
“Take it now. C’mon.” I started off at a brisk pace again, Benji following behind muttering something about crazy hueros, which set Alexis off onto a giggling fit.
When we got to my tent, I poked my head in and found it empty. I pulled my head back out and turned to Benji, who stood waiting for his instructions.
“Stand guard, dude. Give me fifteen minutes and I’ll owe you. Beer, an extra shift, whatever you want,” I said.
He affected an easy smile that told me it was going to be a heavy price. “You got it, bro. Have a nice time.”
I grimaced and pulled Alexis behind me into the tent. Once the flap was closed, I grabbed her and kissed her hard, thrusting my tongue in her mouth and running my hands up her sides until I could rub my thumbs across her nipples. That sling put my injured arm at the perfect height, I discovered.
She laughed as I kissed her, and I pushed her down on my cot where she collapsed in a heap. “Fifteen minutes?” she asked. “You’re going to have to work fast, aren’t you?”
I lay down beside her, shoving her t-shirt up and planting kisses on her stomach. “Babe, I can make you come in three minutes flat if I set my mind to it,” I mumbled as I worked my way up toward her breasts.
She shoved at me in mock indignation. “You are so full of yourself. I don’t have to cooperate, you know. You won’t be able to do it in three minutes without my coopera . . . ahhh. Oh my God, Gabe. Holy . . . mmm. That feels so good.”
I licked around her nipples while idly rubbing the heel of my hand against her core. “You were saying?” I grinned as I watched her eyes flutter and then shut.
“I don’t know. But don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”
“Your wish is my command.”
I unsnapped her pants and moved my hand down under the fabric, finding that little point and pressing on it rhythmically until she was panting and moaning. Then, I slipped my finger inside, where she was already drenched, and using my thumb on her clit, I hooked my middle finger and found that special spot inside as I stroked in and out, rubbing up and down.
Two minutes and ten seconds later she cried out, “Oh, Gabe. Oh, please, yes. Yes. Yes,” as she shattered on my bed, convulsing around my hand so fiercely that it was all I could do not to join her.
When she was done, she slowly opened her eyes as I stared down at her. “Shit,” she whispered. “You weren’t kidding. You really are that good.”
“Only for you, Alexis. You make me a better man.”
She slapped at my chest and laughed. “You’re a corny man anyway. Where do you come up with these lines? Do you keep a notebook full of them or something?”
I laughed and lay down next to her as she snuggled into my embrace like we’d become so quickly accustomed to the last few days.
“I want to talk to you. About us,” I said.
I felt her body tense up, but her voice was as level and sultry as ever. “It’s okay. You don’t have to say anything. I know this has to end when I leave. And I don’t regret a single minute of it—well, especially those last three minutes.”
“Ha ha, you’re hilarious.” I paused. “Why does it have to end?”
She leaned up on her elbow and looked down at me. “Well, you’re in Afghanistan for one thing. And I’m not going to be.”
“So you don’t think we can make it through the distance?”
“What do you mean by make it through? Like until when? For how long? And what constitutes ‘make it through’ in your book?”
“Until I get out. In six months. That’s all I have left, Alexis—six months. Then I’m a free man and I can live anywhere, do anything. I think I’d like to go to college. I’ll have some money from the service and my tuition will be paid for by the new G.I. Bill.”
“Soooo . . .” Her hand had worked up under the hem of my t-shirt and she lightly rubbed my abs. It was simultaneously the most relaxing and most seductive thing I’d ever felt. “You’re thinking that we’d be together once you get out?”
I pulled her over for a soft kiss and then looked her in the eye. I hadn’t planned any of this. It was completely uncharted for me. I didn’t know how to do it and I was the last guy in the world who ought to be doing it, but I was anyway. I could no more let her go than I could slice off my own arm. I knew without a doubt my father had never felt this way about all those women—my mother included. There was no way he could have felt this and done what he’d done. And feeling what I felt, I knew Alexis had to agree to this or I couldn’t make it the next six months.
“Yes. I want us to be together when I get out. And I want us to be together until then too. I mean, I know you’ll be home and I’ll be here, but there’s email and Skype and even good old-fashioned letters. It’s only six months. It’ll go by in a heartbeat.” I kissed her again. “What do you say, babe? Wanna go steady?”
I waited, my heart pounding, wondering if I’d fucked this up even sooner than I would have predicted. She looked at me with those gorgeous chocolate eyes, and she was so serious, so quiet.
“So when you kept asking if I was done with Marco, my boy—or I mean my ex-boyfriend—you meant this? Being together after I go? Being together when you get out?”
I nodded. “That’s what I mean. Are you going to answer me or leave me hanging here like a total jackass?”
She licked her lips and I nearly stopped breathing. “Yes,” she whispered as she leaned down and stroked her tongue across my mouth. “Yes, Gabe Thompson, I will go steady with you.” She kissed my cheek. “I will live with you in a cave and run from enemy fire with you.” She kissed my eyelids. “And I will wait for you for six months until you get out and we can be together.” She kissed my lips. “Yes.”
“God. I think I might have died and gone to heaven.”
“I think all the blood’s rushed to your crotch and left you unable to think clearly,” she responded. “You’ll come to in an hour and regret this.”
I cupped her cheek in my palm, feeling the fine texture of her skin and the heat that flowed off the two of us. “Never, Alexis. I will never regret anything I’ve done with you. Not in an hour or a day or a year. I like who I am with you. I like how I feel with you. You’re like some damn anti-depressant for me. I feel lighter and everything looks better. You make me happy, and I’m not sure if I’ve ever been truly happy before.”
Her eyes welled up and she gasped. “Look what you’ve done now,” she sniffed. “How can I possibly live up to that?”
“Oh, sweetheart. Just be yourself and you’ll never have to worry about a thing with me. All I need is you.”
We lay on the bed together, kissing softly, and even though I was hard as a rock and knew that couldn’t be resolved anytime soon, it was perfect. She was perfect, and when I was with her I felt like maybe, just maybe, I could be closer to perfect myself someday.






THE next thirty-six hours flew by, and before I knew it, it was Alexis’s last night in camp. I paid—heavily I might add—to get my roommates to vacate the tent for the night, and after dinner, I brought Alexis back with me.
“Is this the part where you seduce me?” she asked, after we got everything buckled down for the night.
“Is that what you want me to do?” I stepped closer and reached for the buttons on the front of her blouse.
She slapped my hand away. “Not so fast, mister. You have to talk to me first.”
“Oh yeah?” I started fingering the buttons again as I placed little kisses neatly along her smooth neck. “What do you want to talk about?”
“Mmm. Let’s talk about what we’re going to do when you get out in June.”
I undid the last button and slipped the top off her shoulders, letting it fall to the ground before I started running my index finger along the lace trim of her bra. It was a tiny thing that left most of her luscious breasts exposed, and I could see her nipples pebble up underneath the satin.
“Okay. After I get out in June, I’m going to take a flight to Sacramento, and you’re going to meet me there. We’ll spend a couple of days with my mom, and I’ll buy a car. Then we’ll drive to Austin.” I reached behind her and unclasped the bra, sliding it down her arms and dropping it on the ground as well. “You cold?” I murmured.
“Yeah,” she said in a rough voice. “Will you warm me up?”
“Gladly,” I answered as I palmed both her breasts. She moaned quietly.
“On the way to Austin, we’ll stop in San Diego and I’ll teach you to surf. We’ll get you a tiny hot pink bikini, and when you get tired of being on the water, I’ll rock your world at this private little cove I know about. You, me, sunshine, and steaming sex on the beach.” I punctuated my words with kisses to her lips and her breasts.
She sighed and arched into my caress. “Then what?”
“Then”—I pushed her back onto my cot—“we’ll go to Arizona and see the Grand Canyon. I’ll take you on a helicopter ride over the canyon, and we’ll camp out under the stars.” I undid the snaps on her shorts and skimmed them down her legs before I followed them with my tongue.
She squirmed beneath me and ran her hands through my hair. “Tell me about the stars,” she said quietly.
I licked up the inside of each thigh, stopping just short of the juncture between them. “There’re millions of them out away from the cities. And the sky is inky black. If you look really closely, you can see some stars are white, some are pink, some are blue. But“—I crawled up her body and hovered over her on my hands and knees, looking down at her lips that were parted as her breath came in fast little puffs— “not a one of those stars is as beautiful as you are, babe.”
She gave me a sleepy little smile before pulling my head down to hers. She kissed me long and hard. At last she stopped and licked my lips, one of her hands running up my back while the other one strayed to my fly.
“You soldiers have to wear so many clothes,” she whined.
“You didn’t mind when all my pockets were full of water bottles, MREs, and bullets,” I replied.
“You know, MREs are like the most unsexy topic I could ever think of. You should never, ever mention MREs while you’re in bed with a woman.”
I laughed as I undid my belt and sat up to free myself of the remainder of my MultiCam as well, really glad my arm was on the mend and I had the use of both hands again. Soon we were naked, lying side by side on the bed.
“Hey, I want you to know something,” I whispered as I stroked her soft skin all over.
“I’m the hottest woman you’ve ever been naked with?”
“Well, there is that too—ahhh, you uh probably shouldn’t do that too much if you want to hear my great revelation.” I groaned as she stroked her hand up and down my shaft. She chuckled and released me but continued to run a finger up and down, making me squirm as I tried to keep my mind on what I wanted to say.
“Okay. I want you to know that . . . that feels good . . . um, I meant it when I said I’m crazy about you. Even when you’re not doing that to me, although that doesn’t hurt any. Fuuuuck, babe.” I was nearly panting as she smoothed her fingers along the underside right below the head. “I want to make sure you know that this whole going steady thing means I won’t even look at any other women while we’re apart. I promise you, Alexis. I know I’ve been a player in the past, but I swear to you, I only want you. No one else. You’re my drug of choice.”
Her hand finally paused in its explorations, and I felt the absence immediately. “That’s the second time you’ve compared me to a pharmaceutical of some sort. Should I be worried?”
I chuckled and kissed her gorgeous little nose. “Because I’m high around you all the time,” I said in a low voice. “And it’s going to be hard to go without my fix for six damn months.”
“Mmm. I’m going to miss you so much. I know this has all been fast, but I don’t feel right when I’m not with you. It’s like, I don’t know, like some piece of me is missing.” She tucked her head under my chin and wrapped her arm around my back.
I ran my hand through her hair, marveling at its texture, the way it was so thick but so soft at the same time. I could smell her floral shampoo, and I really wondered how I’d make it without that scent for months on end.
“Can you do me a favor?”
“Anything for you, soldier boy.”
“Can you leave your shampoo here with me?”
She laughed. “My shampoo? Jesus, don’t tell me you’ve got some sort of weird hair fetish.”
“Nah. I, um, I love the way your hair smells. I’ll miss that when you go.”
“That is so sweet,” she crooned.
“I’m not sweet, babe.” I tried to get up the desire to be huffy but really I liked it that she thought I was sweet of all things.
“Only to me. And now you’ve promised to keep it that way while we’re apart. I will too. I’m going to study my ass off until I can get on a plane to Sacramento and we can be together.”
That was all I needed to hear. I felt like all was right with the world. My mouth found her neck, and I whispered in her ear, “I want inside you. Turn over.” Her eyes flew open, and I looked at her as I waggled my brows.
She didn’t say a word, but I could tell she and college boy had never done it that way. God, I loved being first in something.
She rolled onto her stomach and I lifted up her hips. I folded over her back and said, “You’re going to love this, I promise.” Then I entered her hard. She gasped and her hips rocked up in reflex. I held her waist on either side and pumped slowly in and out, running one hand underneath her until I reached her clit. While I began circling that magical little nub, I used my other hand to anchor her hips as I stroked faster and faster.
Soon she was panting and moaning, and I could feel her tightening around me. “Gabe?”
“Yeah,” I grunted out, not slowing my rhythm.
“Make me come. Please.”
I pressed against her clit as I thrust into her hard and then held myself still. “Ohh,” she nearly screamed as she contracted around me over and over again. I felt my balls tighten and I exploded right after her. As I came down afterwards, I lay over her, idly touching her everywhere as I kissed her neck and back. Finally, I slipped out and collapsed next to her. She melted into the bed on her stomach, turning her head to look at me.
“So I can see the benefits of dating a player now,” she said.
“Oh yeah?” I could barely keep my eyes open, but I ran my hand along her back gently anyway.
“All that practice makes you incredible in bed.”
I chuckled. “Well, you haven’t been playing the field and you’re the best I’ve ever had, so maybe we’re a great combination no matter what.”
“Mmm. We are,” she whispered as her eyes closed.

The morning came far too soon, but we managed to get another new position in before it was time to go to breakfast. As soon as we’d eaten, I walked Alexis to her tent and grabbed her bags before I took her to the main yard where the trucks were loading up the UN volunteers.
She was quiet as we walked, and I knew she was thinking the same things I was. How were we going to make it six months without this? Without being able to touch each other or look into each other’s eyes or hear the inflection in each other’s voices? Modern communication was great, but Alexis and I were all about the looking and touching and playing off of each other. You just couldn’t do that the same way when you were separated by a few thousand miles.
When we got to the courtyard, it was chaos—soldiers and UN staff loading trucks, people milling around saying their goodbyes, orders being shouted, engines idling. I got Alexis’s bags set up in the right truck and then we found her ride. I stood with my arm around her as the space near us slowly cleared, UN workers loading into their transports and military staff leaving to start their workdays.
Finally, when the whistle blew to announce the deadline for UN personnel to load up, I turned to face her and took her hands in mine.
“It’s Christmas in a couple of days,” I said, my voice rough.
She nodded, her eyes glistening, and her sweet lips trembling.
“There’s no way to get any Christmas presents here unless you start your orders in like September.”
“You don’t have to give me a Christmas present, Gabe. You big idiot.”
“But I have something I want to give you.” My heart was pounding a thousand beats a minute and my stomach felt like there was a huge ball of sludge sitting in it. I heard the doors slam on the truck next to us. It was now—or maybe never.
I leaned down, kissing her softly on the neck and then the mouth. “I love you, Alexis,” I whispered before I pulled back.
The tears streamed down her face and she opened her mouth to speak.
I put my finger against her pillow soft lips. “Shh. Don’t say a word. I don’t want you to feel like you have to say it back right now. When I see you in June, you can tell me what you feel. Until then, just kiss the blazes out of me, babe.”
She did exactly that, and then she pulled away, her eyes telling me everything I needed to know—that she’d be waiting for me, that she’d miss me, that she wanted me.
“Go,” I whispered. “Go.” And she did, taking my heart with her.
The End
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Hidden – A Hiding From Love Novel #1
Buy It Here!
After Camouflaged, It’s Hidden…
Nick Carlisle looks like a carefree college surfer—his blue eyes, dark hair and hot body have been the downfall of many a girl on many a beach. But Nick, a former soldier, is hiding from his past, and the tragedy that’s followed him from Afghanistan. When Nick meets Lyndsey, however, he may finally be ready to stop hiding and let her in.
Lyndsey Anderson is young, blond, and the most beautiful girl Nick’s ever seen. She’s living the life in Hawaii, serving craft brews at the local Bar and Grill, and breaking the hearts of every guy who walks through the door. But, she’s hiding a dark past and a secret she’s never told a soul. Now, Nick’s pushing her to open her heart, but will he feel the same way once he knows what she’s done?
Nick and Lyndsey discover a heat that rivals the Hawaiian sun, but will sand, sex, and surf be enough to fix these damaged souls? Can they find happiness, or will they always have to run from what they’ve hidden?
Rouge
by Leigh Talbert Moore
Buy It Here!
Romance, velvet, sequins, and murder...
Hale Ferrer is the rising star of the hottest cabaret in New Orleans. And her one goal is escape. Escape from the lies, from the crime, and from her growing fear that one day she’ll have to earn her living in the secret back rooms, where the dancers do more than dance. But she won’t leave behind Teeny, the orphan-girl she promised to protect.
Freddie Lovel is rich, handsome, and in love with Hale, and he’s ready to sweep her away with him to Paris. But her heart is captured by Beau, the poor stagehand with eyes as blue as Louisiana iris flowers.
Denying her fears, Hale is ready to choose love and a life with Beau, until a predator hidden in the wings launches a chain of events that could cost her everything--Teeny, their one hope of escape, and possibly even her life.
Very Bad Things
by Ilsa Madden-Maddox
Buy It Here!
Born into a life of privilege and secrets, Nora Blakely has everything any nineteen-year-old girl could desire. She’s an accomplished pianist, a Texas beauty queen, and on her way to Princeton after high school. She’s perfect. Or is she?
Leaving behind her million-dollar mansion and Jimmy Choos, she changes the course of her life, becoming a girl hell-bent on pushing the limits with alcohol, drugs, and meaningless sex. 
Then through a chance encounter, she meets her soulmate. But he doesn’t want her.
When it comes to girls, twenty-five-year-old Leo Tate has one rule: never fall in love. His gym and his brother are all he cares about...until he meets Nora. He resists the pull of their attraction, hung up on their six year age difference.
As they struggle to stay away from each other, secrets will be revealed, tempers will flare, and hearts will be broken.
Welcome to Briarcrest Academy...where sometimes, the best things in life are Very Bad Things.





Hidden – A Hiding From Love Novel
Copyright 2013 © Selena Laurence
Chapter 1
Lyndsey
I was late, and I hauled ass through the back door of The Grill, berating myself for not remembering to bring my goldendoodle his chew toy. The previous night’s lack of sleep was affecting me, or I’d have remembered the last time I left Jack without something to gnaw for an entire shift, he ate another waitress’s pretty platform shoes. That adventure had cost me a night’s tips. Telling him to lie down in his bed we kept on the restaurant’s enclosed back porch, I went on in to the kitchen.
“What’s the rush, girl?” Leesa, one of the owners of the Hilo Bar and Grill, asked me without even turning around.
“I’m fifteen minutes late, in case you hadn’t noticed,” I responded through my huffing and puffing as I tied my apron and pulled my blonde dreadlocks up in a ponytail.
Leesa was standing at the enormous kitchen stove stirring a pan full of red meat and vegetables. I could smell the pineapple relish she’d probably spent all afternoon preparing, and I felt my stomach clench up because I hadn’t eaten since eight that morning. The sauce she had on a back burner made a gentle bubbling noise, and through the doors to the front of the restaurant I could hear laughter and dishes clinking.
“And what’s that fifteen minutes going to do?” she asked, laughing, as she turned to look at me. “Is it going to mean all of our customers quit eating here? Is it going to pollute the beach or stop the waves from rolling in?”
I sighed. Even though I’d been in Hawaii for three years now, I still couldn’t manage to adopt the native’s lax view of time. Leesa was constantly lecturing me to slow down, enjoy myself more, take it easy, and as much as I wanted to follow her advice, I just didn’t have it in me to hang loose the way the Hawaiians did.
“Alright,” I said. I smiled back at her as I reached into a drawer and grabbed a handful of flatware. “I’ll slow down, but I do want to get everything set up before the rush starts.” I filled salt and pepper shakers, as well as rolled table settings. It wasn’t long before Heidi, one of the other dinner-shift waitresses, came in and set up the tables as I got the items ready for her to take out to the main dining room. We sang the newest Pitbull song as we worked, my iPod cranked on the kitchen speakers. Heidi chimed in with the chorus each time she reentered the kitchen. I did the rapping parts and Leesa looked at us both and smiled.
I had worked at The Grill, as it was called around town, ever since I’d come to Hilo. I’d started off working full time, and then when I qualified for in-state tuition, I enrolled in classes at the university and cut back on my work hours. At twenty-one, thanks to taking classes year round, I was now a sophomore in college, and the de facto head waitress at The Grill.
The swinging door from the bar area to the kitchen opened and Leesa’s husband, Raoul, peeked in, his eyes lighting up when he saw her leaning over to get a pan from underneath the large stainless steel island. I looked at him and pointed my index finger in his direction.
“Don’t even think about it, mister,” I chastised.
“What?” he responded, barely able to take his eyes off of his wife’s ass. Leesa stood up, turning and fixing him with a scowl.
“Listen to him,” she reprimanded. “You’re a dirty old man, you know that?” Raoul threw his hands up in surrender. “I’m just admiring the most beautiful thing in the room,” he said. “And I’m not a dirty old man if I’m looking at equally old women.”
I tried to smother my laughter as Leesa’s face grew red and her lips pursed tightly. Muttering to herself in a mixture of Hawaiian and English, she stomped off into the storeroom.
I glanced at Raoul. “You are in so much trouble.”
He walked over and gave me a one-armed hug, his face somewhat pale, even beneath his dark complexion. “How are you sweetheart?”
“I’m good. Classes start tomorrow so I registered for everything today. How’s it looking out front? You seem tired, has it been arough day?”
He headed over to the stove and took a spoon out of a drawer underneath the cooktop, then dipped it in the large vat of bar-b-que sauce on the burner. He winked at me, placing his finger over his lips. “That. Is like nectar of the gods,” he whispered as he closed his eyes and savored the tangy sweetness of the best bar-b-que sauce this side of Honolulu.   He put the spoon into the sink and crossed his arms as he leaned against the counter. “Heidi’s got the front handled, but it’s starting to pick up. You want to come help out at the bar until your section starts seating?”
“Sure,” I said. “But let me check on Jack before I head out there.”
“Just bring him on out front,” Raoul responded. Jack was the one thing I’d brought with me to Hawaii after I left my old life. Well, the one thing I’d brought that I got to keep. I’d lost everything else the night I ran, and the fact that he’d been with me through it all made him even more special. But he was also a fifty-pound dog who wasn’t really supposed to be in a restaurant.
Raoul whistled sharply, the sound echoing around the hard surfaces of the kitchen, and Jack came scrabbling across the hard tile floor to him. “That’s right, keiko,” Raoul said, reaching down and patting Jack on the head. “You come up front with me and the other guys, these women might give you a nice bed, but we’llgive you beer.”
I frowned at Raoul. “You know he’s not supposed to go past the back porch. You’re going to get a health code violation for sure.”
“Ah, hell,” he responded as he started walking toward the front of the restaurant, Jack hot on his heels. “The last time that health department guy stopped in you were still in diapers, and I gave him so much free Beachside Porter he had to leave his car here and walk home.”  
Nick
Gabe and I spent the first half of the day surfing, and then the remainder standing in fucking lines trying to get the classes we needed at the university this semester. We were tired and sweaty and if ever a beer was needed it was then.
I’d moved to Hawaii a few weeks earlier, after spending the last year at my folks’ place in Northern California. Gabe had been here three months or so, coming straight to Hawaii after his commission was up. When I got to Hilo we rented a two-bedroom apartment near campus, and I’d spent the last few weeks on the beach and laying low, getting a feel for the place. This was my first real night out since I’d moved, and while I was a little unsure about the whole bar scene, Gabe had promised me that the bars atnight here were as mellow as the beach during the day.
We pulled up to the Hilo Bar and Grill and hopped out of my truck, making sure that our shortboards were locked up in the bed before we headed inside.
The Grill was right on the beach, with a deck on the sand, facing the water. The air around the deck was hazy with moisture, and the dark-tinted windows reflected the setting sun. It looked like the perfect place to decompress after a long day. We headed inside through the main doors, my stomach rumbling as we stepped in and I smelled beef grilling and the yeasty odor of microbrews. Burgers and beer. It didn’t get much better than that.
Then I saw her  .  .  .   and realized it could get a whole lot better and a whole lot worse all at the same time.
Buy it now!





Rouge
Copyright © Leigh Talbert Moore, 2012
Chapter 1
A trumpet blast, followed by silence. We were all frozen on our marks. Center stage, my arms were raised in a V, and the insides of my eyelids turned from pink to black as the lights went out and the curtain fell, sending the odor of musty velvet swirling around us. Applause filled the house, but on our side was the swift click-clack of tap shoes, the whisper of tights against taffeta, fishnets and feathers. I dropped my arms and exited stage right.
The glare of the spotlight had dazzled my eyes, but I’d done this so many times, I could find my way blind. I caught the small hand waiting for me in the wings as I passed. Not so small anymore, I thought as we navigated the maze of boxes and discarded scenery back to my dressing room.
The odor of grease paint and cigar smoke drenched everything, and my throat was dry from singing and from the cornstarch used to absorb the damp. The rosin that kept us from slipping on the glossy stage floor crackled beneath my feet as we passed dancers speaking in low voices about what worked and what didn’t and whose fault it was.
The dark passage we followed turned into a dimly lit hall lined with tiny dressing rooms where most of us lived. Secretly, of course, as this was not Storyville, and our New Orleans theater would be shut down if it were discovered so many single women lived here together. Prostitutes, they’d say, and they wouldn’t be entirely wrong. But I was born here, and the rest had no other options. So we all kept the secret.
I lifted the handle on our tiny door, and we pushed inside, both speaking at once.
“Oh, Hale!” Teeny’s voice was breathless. “You were like a dream—”
“Help me get this thing off.” I interrupted, easing into the chair and trying to hold my head still as I pulled pins from my enormous headdress. “It must weigh fifty pounds.”
She hurried over, her small fingers searching my scalp for the remaining pins.
“Like a real queen of the stage,” she continued as she removed the last tiny instrument of torture and lifted the enormous mélange of cut glass and feathers from my head. “It’s so beautiful.”
“Beautifully wicked.” I slid my fingers into my hair and rubbed my scalp. “I’m going to have a headache the rest of the night.”
I straightened up and peeled off my fake eyelashes as Teeny’s hands smoothed my dark brown locks behind my shoulders and down my back.
“I’ll never sing like that,” she said.
“Let’s hope your dancing can cover for it.” My tone was sharper than I’d intended, and I glanced up at her bright blue eyes. Her blonde hair was streaked with auburn highlights that on some days shone bright red. Every day she grew more beautiful, and she was only twelve. My head hurt worse. I had to get us out of here.
“We’ll get back to work on that tomorrow,” I said in a gentler tone.
“I don’t know why you’re so worried about getting me in the show.” She turned and placed the headdress on its stand beside my mirror.
“I know you don’t,” I muttered.
In my dressing mirror, I watched as she lay across the small trundle we shared, wondering for the thousandth time if I’d made a mistake begging Rosa to let her stay that night, years ago, when she’d shown up starving at the back door. For six years she’d slept in my bed, shared my food, worn my outgrown clothes. She’d never cost the show a penny, but soon she’d be required to pull her own weight—one way or another.
A gentle knock interrupted our conversation. “Miss Ferrer?” A tenor voice called through the door.
“Freddie,” I whispered. “Hide!”
Teeny jumped up and ran to the corner behind the dressing screen as I grabbed my red velvet robe. It was practically a dress with a broad collar and wide cuffs, and I pulled the button closed, tight in the center of my chest.
“Mr. Lovel,” I smiled as I opened the door wide.
Freddie Lovel was not the first of my male admirers, but he was the first Gavin, the theater owner, had sent to visit me. And as such, I gave him special attention. Not to mention he was closest to my age and quite rich.
“You were incredible tonight,” he said, handing me a huge bouquet of red roses. “So beautiful.”
“For me?” I took the bunch in my arms. “You shouldn’t have.”
He caught my hand and pressed the tops of my fingers to his lips. “I could listen to you sing all night.”
“Mr. Lovel, you’re too kind,” I said, gazing into his gray eyes.
His cheeks colored and he looked down at the black top hat he clutched in his other hand. “Please call me Freddie,” he said.
“Then you must call me Hale.” I searched for something large enough to hold the huge bouquet.
“I’ll have to borrow a vase.”
“I’ll buy you one.” Freddie jumped, suddenly inspired. “I’d buy you anything…”
My heart rose at his words. It was obvious I was the first cabaret performer Freddie Lovel had ever courted, but that increased my hope. Freddie could be our ticket out of this place for good.
I widened my eyes and filled my voice with amazement. “But you hardly know me! Surely you’re just overcome by art or the music—”
“Oh, Hale,” he sighed, moving closer and taking my hand again. “If only you knew how I felt. I can never repay Gavin for introducing us.”
“But you’re not saying you’d think of me, a cabaret singer, as worthy of your affections.”
Freddie’s dark brow creased. “It’s not like you could help your circumstance. Reconstruction forced many gentle people to do what they had to for survival.”
Buy it now!





Very Bad Things
Copyright 2013 © by Ilsa Madden-Mills
It was time for the dog and pony show.
Mr. Cairn politely moved aside and took a nearby seat on the stage, along with our second headmaster and various esteemed, contributing alumni who helped make BA one of the top private schools in Texas. I nodded, giving them my practiced fake smile and turned to face the audience. With the glare of the bright spotlight in my face, it was hard to see much past the first row, but I saw my parents and my best friend Mila, along with her parents.
I also made out Drew Mansfield, my once secret crush since seventh grade—may he rot in hell for screwing me and then dumping me last year. He’d shattered my heart, and I dreaded seeing him and his crooked smile at school, day in and day out. In the cafeteria. In class. At debate.
The rest of the audience sat in darkness. Waiting.
Watching the perfect girl.
I’ve stood in front of the podium too long because I can see Mother glaring at me, covertly motioning with her hands for me to start. Dad’s lips have thinned, and I can see the impatience settling on his face. He probably had an important meeting at the courthouse to get to. Was that my future? To follow in his footsteps, blindly doing whatever society expected? Or would I turn out like Mother? Clawing my way to the top of the network ladder, reaching for stardom on national television.
Is that what it took to be happy?
The audience began murmuring, becoming antsy. After all, they expected me to deliver a rousing speech about the merits of BA, proving to them that the forty-two thousand dollars a year they paid was worth it. I couldn’t disappoint them, yet my mind went blank as I stared into that dark abyss, that giant hole of emptiness. Maybe I could have stood there all day, refusing to face my future, but it wasn’t permitted.
I commanded myself to smile again and turn on the charm, but my body rebelled. Shit. That had never happened before. And stage fright wasn’t a possibility, not when I’d been in front of people and on display my entire life, just like Mother’s precious china. No, my body’s unwillingness to perform was entirely new. On edge, I tried again, digging deep inside the core of me, searching for the Nora they expected to see, for the girl people claimed was brilliant. Nothing. I licked my sudden dry lips, shocked by my body’s refusal to obey. Where was the girl who could win an Academy Award for her depiction of a well-adjusted person?
I couldn’t let them see the real me, the one that was obscene and gross. They’d hate me; they’d be disgusted by me. As they say here in Texas, they’d ride me out of town on a rail.
Panicked, I fiddled with my note cards, shuffling them around on the podium. I had to give this speech flawlessly, and if it wasn’t dazzling and worthy of the Blakely name, Mother would be mortified. She would punish me.
I tried to smile for the third time but got nothing. Just nothing. Not even a facial tic. I began to wonder if I could move at all. I felt frozen in place, like someone had zapped me with a ray gun.
Is this where it would all end? Was I going to break down and let this audience see my shame? God, please no. I hung my head, remembering my sins. My ruin.
My now sweaty hands gripped the note cards as my heart pounded, so loud that I would swear the people sitting on the front row could hear the blood whooshing through my veins. They were all staring at me like I’d lost it. I had. I’d finally stepped off the razor’s edge I’d been walking for years.
I closed my eyes and thought of Weissnichtwo, rolling the word around in my head, letting the syllables soothe me. My words always made me feel better. Only it didn’t work this time because I’d broken wide open. Like a cake that’s been baked too long, I was done.
Finished.
I released my note cards to the floor and watched as they fluttered down like frightened little birds, escaping at last. I raised my head and faced the audience. Clearing my throat, I leaned over the podium until my lips were right on the microphone and delivered my new opening remarks, “Fuck Briarcrest Academy, and fuck you all.”
Finally, some of the pain and darkness that had been wrapped around my soul fell away.
I smiled for real this time without even trying.
It felt good to be bad.
Buy it Now!
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