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      Dear Readers,

      

      Welcome to the Special Forces: Operation Alpha Fan-Fiction world!

      

      If you are new to this amazing world, in a nutshell the author wrote a story using one or more of my characters in it. Sometimes that character has a major role in the story, and other times they are only mentioned briefly. This is perfectly legal and allowable because they are going through Aces Press to publish the story.

      This book is entirely the work of the author who wrote it. While I might have assisted with brainstorming and other ideas about which of my characters to use, I didn’t have any part in the process or writing or editing the story.

      I’m proud and excited that so many authors loved my characters enough that they wanted to write them into their own story. Thank you for supporting them, and me!

      

      READ ON!

      Xoxo

      Susan Stoker
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      Sergeant Leisl Craig spent her life fighting for everything she'd earned including becoming a combat nurse—alone. Then cancer threatened to take it all away. Until now, she never needed anyone...and then she met Doc.

      For Sergeant Major Jason Lee Gordon, codename Doc, a Green Beret medic in a tight-knit special operations group, life happened, and he rolled with it. The easy-going charmer only ever had to flash his dimples and women lined up outside his door, already half in love with the caring Doc. But casual hookups were growing old after seeing his friend and team leader, Outlaw, fall in love. He’d begun to think he’d never find his special someone until a sniper ambush brings him to a quiet, troubled nurse.

      Focused on her own pain, she is unimpressed by the handsome soldier’s overtures, ignoring him as she worries what will become of her, of her career, and Pooch. But instead of being put off when she rebuffs him, he finds himself more intrigued, especially after overhearing Leisl pouring out her heart to a stray dog. Disturbed by her plight, he can’t walk away. Something about her pulls him in and Doc begins an all-out charm offensive to win over the red-haired nurse.

      When the base is attacked by terrorists and his mission goes south, events unfold leading to secrets, old and new, that can tear apart their budding relationship. Can Doc accept her past and convince her to fight for a future together?
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      She held the printout in her hands. They trembled a little. This had been happening off and on for the past two months. It was the reason for the piece of paper clutched between her fingers, that, and the ear ringing issues. The purple ink was smudged in a few spots, but the words written across the top were, unfortunately, legible. Positive. The numbers in the columns would’ve looked like Greek to most people, but to Leisl Craig, they added up to one conclusion, one only a doctor—or a nurse like herself—would understand. Despite that, disbelief knocked the wind out of her and she failed to respond when the alarm went off.

      “Leisl!”

      She looked up. Tech Sergeant Angie Nelson stood in the doorway, irritation showing on her round face. Angie Nelson was tall for a woman standing at 5’ 11”. Her ebony skin glowed, needing no makeup. She wore her hair shaved close to her scalp, a female army crew cut, and it looked great on her. She was a beautiful woman, a competent nurse, and a friend, but now, the look she was directing at Leisl showed she was clearly annoyed.

      “What?” The alarm finally penetrated her mental fog. Incoming wounded.

      “Girl, read your mail later. We’ve got to go!” Angie turned, running down the hall towards the medical intake area where choppers brought in soldiers injured in battle. The surrounding tents housed the medical staff quarters, a makeshift clinic, hospital ward, and a surgical center all built on an army base in Kuwait. Medical Base Camp 10.

      Leisl folded the printout and shoved it under the thin mattress that served as her bed. She grabbed her hat with the red cross on a white field prominently displayed front and center, shoving it onto her head and hustled out of the bedroom catching up to Angie outside as the first of several medical evacuation choppers arrived. There was no time to sulk. Injured men needed her, and for however much time she had left to tend to them, she would do so. She just prayed her hands would hold steady and her hearing would not fail her. There was time later to inform her commander and to face her own fears.

      Dust kicked up as the first of two helicopters landed. Leisl joined Angie who was crouched next to Major Charles S. Ross, the camp trauma surgeon. He was one of three surgeons currently assigned to base, but he outranked the other two both in military and medical experience. Major Ross was counting down the last six months of duty. He would soon be retiring and going into private practice in Virginia. He was the one who diagnosed her condition. A month ago, he noticed Leisl’s trembling hands during surgery. That along with two instances in which she lost control of her hands dropping a surgical instruments tray tipped him off that something was wrong. He’d ordered her to come in for an exam. That’s when she confessed to some loss of hearing on her left side with ringing in that ear. He’d ordered the tests then. The results had finally come in and it was only that morning Major Ross had delivered the news.

      “It’s a Shwannoma, Leisl.” He handed her the printout from the MRI and the bloodwork.

      All the blood left her face as Leisl went pale. “A brain tumor?”

      Major Ross nodded. “Yes, but the good news is we’re catching it early. It’s treatable. These usually respond very well to radiation and chemotherapy, can even be surgically removed if all markers indicate it’s in a safe area. The sooner you begin addressing this, the better.” He gave her a pointed look.

      Dread flooded her body making her queasy. Chemotherapy. Radiation. Surgery. Cancer. She had a ticking time bomb inside her head. Leisl swallowed and looked up. “But I’m only twenty-eight.”

      “Cancer doesn’t give a rat’s ass how old you are, and that’s if the tumor is malignant. For that matter, tumors don’t give a damn about your age either. You know that.” Major Ross’s voice gentled. He reached out taking her hand in his. “I know it’s a lot. It’s damned scary, but Leisl, you have to jump on this fast or else it will be every bit as bad as you’re thinking. You can’t afford to procrastinate. Time is all any cancer needs. Don’t give it any and you’ll beat it.”

      She swallowed the lump sitting like a large, heavy stone in her throat. Her green eyes stung with unshed tears. Everything she’d worked for, all the obstacles she’d overcome to get where she was, an RN in the United States Army, a combat nurse, for God’s sake, would be lost if she didn’t get out in front of it. But for once, she didn’t feel confident she could do this as she’d done everything else in life—alone.

      “Leisl?” Major Ross prompted. “I’ll go with you to the Colonel’s office. We’ll tell him together. You won’t lose everything,” he said, correctly guessing some of her anxiety. “We take care of our own. You can beat this thing and be back on active duty in no time.”

      She cleared her throat, sucking in a deep breath. “Sir, yes sir.”

      “Good. I’ll make the appointment and let you know the time. Until then, don’t stress. It’s not helpful. Also, I’m going to get you started on some meds to control the hand tremors, just until we get you in with an oncologist stateside.”

      Leisl nodded. “Okay.”

      He wrote out the prescription which she’d taken over to the pharmacy tent. From there, she’d gone back to her room to rest. Her shift didn’t begin until 1600. She’d tried sleeping but she was restless thinking about everything that could go wrong. Even with the best possible outcome, she was most likely going to be very sick over the next six months, surgery or not. The radiation alone would burn her healthy cells. Where the tumor was located near her left ear made permanent hearing loss on that side a real possibility. After radiation, the chemotherapy would begin, and her hair would fall out, no food would stay down, and the sweats and shakes would knock her on her ass. And she’d be alone.

      She didn’t usually allow herself any pity parties, but today, she put that rule aside letting grief fill her heart. Tears welled in her eyes and fell unchecked. Quietly, she cried into her pillow, angry at the mother who’d chosen heroin over her own daughter after her father died. She’d been only five years old when Bernard Craig passed. A bus driver in West Virginia, he’d lost control on the icy road when another car veered into his lane to avoid hitting a deer. Five people died on the bus that day, her dad included. Her mother, Laura, couldn’t accept his death and in her desperation to escape her new reality, began drinking. When drinking didn’t numb the pain enough, she began using cocaine, and the cocaine led to heroine. She overdosed two days before Leisl’s sixth birthday. With no other close relatives, she’d been remanded to the state bouncing between orphanages and foster care. Some of the things she’d suffered in those years left scars that would never heal. But she didn’t talk about it. Never answered anyone’s direct questions about her life or family. She’d simply persevered, hell-bent on getting on her own two feet and as far away from state care as possible. It struck her as quite ironic when she turned eighteen and enlisted in the military. From state care to federal care. At the time, it seemed her only way out. She was right. It saved her. The army gave her a life; a job, an education, a career. And now, just as everything was going well, tragedy reared its ugly head once again.

      It was then she’d pulled the lab results out and sat up, staring at the rows of numbers, the mysterious codes and body chemical levels that said she had a brain tumor. A Shwannoma. She’d have to look that up online.

      And then the alarm sounded, and Angie was irritated with her for failing to respond as was her job.

      A chopper landed and a group of heavily-armed men jumped out. Two wearing helmets bearing medical insignia lifted the gurney and released the wheels, pulling it towards the surgical tent. A man lay screaming and cussing. Another man led the way, a tall soldier with a Captain’s rank on his sleeve. His penetrating blue eyes found Major Ross who met him halfway. Behind the tall captain, another soldier stood over the patient, his arm shoved between the patient’s legs. A towel soaked with blood hid his hand, but Leisl could see the tourniquet tied tightly around the patient’s upper thigh. Her eyes took it all in as a loud ringing began to chime in her left ear. She was sure she didn’t hear them right.

      “I got you man. It’s gonna be okay,” he said.

      “Goddammit, Doc, don’t you let go! I need ‘em both. I need both my goddamned balls. Jesus,” the patient screamed.

      “And you’ll have them both. I’ve got you, Eastwood. I’m being as gentle as I can but if you ever tell another living soul I had to hold your balls I’m going to castrate your ass myself.”

      Major Ross raised an eyebrow. The captain blew out a breath. “Sniper fire caught him in the left thigh and groin. We got the first wound staunched, but the groin injury, well, that’s beyond Doc’s purview.”

      Major Ross chuckled. “Alright, then, Captain.” He turned, addressing the patient, “Let’s get you inside and assess this,” he said. “I’m sure your medic would like his hand back.”

      “You’re damned right I would. But not until you assure me my buddy’s nuts are stabilized. I made a promise. No nut left behind.”

      Eastwood clutched Major Ross’s sleeve, the effects of the morphine erasing the last of his inhibitions. “You gotta save ‘em, Doctor. I need both my testicles. My momma brought me into this world whole and she’ll whoop my ass if I lose my nuts. And I wanna have babies,” he whined, tearing up. “Beautiful little babies with tiny camo onesies.”

      “Nelson, Craig, let’s get the Sergeant into the bay.”

      Angie came up beside the one called Doc. “I’m just gonna ease right in beneath your hand. As soon as I give the go-ahead, let go.”

      “What?” Eastwood screeched. “Doc, you promised!” He reached up gripping Doc’s flak jacket, panic in his eyes.

      Doc patted his shoulder with his free hand. “And I’ve kept that promise, buddy. I promised I’d hold on until we got you to help. This is help.” He pointed at Angie.

      “Sugar, no worries. You’re in good hands.” Angie slid her fingers beneath Doc’s. “One, two,”

      “Shit!” Eastwood cringed, his eyes shut tight.

      “Three!” Angie’s hand slid into place as Doc’s released.

      Doc backed up, flexing his fingers to ease the cramping. “See, man? Was that smooth or what?”

      “Is it over?” Eastwood asked, cracking one eye.

      Angie chuckled. “Told you. This ain’t my first time.”

      Leisl got into position next to Major Ross. “She’s handled her fair share, sergeant, and we’re going to do all we can to keep you intact.” She took his wrist and checked his pulse as the gurney wheeled inside the surgical tent.

      Sergeant Major Jason Gordon, known to his Special Ops Group as Doc, stepped out of the way. Eastwood was now in their hands. Next to him, Captain Nathan James Oliver, aka Outlaw, stood staring after them as the double doors swung shut, the expression on his face pained.

      “I know,” said Doc, absently reaching down to adjust himself. “I’m feeling his pain too. Can’t believe he nearly got his nuts shot off. Damn.”

      “He’ll be okay. Major Ross is the best and he’s got the best surgical team to help.” Nate swallowed. “I admit, though, I’m damned glad I don’t have to tell Emma I almost lost a nut.”

      Doc chuckled. “The bun’s already in the oven, Nate. I think your junk did its job.”

      “Yeah, I know. Six weeks to go but you can best be sure, Emma will want another baby down the line.”

      The two men made their way towards the surgical tent. “I’m pretty sure Eastwood will want one of his own one day, or the woman who unfortunately hooks up with him will.” Doc looked at his hand. It was covered in blood. “I’ll never be able to masturbate with this hand again after holding another man’s balls.”

      Nate chuckled. “Sure you will. You’re left-handed.”

      “Ambidextrous, and he’s my backup, man!” Doc wiggled his bloody fingers.

      Captain Oliver shook his head. “Let’s get you cleaned up and then I need you to get into sterile scrub and keep an eye on Eastwood. We can’t have him babbling during surgery and spilling classified info.”

      Doc frowned. “Goddamned State Department rules.”
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      Eastwood's surgery ran three hours. Doc stood by in the corner watching as Major Ross, with help from his two nurses, carefully brought his buddy’s testicles back together.

      The ebony-skinned nurse, the one who’d taken over holding Eastwood’s gonads, was competent beyond measure, but the second nurse, the quiet one, caught his attention. She was already in full scrub when he’d entered the surgical bay. The yellow paper apron over the top of her green surgical scrubs was matched by the head-covering the kept her hair secured. When she’d met them outside at the chopper, she’d been wearing a different hat, but now, one lock of hair escaped from behind her ear, the color of which was a beacon he had never been able to resist. Red.

      Redheads were his weakness, often his kryptonite. Even so, he was drawn to them. His last encounter with a feisty redhead had been nearly nine months ago back in London. Becky was Emma’s best friend and Emma was now Nate’s wife. By the time the wedding had taken place two months past, that relationship had already been dead in the water for six months. Becky decided she didn’t like dating a soldier and found someone new. The abrupt ending hadn’t broken his heart, but after seeing Nate and Emma’s relationship blossom into true love, it struck Doc just how many times he’d been down this road, always dating, but never quite connecting.

      When that lock of red hair slipped loose of its confinement, it was like a signal from the universe, at least, he hoped so. Eight months without female companionship was too long in his estimation. That's when he began watching her. She was cool under pressure, her hands sure and steady. She stood about 5 foot 3 inches and he was sure that beneath the surgical scrubs he remembered a petite yet athletic figure. Doc sized her up while the surgeon saved Sergeant Harold Tyler’s balls. His scrutiny was so focused that the weight of it was palpable.

      Leisl glanced up and caught him watching her. Their eyes locked, and for a moment, she couldn’t breathe.

      “Swab,” said Major Ross.

      Leisl swabbed the patient’s skin, cleaning the drops of blood from the incision. The surgeon extended his hand to Angie Nelson who handed him the needle already threaded. Major Ross began stitching Eastwood’s skin back together. In no time, the operation was completed.

      The major wiped his brow with the back of his forearm. He turned to Doc. “Your friend is going to be okay.” He paused, looking down at the patient. “It was messy, but thankfully, not serious. However, had that bullet gone just half and inch to the right the femoral artery would’ve been shredded. I don’t think he would’ve made it in that case. There’s some surface damage to the right testicle, but it’s not deep. I don’t believe he’ll suffer any sterility. Even so, the left testicle is fine. There will be some scarring, but he’s intact and should heal. That young man has balls of steel. Better that they took the bullet and not the other scenario.”

      Doc let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding. “That’s good news.  I’ll remind him if he ever complains about it.”

      Leisl stepped off to the far side of the bay, breaking scrub while the secondary team worked to move Eastwood to recovery. She turned to the conversation as she pealed the gown and surgical gloves from her arms and hands. The soldier called Doc was talking to Major Ross, but he was smiling at her. Dimples peeked out from his ruggedly handsome cheeks. His brown eyes found hers again and this time she noticed his absurdly long eyelashes. She felt sure that smile had seen quite a bit of practice, and while she acknowledge he was very good-looking, his charm failed to penetrate the fog of her own problems. Leisl threw her scrubs into the bin and turned, exiting the bay.

      Outside the cool, dry air cleared her head. The last dying rays of the sun painted the sky in shades of amber, amethyst, and gold. It was a beautiful sunset, and at that moment she felt she could be anywhere in the world and not in a desert in Kuwait a stone’s throw away from war.

      This time she wasn't alone. Pooch came running as soon as she stepped outside stopping at her side and waiting for her hand, which he knew would reach out and give him the scratches behind his ears that he so loved. She had come upon Pooch on her third day in Kuwait. The starving, sickly stray puppy would surely have died if she hadn't found him. Everyone told her to leave him be. Let nature take its course, but she didn’t listen. In between her duties Leisl hand-fed the pup scraps from her meals until he regained strength. She'd named him Pooch not knowing what else to call him. Growing up an orphan, she never had a pet and this dog, with his big brown eyes and beige fur with white paws, was the closest she ever came to knowing unconditional love. Every day, he waited for her to get off duty and play with him. Every day, he ate the bowl of food she provided and drank cool water from the stainless-steel bed pan she pilfered from the supply tent.

      Pooch had not only survived, but thrived. He’d grown over the past year into quite the handsome devil. He had short, wiry hair that grew a little thicker, a little shaggier around his snout. Leisl guessed he was some kind of terrier mix. His boundless energy when playing fetch the stick delighted her. Angie sometimes joined them, but Pooch, despite his affection for her friend made his preference known by gluing himself to Leisl’s side. Major Ross called him her personal body guard. Everyone at base camp knew Pooch and who he belonged to, by his own choice.

      “Well, Pooch, I helped save a man’s testicles today.” She bent down and picked up a rock, tossing it into the air and catching it. The dog whined, making it sound like a question. “I kid you not. Poor guy. Yeah, it looked like it hurt a lot.” Pooch immediately sat and bent his head to lick himself.

      Leisl laughed. “They’re still there, boy. But if I can ever take you back with me to the states, we’ll have to snip ‘em.”

      Pooch looked up, eyes wide.

      “Can’t have you running around trying to hump everyone’s legs like you do here. That’s just bad manners, boy. It’s supposed to make you a happier, calmer dog. You could use some calm. So could I.” She squatted down, reaching out to rub his fur. “That’s if I could even find a way to bring you back with me. I don’t know how things are going to go, Pooch.” Leisl looked him in the eyes. “I’m sick. Something is wrong with me and I’m not sure what’s going to happen. The army will send me back to America. Heck, I don’t even have a place to live. I guess it will depend on which hospital they send me to, but it won’t really matter. I haven’t got any family.”

      A heavy sigh escaped her as she reached up to pull the surgical cap off her head. The breeze ruffled the few loose strands. Leisl yanked out the clip holding her hair up and let it fall around her tired shoulders. She sat there, on her knees with Pooch inching his way closer until he was tucked in at her side. Leaning his head on her shoulder, he turned his snout up to lick her cheek. Leisl laughed, pulling her head away.

      “Ugh, you just licked yourself! But thanks. I love you too. And yes, you’re my family.” The dog lifted his paw putting it on her leg. “I’ll find a way, Pooch. As soon as I get settled, I’ll find a way to send for you. Now, come on. I know you’re hungry. I am too. Let’s go see what’s for dinner and then we’ll go check on the post-ops.” Leisl stood, leading the way. Pooch followed.

      From the shadow of the awning outside the surgical tent, Doc stood, watching the red-haired woman and the dog walk away. He’d come out intent on locating his captain to give him an update on Eastwood. When he saw the woman talking to the dog, he’d stopped, listening. He hadn’t meant to eavesdrop, but couldn’t help himself. Her words were laden with sadness even as she attempted to disguise them with humor, but for who? For herself or the dog? Either way, it bothered him. What had she meant when she said she was sick? She didn’t look sick. In fact, she looked incredibly healthy. Still, he knew that often didn’t amount to squat.

      What bothered him most was her saying she didn’t have any family. That was something he couldn’t fathom. His mom and dad, Jack and Tess Gordon, were still happily married after thirty-seven years. His dad worked as a veterinarian and his mom was a chef with her own successful bistro back in Colver, Colorado. His little sister, Sue, just graduated college with honors and was now working as an assistant at their dad’s veterinary clinic. She still hadn’t decided yet if she would go the full ride to veterinarian. That would mean going back to school, but for now, she was content helping Jack and learning at his side. His older brother, Ed, worked as a mortgage counselor and his wife, Leslie, taught second grade. They had two children, both boys, one in 5th grade and one in 6th. Doc’s family extended even further beyond the immediate to aunts and uncles, cousins, second cousins, and unofficial family members in the form of friends. Holidays at the Gordon residence were epic and there was never a quiet or dull moment. He couldn’t imagine not having them, not having anyone.

      The red-haired nurse mentioned she didn’t even have a home to go to in her time of need. That felt like a punch to his gut. No one should have to be alone, especially if they were sick. But what could he do? His team was currently deployed on a classified mission. No different than any other mission they undertook, but it left him without room to maneuver to help anyone else. They had to focus. And now, with Eastwood down, they were waiting for the army and the State Department to decide what they were to do. Their objective was not accomplished, but they needed a weapons specialist. That was his job, and why they called him Eastwood, because ‘Dirty Harry’ was too much of a mouthful in the field. He would be out for the next two months at the very least while his sac healed. Their prime target would not wait that long. Even now, Skyscraper, Ghost, and Hollywood were keeping a fix on the location where intel indicated the chemist was expected per intel, awaiting word.

      There was no time to waste. He felt badly for the lovely redhead, wanted to tell her everything would be alright, but the mission came first. Comforting a beautiful woman, unfortunately, would have to wait. Doc turned in the opposite direction and set out to find Nate.
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      Doc bit his tongue. It wasn’t like him to hold back words, but it wasn’t often he was put into a position where he had to either. Nate had just informed him he would not be returning to mission as expected. Rather, he was ordered to stay at base camp with Eastwood. The orders came down from General P.K. Davidson in coordination with the State Department. They were sending in the SEALs. Matthew ‘Wolf’ Steel and his team, Abe, Cookie, Mozart, Dude, and Benny were already en route to join Outlaw’s remaining team; Marcus ‘Skyscraper’ DuBose, Allen ‘Ghost’ Williamson, and Hank ‘Hollywood’ Jimenez.

      Nate maintained a poker face as he watched his teammate and friend struggle not to erupt. He’d had the same reaction not an hour past when the call came in from the general.

      “Go ahead. Spit it out. I know it’s killing you,” said Nate.

      Doc exhaled. “Why, goddammit? All we needed was a weapons specialist, not the whole goddamned cavalry! And even at that, we could still have handled it on our own without Harry. One more spec ops person is just backup. And why the SEALs? Is there some shortage of Green Berets I’m not aware of? What the fuck?”

      Nate shook his head. “Nothing I didn’t point out to Davidson, but Wolf’s team is closest and time isn’t on our side. New intel came down the pipeline that the chemist is on the move. Radio chatter indicates he’ll arrive at the location we were on our way to when we walked into that damned ambush. This is a high-priority asset. The Pentagon wants this one alive.”

      “For fuck’s sake, no one even knows what this asshole looks like let alone his real name. All we know is he goes by the handle of the ‘chemist.’ We should be there, Outlaw! Eastwood’s in good hands.”

      Nate paced the short length of the quarters he’d been assigned. “I know, but we follow orders first and foremost. You know that.”

      Doc threw his hands in the air. “So Wolf’s riding in to nab our target and the fucking Navy’s gonna take all the credit. Months of tracking this bomb-making terrorist from shithole to shithole down the drain. Fuck!”

      “You know it’s not like that. Wolf’s a good man and a damned good team leader. Not to mention, he’s our friend.”

      “I know this!” Doc shouted moving to the nearest folding metal chair and sitting down. “But he’s not going to let us live this down. I can hear it now. Eastwood lost his balls and Doc and Outlaw had to cradle them like a baby. SEALs to the rescue! Motherfuckers.”

      “He said hello by the way. Told Davidson to ask about your mom and if she’d be kind enough to send some of her special Gordon chocolate chip cookies to Caroline again. She really loved them.”

      Doc ran a hand through his hair. The brown strands had grown beyond regulation, but then, there hadn’t been time for a haircut. He’d only just shaved his face after eight days yesterday. And then they ran into an ambush, Eastwood caught sniper fire, and while Nate and Hollywood took the sniper out, Skyscraper and Ghost sent three more ISIS bastards to Allah. “Yeah, I’ll ask her. Mom really liked her. I’m sure she’ll send a shitload along overnight. Enough for the entire damn team, I bet.”

      Nate smiled. “Ask her to send some our way while she’s at it. I love your mom’s cookies.”

      “Not sure how good they’d be by the time they got here, man.” Doc eyed Outlaw.

      “Can’t be any worse than the MREs.”

      “Oh, hell no. Miles better than those ready-to-eat packs. Still, MREs aren’t that bad. Better than crap. Maybe mom should contract with the army, give them some of her recipes. There’s got to be a way to dehydrate and rehydrate her mushroom risotto.”

      Nate groaned. “Stop! You’re killing me. I’m already pissed we have to stay here. Don’t make it worse with food cravings.”

      “Sorry, man. At least the rest of our team will get in on the action,” said Doc. “That’s some consolation, I guess.”

      “About that…” Nate sighed, casting side-eye at Doc.

      “What?” Doc jumped up. “No! No fucking way!”

      “Yep. They’re transporting here as soon as they brief Wolf.” Nate stood, hands on hips, clearly frustrated.

      “I told you so! SEALs taking over. This ain’t the Green Beret way. We get our man. We don’t hand the sonsofbitches over to the sissy Navy boys.”

      “Pretty sure they say the same thing about us.” Outlaw rubbed his face. “All the ribbing we give to one another, but you know as well as I do we’d give our lives for them and they’d do the same, so take a breath. Go walk it off. Find something to do.”

      Doc fumed a moment longer, then exhaled. He wasn’t one to stay angry long about anything. He simply vented and then it was over. And Nate was right. Wolf and his team were cool in his book every day of the week and twice on Sundays. They were seasoned, skilled soldiers and good guys to boot. Doc’s whole family liked Wolf. Of course, his mom called Wolf by his given name. It was always “Matthew is such a nice young man, and that Caroline! Oh, my, what a sweet young lady! Jason, when are you going to settle down and give me grandchildren?”

      That always led to his family raggin’ on him about his serial dating. Next time they were all together, he’d make sure to slip some Ex-Lax into the cookie batter for Wolf. The thought made him smile.

      “I don’t know what evil thoughts just entered your head, but stifle them for now.”

      Doc turned to Nate. “I’m gonna go grab some dinner in the chow tent and then hit the hay. I’ll check on Eastwood before light’s out.”

      Nate replied, “No, I’ll check on him. You just go have dinner and get some sleep. It’s been a long day.”

      Doc nodded. “Thanks.” He headed toward the door. “Maybe that cute nurse is still there eating.”

      A loud bark of laughter followed him out. “I wondered if you’d noticed.”

      “Of course I did. I’m not blind.” Doc threw the words over his shoulder as he left Nate’s quarters.
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        * * *

      

      Leisl took a bite of potato. It needed more seasoning than just the salt, pepper, and butter provided, but it was better than no seasoning at all. The potatoes were next to bits of roast beef in a sort-of gravy on her tray. Some green beans and carrots rounded it out along with a hard roll. She’d already put most of the roast and some carrots on a small plate and placed it on the ground beneath the table. She sat near the chow tent’s far edge away from the other dining service members. This is where she’d taken to sitting for all her meals so that Pooch could slip in beneath the tent’s hem. She could hear the loud chewing sounds followed by the scrape of the plate against the gravel as Pooch licked the surface clean.

      Everyone knew she fed the dog when she ate, but no one seemed to mind. She was tearing off a piece of the roll and dipping it in gravy when the soldier called Doc walked in. Leisl dropped her hand below the table and felt the dog gently bite the bread, taking it from her fingers. She watched as Doc approached the chow line, picked up his tray, and went through. He, too, chose the roast beef over the sickly-looking chicken, and potatoes over the rice. A large bottled water and a piece of apple pie rounded out his dinner.

      She realized she was still staring when his eyes met hers. Smiling, he made a beeline in her direction. It was too late to run away.

      “Lucky me,” he said, sitting down opposite her at the table. “Didn’t think I’d see a friendly face the rest of the night. Mind if I join you?” he asked.

      Leisl stared at the man. He was smiling, brown eyes twinkling, and dimples winking. He’d already sat down and was busy opening his bottled water.

      She blinked. “Looks like you already have,” she said dryly.

      Leisl knew it was a rude thing to say, but she wasn’t in the mood for company. Her day had already been filled with bad news. Hard to believe it could get any worse than finding out she had a brain tumor, but her shift wouldn’t be over until midnight so there was still plenty of time for things to go downhill. A horny soldier, no matter how good-looking, just wasn’t something she wanted to deal with right now.

      Doc, sensing her withdrawal and remembering the odd conversation he’d witnessed her having with the dog earlier, immediately stopped smiling. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I should’ve asked first. My deepest apologies,” he said, sliding his tray down three seats and removing himself to that chair.

      She watched him retreat, sitting in the middle of the empty table by himself. He dug into his dinner, chewing the tough roast beef and making appreciative noises.

      “Not bad, but not my mama’s roast beef. Man, I miss her cooking.” He took another bite.

      Beneath the table, Pooch whined. He smelled the food and his plate was empty. Leisl leaned down and picked it up. The dog poked his head up anticipating that his human was about to provide him with more meat.

      Doc watched through his peripheral vision as she put more of her dinner onto the dog’s plate. It didn’t look like she was leaving much for herself and that bothered him. Recalling her telling the dog she was sick, he wondered exactly what kind of illness she’d been talking about. If her appetite was any indication, he figured some kind of stomach ailment. Still, a soldier needed to eat because you never knew what might happen from one moment to the next. He stood, picking up his tray, and without comment, walked three steps and dumped the majority of his roast beef and some carrots onto the dog’s plate. Then, he went back to the chow line and got a refill for himself and a second plate containing more roast and carrots for her. He placed the plate quietly in front of her and went back to his seat.

      Leisl’s jaw dropped. She could feel the desert air drying out her tongue. After rejecting his company, and despite her rudeness, the man had observed her feeding the dog most of her own dinner and had not only made sure the dog received a healthy portion, but that she did not go without either. She was stunned. Not knowing what else to say, she whispered, “thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Doc replied.

      The three ate in silence. The dog finished first and Leisl and the considerate soldier finished last.

      “You know, they didn’t have any more apple pie or else I would’ve brought you a slice,” he said, not looking at her. He pushed the plate a few inches in her direction. “I’d be happy to share mine.” He waited, still not looking at her.

      Leisl looked at the slice of pie. It did look good. Then she looked at Doc who refused to make eye contact even as he was obviously speaking to her. It was absurd and a little funny. A half smile tugged at her lips before she could suppress it.

      An answering grin slid across his face. “Is that a yes? Can I look at you now?”

      Leisl snorted. “Somehow, I think you already are.”

      He turned, brown eyes connecting with her green ones. “You got me. I have excellent peripheral vision. Hazard of the job.”

      “What, exactly, is your job?” she asked.

      Doc slid back down three seats to sit in front of her once again. He pushed the pie plate to the center of the table, grinning. “I’m a medic. Green Beret, Fort Carson unit.”

      She picked up her fork and at his urging, took the first bite. It was good. Better than the roast beef. “I wasn’t aware medics were required to have great peripheral vision. I thought you just needed medical training.”

      Doc took a bite, enjoying seeing her smile for the first time. “I’m not just any medic, ma’am. I’m part of a special ops group and my skills extend beyond medical.”

      Leisl sat back, eyes wide. “Did you just call me ma’am?”

      “Sorry, but I don’t know your name and your lanyard is backwards,” he said, pointing his fork at the badge hanging around her neck.

      She looked down, flipping the badge around. “Oh, right. I’m Leisl,” she said. “Sergeant Leisl Craig.”

      Doc reached across the table extending his hand. “Sergeant Major Jason Lee Gordon. My friends call me Doc.”

      She took his hand. It was rough, calloused as one would expect from a soldier, but it was also warm and oddly comforting. He held hers gently but firmly a little longer than necessary. Her breath hitched before he released her, his eyes never leaving her face.

      A whine interrupted them.

      Leisl chuckled. “Oh yes, and this is Pooch.” She leaned over, pointing under the table. “He’s my protector and usual dinner companion.”

      Doc leaned sideways and extended his hand palm up. The dog sniffed his fingers and then proceeded to lick them before putting a paw on his leg.

      “Oh, look. He likes you,” said Leisl, surprised. “He doesn’t take to people right away usually. Huh.”

      “It’s an alpha thing. Dogs know. It’s all part of male bonding in the animal kingdom. Also, I love dogs. Where’d you find him?” Doc scratched Pooch behind the ears sending the canine into doggy ecstasy.

      “I didn’t. He found me. He was just a puppy and a really skinny one at that who came up to me one day not long after I arrived last year. He was so sweet. I just couldn’t leave him be even though everyone told me not to get attached.” Her voice dropped low as she spoke, turning melancholy.

      Pooch, hearing the sadness in her tone, left Doc to snuggle up against her leg, laying his head in her lap.

      “He loves you.” Doc watched her face. A myriad of emotions ran through her green eyes as she pet the dog. He could see the feeling was more than mutual. She was deeply attached to the mutt. He understood that. The Gordon household was always filled with pets, what with his dad being a veterinarian. They fostered dogs, cats, birds, bunnies, and even a lizard once. It was difficult not to get attached but at least he knew then they were all going to good, loving homes. Leisl didn’t have that peace of mind. Pooch, as she called him, would be left behind when she went back stateside. Another casualty of war. That didn’t seem right, especially in light of what he’d overheard about her having no family. He wanted to say something, but for once, was at a complete loss for words.

      Leisl smiled, rubbing the dog’s head. “I know. I love him too. I’m going to try and bring him back with me when I go…” She stopped herself, pushing her chair and standing up. “It’s been nice. Thanks for the conversation, Jason, and the pie, but I have to get back to work.”

      “Sure,” he said, standing. “Anytime, Leisl.” Doc watched her pick up her tray and walk away. Pooch followed her to the dirty dish bin where she laid the now empty tray and the dog’s plate inside. She glanced back once, catching his eye before the tent flap swung back into place. There was a hint of sorrow in her expressive eyes that struck straight at his heart. He didn’t like it. Didn’t like that she was sad. He wanted to see her smile again. He had a feeling she didn’t smile often, didn’t have much reason to smile. He sat back down and finished off the last few bites of the apple pie. It wasn’t anywhere near as good as his mama’s, he thought. He wished he could talk to her now, ask her what she thought about this redhead with the sad, green eyes. Tess Gordon would like her, he already knew. And if she knew Leisl’s story, would probably take her under her wing like the mama bird she can’t help but be. She’d say, “Well? Help her, Jason Lee! Isn’t that what we raised you to do, what Uncle Sam trained you to do?” His mom was never shy with advice. Help her. But how? A smile spread across his lips and he snapped his fingers. He knew exactly how, but it would take a lot of behind-the-scenes maneuvering because he had a strong suspicion she wouldn’t appreciate his direct interference at all. That was okay by him. He didn’t need the glory, just the results.

      Whistling a happy tune, he carried his tray to the dirty dish bin and made his way to his quarters. He had a few phone calls to make.
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      The morning began on a note of locker room hilarity before it took a nose-dive. Doc visited Eastwood immediately after breaking his fast. All was well and Harry was on his way to being himself once again which meant he was flirting with his nurse.

      Sgt. Angie Nelson was giving Eastwood a sponge bath when he arrived.

      “Oh, damn. No one needs to see that!”

      “Come back, you big wussy. You’re just jealous cuz mine are bigger.”

      Doc snorted. “They’re swollen, Harry. Once they heal, they’ll be the same tiny marbles you had before a bullet found ‘em.”

      “Marbles of steel, buddy. And trust I won’t forget how gently you held them. That’ll be my fondest memory until the day I die.”

      Doc threw him the stink-eye.

      “You two want me to leave you alone?” Angie asked, sponge in hand. “Your friend can finish bathing you.”

      Eastwood grinned. “Not on your life. All things considered, I prefer you, beautiful.”

      Doc rolled his eyes. “I see he’s feeling better.”

      “Oh yes. He’s something else.” She resumed the bath, rinsing Eastwood’s limbs and body before throwing him a towel and focusing on changing his bandages. “Take a deep breath, Sergeant,” she said, “this might hurt.” She peeled away the tape and gauze.

      Doc watched as the smile froze on his teammate’s face. The grimace of pain eased once the bandages were removed. The entire groin was now exposed and for a moment, Doc felt Harry’s pain. His gonads were as big as mangoes and twice as red.

      The nurse poured hydrogen peroxide over the angry-looking mangoes. He and Eastwood both sucked in a breath at the same time.

      Angie smirked, shaking her head.

      Eastwood grunted through a tightly clenched jaw. “Damn, that stings!”

      “Here, this will help.” Nurse Nelson leaned down and blew cool air over the incision.

      Doc slapped a hand over his eyes, peeking through his fingers as his buddy intently watched her actions, obviously forgetting he wasn’t alone with the nurse. This wouldn’t end well, he just knew it.

      “Ow! Motherfucker!” Eastwood’s scream filled the room and spilled out into the hall.

      Nate came running into the room having been on his way to check on his weapon’s specialist. “What? What happened? What’s wrong?” He noticed Doc’s shoulders shaking.

      “Eastwood’s got a hard-on.” The laughter Doc was struggling to hold in erupted.

      “Nothing new”, he said. “So what’s the big deal?” Nate looked from Doc to the nurse.

      “It’s a big deal, Captain. It means his junk still works, but right now an erection is doing nothing but pulling at his incision.” She picked up a syringe of normal saline and squirted the cold liquid all over Eastwood’s penis like Smokey the Bear putting out a forest fire. Glancing down at her patient, she said, “And it also means Harry’s got a thing for brown sugar, don’t ya?” she joked.

      The cold saline did its job. As Eastwood’s boner deflated, a smile of relief spread across his face. “It’s all your fault, Angie. How’s any man supposed to keep cool when you’re teasing the hell out of me like that? Evil woman.”

      “Damn right, and don’t you forget it. Now, let’s get you re-diapered.” She picked up fresh gauze and began packing it gently between his thighs.

      “Yes ma’am. You just take your sweet time.” Eastwood’s words were contrite but the grin on his face was unrepentant.

      Nate shook his head. “If he gives you any more guff, Sergeant Nelson, please feel free to tape his mouth shut.”

      “I can handle myself, Captain, and he’s no problem. I know he’s really a pussycat under all that barking and slobbering.”

      “Damn, Eastwood. You may have met your match.”

      “As long as she keeps giving me my sponge bath, I’ll do anything she wants.”

      An unwelcome thought crept into Doc’s head. “Just don’t be asking Leisl to wash your salty balls.”

      Angie glanced up. “Leisl, is it? You sweet on Sergeant Craig, Doc?”

      Eastwood and Nate looked at him, eyebrows raised.

      Doc hesitated. “I’m just saying, don’t be shaking your little mango tree at every woman who walks in the room.”

      Nate glanced at Eastwood who glanced at Angie.

      “His mangoes are under my care, Doc. No need to worry your handsome head about that.”

      “Hey!” Eastwood said.

      Angie placed the last piece of tape over the gauze and reached for a fresh hospital gown sitting on the table beside her. “Don’t be flashing those sweet green eyes at me, Harold Tyler. I’m a free agent. Here, put this on.” She helped him into the green gown. “As for Leisl,” she said, glancing at Doc, “she’s a quiet one. Keeps to herself mostly when she’s not on shift. And she’s not one for casual hookups,” she said, casting side-eye at Doc.

      He cleared his throat. “It’s not about that. It’s just that, well,” he paused, not sure if he should reveal what he’d overheard.

      “Well, what?” Angie asked, facing him.

      “I don’t know. I saw her with a dog last night…”

      Angie waved her hand. “Oh, that’s just Pooch. She found that raggedy canine when she arrived and he follows her everywhere. What about him?”

      “Nothing. I just thought I heard her telling the dog she was going home soon. That’s all.”

      Angie cocked her head. “Going home? She hasn’t mentioned any such thing. Maybe you misheard.”

      Doc opened his mouth and then closed it again, considering his words. If Leisl hadn’t confided in her friend then it wasn’t right for him to be talking about what he’d overheard.

      “You’re right. That’s probably the case. Never mind.”

      Nate watched the exchange. He’d never seen Doc be anything other than completely open, but he swore he just witnessed him dancing around something he was unwilling to reveal. For Doc, that was odd behavior, especially on the heels of him warning Eastwood off the woman. As interesting as the entire scene was, it wasn’t important. He had news.

      “If you’re finished, Sergeant Nelson, I need to talk to my men.”

      Angie cleared away the wet towels and garbage, disposing of it all. “Of course, Captain.” She looked at Eastwood. “I’ll be back at noon with your lunch and meds.”

      Eastwood smiled. “Looking forward to it.”

      Nate and Doc stepped aside as Angie passed exiting the room.

      “What’s going on, Outlaw?” Doc asked.

      “Yeah, what’s happening?” Eastwood raised the head of his hospital bed.

      Nate reached back, closing the curtain to afford them some privacy. “The team is on their way here. They left at 0430, but that’s not the problem.”

      “Then what? We’re off the mission. Wolf’s team has command so how is this a problem for us?” Doc asked.

      Nate walked to the side of Harry’s bed, his expression grim. “After they flew out, CIA and COM-SAD reported new intel. A cell out of Syria exchanged communiques with another just ten miles south of where we stand now. The exact location isn’t pinned down yet, but word is, the chemist is being moved there, should already be en route.” He looked at his men.

      “No shit? So Wolf’s team is watching an empty house?” A self-satisfied half-smirk spread across Doc’s lips.

      Eastwood looked from one to the other. “So let me get this straight. While I was under, the Special Activities Division Command pulled us off our mission and sent SEALs in to replace us? What the fuck is that?”

      “That’s what I said!” Doc pointed at Eastwood.

      “And our target has changed direction so ole Wolf and his team are just sittin’ around playing with themselves? That’s fucking beautiful!” He grinned.

      “Damn, Harry, it’s like we’re one brain.” Doc slapped his thigh, gesturing between the two of them.

      “That’s all beside the point, fellas. We have a situation on our hands. We’re now the only team within striking distance. As soon as the guys land, we’re heading south. Sorry, Harry,” said Nate, “but you’ll miss out on this one. We’re going to have to make do without you.”

      “That sucks my big mangoes, Outlaw, but as long as our team bags this bomb-making fuck, I’m happy.”

      “So what’s their ETA?”

      Nate glanced at his watch. “Within the hour. Just enough time to pack up.”

      Doc approached Eastwood, fist out. “This one’s for you, brother.”

      The two men bumped fists. “Get that sonofabitch, Doc. I’ll hold down the fort.”

      “Just don’t lay your filthy paws on Leisl. She’s not for you.”

      Nate and Eastwood shared a look and both laughed.

      “Looks like another one bites the dust, Outlaw. First you with Emma, and now my boy, Doc. God Almighty, what’s the world coming to?”

      “Fuck you both,” said Doc, walking out of the room.

      “I think you might be right, Harry. Take it easy on Nurse Nelson while we’re out doing men’s work.” Nate grinned, clapping Eastwood on the shoulder before following Doc out the room.

      “Easy’s my middle name, Nate.”

      “Don’t we know it!” Nate called out.
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      On her way to breakfast, Leisl slammed head-first into a wall. Two strong hands caught her before she fell backwards.

      “Ow!”

      “Sorry! I’m so sorry,” Doc steadied her. He’d been en route to his room to pack preoccupied with thoughts, many of which included her, when she’d rounded the corner and walked right into him. Seems he wasn’t the only one not paying attention. Rubbing her forehead she glanced up. The sight of her knocked the wind clean out of his lungs as he stared into her lovely green eyes. Thick auburn lashes fluttered once before she focused on his face.

      “You can let go of me now,” she said.

      “What?” Doc blinked. Realizing what she’d said, he released her arms, but he didn’t step back.

      Leisl waited for him to move aside and when he didn’t tried to step around him.

      “Wait,” he said.

      “What?”

      He noticed she wore her hair up again today covering the glorious locks with her green army hat once again. He usually appreciated regulations but any uniform regulation that covered up such beautiful hair was one to drop as far as he was concerned. “I just wanted to say goodbye.”

      “You’re leaving?”

      Doc nodded. “Yes, within the hour.”

      “Where to?” Leisl swallowed. She didn’t mean to pry but he’d been kind to her the night before, and to Pooch.

      “Can’t say. Sorry. But I didn’t want to leave without at least saying goodbye. Wasn’t sure I’d even have time,” he said, taking a breath. “I was going to write you a note…”

      “A note?” The idea struck Leisl odd. Who wrote notes anymore? And what kind of note? Most people just fired off a text, but of course, he didn’t have her number. Even so, a note? She chewed her lip, waiting for him to explain.

      “Yeah, you know, to thank you for dinner last night and taking care of my teammate. That kind of note…” His voice trailed off as he focused on her lips.

      Warmth spread up her neck to her cheeks. Leisl realized she was blushing. Ducking her head, she nodded. “I see. Well, you’re welcome, Jason. And thanks for being so cool to Pooch.”

      Doc smiled. “Anytime, Leisl. Give me your phone.”

      She looked up. “What?”

      He extended his hand. “Give me your phone. Please?”

      His brown eyes were suddenly full of mischief and she swore his dimples were winking at her. Could dimples wink? She reached into her back pocket and pulled out her cellular. He took it, swiping the screen once before picking up her hand in his and gently placing her thumb on the lock screen to open it. His skin was warm and rough, and again, he held her fingers a little longer than necessary before releasing them. Two swipes and several key clicks later, he handed it back.

      “There. You have my number,” he said, “in case you get lonely during dinner or Pooch wants to chat. Or anything. Emergencies, whatever. You can text me. If I don’t answer right away, I will text you back as soon as possible. I promise. Just remember my phone will be off most of the time.”

      Leisl stood there, baffled by his words. She was used to soldiers trying to hook up with her when they passed through. Usually, she kept her head down and ignored them. They’d say obvious and outrageous things better left unanswered, but this man was different. He hadn’t come on to her like a freight train. Instead, he’d been kind, funny, and considerate. And now he was leaving.

      “Will you be back,” she asked before she could stop herself.

      The smile on his face grew even wider if that was possible. “If you want me to, I will.”

      “Oh, well, I was just curious,” she said, looking sideways. “I know you probably can’t talk about these things since it’s obvious you’re part of a Spec Ops team, but—”

      Arms snaked around her waist pulling her close. She was held firmly against his rock-hard chest, the one she’d run head-long into minutes before. Heat ignited within her sending delicious flames shooting south of her border. The intensity surprised her. Not because he was handsome, that was obvious to anyone with eyes, but because she never let men get this close. Her past experience made it impossible to even consider. “Leisl, if you want me to come back, I will. Do you want me to come back?” The smile was gone and the mischief that had been dancing in his eyes was replaced with a quiet sincerity.

      “I…” she swallowed. “Yes. Come back, Jason.”

      The sound of his name on her lips pleased him to no end. “Okay.” And with that, he leaned down placing a soft, warm, feather-light kiss upon her cheek before turning to go.
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      Doc and Nate were ready when the helo landed. Skyscraper, Hollywood, and Ghost jumped out, ducking low and running clear of the Chinook’s blades. As soon as it delivered the men, it took off once again.

      “Nice to see you boys,” said Nate. “Don’t get comfortable. We have a jeep waiting. We’re heading out, south-bound to the Saudi border.”

      Ghost, Nate’s second in command, raised a pale eyebrow. An albino from birth, Allen Williamson stood out in a crowd. In combat, he kept his pale hair covered with an army bandana and helmet and covered his face using a camo stick. The dark paint helped him blend in and protected his sensitive skin from sunburn in the Middle Eastern heat. Sunglasses hid his light blue-grey eyes. “New mission?”

      “Same mission, new information.” Nate looked at each of his men in turn.

      Hollywood’s face screwed up in confusion. “But we just left Wolf’s team. They’ve taken over.”

      “I know. While you were in transport, command contacted me. The chemist is being moved south and we’re now the closest team. There’s no time to waste. Wolf’s team won’t make it in time. The location’s been moved just ten miles south of this base. We don’t have exact coordinates yet, just one clue, actually.”

      “And what’s that?” Skyscraper asked. He stood taller than all of his teammates at 6’7”. A native of New Orleans, Marcus DuBose was also the quietest among them, and when it came to sneaking up on the enemy, he was the deadliest.

      “We’re looking for a small building, probably near the base of the mountain range, with one red stone in the rock wall. That’s all the intel COMM could garner.”

      “Any word on how many combatants?” Ghost asked.

      “Last satellite imagery collected revealed a two-car caravan heading in that direction. No way to know how many inside the vehicles. SUVs, both. Could be three to eight.” Nate hefted his pack onto his shoulder. “Ready?”

      “Damn right, we’re ready. I’m just stoked the SEALs won’t be nabbing our target.” Hollywood grinned. Skyscraper winked and fist-bumped him.

      “How’s our boy?” Ghost asked, following Nate.

      Doc answered. “He’s intact. Old numb-nuts is going to milk this one for all it’s worth. Already flirting with his nurse and splitting his stitches.”

      “He got a boner?” Hollywood asked, laughing.

      Nate glanced over his shoulder. “Full staff. Damn-near made him cry too.”

      “Pussy.” Skyscraper grinned. “Damn glad they were able to save his sac though.”

      “Yeah,” Hollywood said. “Hey, Outlaw, do they take the de-balled in PATCH-COM?”

      “PATCH-COM,” said Skyscraper. “What the hell’s that?”

      Ghost fell in line next to him. “An urban myth. Supposed to be another Spec Ops group, but this one’s for wounded warriors unwilling to lie down. The way I heard it they take any and all Special Forces ‘broke dicks’ who’ve lost an arm or a leg or an eye and they patch them up like fucking Universal Soldiers. Give ‘em high-tech prosthetics, retrain them, and send them back into combat. There’s an extra layer of secrecy on their top secret missions.”

      Nate grunted, “Broke dick. Eastwood’s new nickname.”

      “A myth. So it doesn’t exist?” Hollywood asked.

      Nate stopped at the jeep. “Who knows? We only know what COM-SAD tells us and right now, that mission is to locate the chemist and bring him in. They want him alive.”

      Doc grinned, clapping Hollywood on the back. “Dude, do you really think the army or any branch of the military is slapping soldiers together with spit and tape like fucking MacGyver and sending them back in? What’s a broke dick gonna do? Beat a terrorist with his wooden leg?” He shook his head, chuckling as he hopped into the backseat. “Next thing, Hollywood, you’ll be telling me we got blade runner Snake Eaters and an armless army. You should write books.”

      Hollywood slid in next to Doc and ended up sandwiched between him and Skyscraper. Nate and Ghost took the front seats with Ghost driving. “My older brother mentioned PATCH-COM to me about a year ago. I was visiting him at Walter Reed. You know he lost his leg from the knee down after his unit rolled up onto a body-bomb in the middle of a damned dirt road. He was still on a morphine drip so I didn’t know what he was talking about. Kept saying he was invited to join PATCH-COM, but he hadn’t decided if he would. Mom thought he was drugged out of his head. He did have a problem with painkillers after that. Took him nine months to get clean of them. Damn. It would be a good story though.”

      “That’s why we keep you around, Hollywood,” said Doc.

      “We ride the first five miles,” said Nate. “After that, we find a spot to hide the jeep and hump that last five. General coordinates will put us inside the correct region, but it’s up to us to locate this safe house and we only have a twenty-four hour window before they move this bastard again. If they slip the net, they’ll be inside Saudi and gone. Let’s not fuck this up.”

      Each man faced forward, responding, “Sir, yes, sir!”
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        * * *

      

      “Enter.” Leisl sat next to Major Ross in the small waiting room outside Colonel Jackson’s office. Two hours had passed since breakfast. For Leisl, it was time spent reflecting on the awkward yet intense encounter with Jason. She could still feel the touch of his hands on her waist and the heat of his lips on her cheek. Her own hand had reached up, covering that spot throughout breakfast repeatedly as if she could erase the lingering effect or maybe capture and keep it forever. She was so preoccupied that Pooch took advantage of her inattention creeping up from under the table and stealing the bacon off her plate. When she’d looked down it was gone. The dog stared at her, peeking out once again from the relative safety of the table, licking his chops, completely unrepentant. Somehow, she couldn’t be mad.

      After she’d finished her eggs and toast, she filled the pilfered bedpan that served as Pooch’s water bowl outside the medical staff quarters near the door. That’s where Major Ross found her.

      “We have an audience with the Colonel in an hour. I need to make rounds, check on my patients. Meet me at HQ then. And Leisl, don’t fret.” He smiled, patting her on the arm. “Everything will be alright.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said, saluting him. He returned the gesture, heading off to the makeshift hospital ward as she made her way back to her room with nothing left to do for an hour except think. It was the longest hour of her life. Before she knew it, she was sitting in the Colonel’s small, airless waiting room with a bead of sweat trickling down her spine.

      One harshly barked order and it was time to meet her fate. She only hoped she didn’t lose everything she’d worked so hard to achieve. And down deep, she hoped she didn’t lose her life. There was too much left to do, too much possibility and perhaps…promise.

      For Leisl, there hadn’t been much interest early on in boyfriends. While everyone else in high school spent their time trying to hook up with someone, she kept her nose buried in books or listening to music. Both were her go-to escapes from reality. It was one foster home after another never really giving her the chance to make friends, and she could’ve used one. When the eldest son of her last foster parents began showing too much interest in what she wore and where she went, there was no one to go to for help, least of all his parents. They collected the state’s check paid out monthly to provide her with a place to sleep and ignored her for the most part. Both of the Mastersons were heavy drinkers six days a week. On the seventh day, they attended church and held off hitting the bottle until Sunday dinner which consisted of Kentucky Fried Chicken for all, Mountain Dew for the kids, and Bourbon for the adults.

      The double-wide trailer they lived in sat on a corner lot in a small town in West Virginia. The Mastersons had two sons and one daughter. Gloria was seventeen and already had her first child. The baby was sweet, but Gloria could never be described as such. Her wanton ways were well-known around high school and a lot of the kids made a game of speculating about who the father of the child might be. The two sons were opposites in every way. The younger boy, Travis, made good grades and managed to steer clear of trouble. She liked him. Sometimes he would come in and ask what she was reading looking for someone to just pay him some attention. It felt natural to invite him over to sit next to her. He would read over her shoulder and ask a lot of questions. Intelligent questions. He was a smart kid.

      The older son, Tim, sought trouble like an addict. At nineteen, he drank and smoked like his parents. Unlike the one-day-a-week Baptists, he avoided church and instead, often found himself on the wrong side of the law. Possession of narcotics, theft, battery, and DUIs were just a few of the crimes on his long list of offenses. He didn’t seem to care for anything at all except getting what he wanted when he wanted it.

      One cold Sunday morning in February of Leisl’s senior year, his parents took Travis off to church ignoring her as usual. Tim stayed behind, keyed up on coke. He walked into her bedroom, a strange look in his eyes. That day, with no one around to hear her scream, he added rape to his rap sheet. She tried telling his mother when they got home, but Mrs. Masterson took her son’s side yelling, spittle flying, calling a then seventeen-year-old Leisl an evil temptress and a whore.

      “I knew you’d be trouble the day you arrived, you ungrateful slut! Get out of my house! You’re not worth the $750 a month. Get out and take your lies with you! If you even try to go to the police, I’ll tell them you molested Travis!”

      The terror that seized her soul was as real as the hot, one-hundred proof, stale cigarette breath assaulting her senses as the bloated woman stood over her shaking a chipped, yellow fingernail in her face.

      Not knowing what to do, she’d run to her room and thrown the few things she owned into her back pack and ran out the back door. She had nowhere to go. No money. Nothing at all, and still had three months left to graduate. That night, she slept inside the bathroom stall of an all-night diner. Huddled in the corner, she gripped her back pack, afraid every time someone came in that she would be discovered and kicked out. She could hear the strangers doing their business in the other two stalls. Now and again, someone would try the door where she sat before giving up and walking next door. She washed her face and brushed her teeth in the morning, slipping out in the pre-dawn light and heading off to school.

      The next three nights were the same before one of the waitresses noticed. Her name was Rose and until the day she died, Leisl knew she’d never forget her or her kindness. Rose recognized a soul in need. It was with her help that Oscar Ruiz, the diner’s owner and manager, and also Rose’s husband, hired her. She waited tables after school, and because Rose had such a kind heart, was offered a spare room in her house. Rose made sure Leisl did her homework, helped her learn how to save her money, and when it came time to graduate, it was Rose and Oscar who were there cheering her as she walked the stage.

      Oscar Ruiz was a retired Gunnery Sergeant with twenty-three years of service to his country before returning to West Virginia and opening the diner. He and Rose were good people. They raised a son who went on to serve in the Marines. As far as Leisl knew, he was still active duty, but it had been years now since she’d last communicated with Rose. There were a few letters during the first two years after she enlisted, but after that, her nursing studies and demands of the job took her far from that small town, far from everything she wanted to forget.

      All that had happened in her young life spurred her on. She never wanted to rely on anyone for anything again. She’d been let down enough. Her mother’s selfish choices left her to fend for herself while being jostled between foster families who cared only for the monthly compensation they received from the state, not about her. The only compassion and care she could recall came from Rose and Oscar, and she was grateful, but didn’t really know how to show her gratitude. The only real love she could pinpoint came from Pooch. The mutt was easy to love. He didn’t ask for anything except food, water, and ear scratches.

      In all, it was a shitty history, one she kept to herself. The situation she now faced was one in which, for the first time ever, she wished for someone by her side, someone to help her get through. Someone who might, at the very least, tell her it was going to be okay.

      When Leisl left Colonel Jackson’s office, she felt numb. He was understanding, but the man was a soldier first. He saw everything in black and white.

      “That’s a tough break, Sergeant.” He turned his attention to Major Ross. “Make the arrangements. Next transport back to the states. If you need help, my secretary will assist. I’ll sign off on the release as soon as he gets it on my desk. Dismissed.”

      That was it. Her fate decided in the blink of an eye. A tear slipped down her cheek and she wiped it away before Major Ross could see.

      “I’ll let you know the details as soon as I have them. Is there any particular place you’d like to go? Where’s home? I’ll see if I can get you into a VA hospital nearby.”

      Leisl swallowed. “Anywhere that can take me is fine. My parents are dead. I don’t have a home.”

      The Major blinked, quickly masking his surprise, and then nodded. “Okay. I’ll let you know. See you at 1600.” He dismissed her as the Colonel had done, walking away in long strides.

      It was nearly lunch, but she wasn’t hungry. The ringing in her ear returned, keening as she made her way across camp to her quarters. Halfway there, Pooch saw her coming and ran to greet her, falling in step at her side. Together they walked to the medical staff quarters. Needing comfort, Leisl snuck Pooch inside, down the hall, and to her room. It was a rare treat for the dog who’d only seen the inside of her quarters during bad storms.

      “You’ll have to be quiet, Pooch,” she said, dropping down onto the cot. “But I’m glad you’re here.” She laid back, rolling to her side with one arm hanging down. The dog stuck his beige head under her hand taking a spot on the floor next to her. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, boy.” Reality sank in as she realized she would be leaving soon. “And I don’t know what I’m going to do without you. God, what am I going to do, boy?” Tears sprang from her eyes and her throat tightened painfully. “I don’t want to leave you here.” She swallowed the lump threatening to choke her. “I’ll ask Angie to watch over you.”

      Pooch whined, lifting his head to lick her face.

      She felt hopeless. With nowhere to go, no one to help, and the agony of having to leave behind the only creature on earth she loved, Leisl reached a breaking point. The tears fell and kept on coming. Through it all, Pooch stayed by her side, licking her hand. Before long, exhaustion pulled her down into a deep sleep.
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      The team ditched the jeep near an outcropping of boulders. After covering it with a camouflage tarp and branches pulled off a nearby bush Nate briefed the men on the next leg of their journey.

      “We’ll head southwest to this area,” he pointed to the map pulled up on the screen of his GPS tablet. “It’s nothing but rocky terrain along this side of the mountain range. Not much cover. If we hump it fast, we’ll make it there before sundown and have time to scout the buildings. We’ll have to climb to a good vantage point.”

      “Sounds good.” Ghost glanced down the expanse before them. “We’d better get moving.”

      Skyscraper fell in line behind Ghost and Outlaw. Doc moved in next, pulling his cell phone out of his vest pocket and staring at the screen.

      “What’re you looking at, Doc?” Hollywood asked.

      Doc shut the cell phone down. No electronic signals allowed from here on in. He shoved the phone back into his vest pocket and zipped it closed. “Nothing,” he said.

      Hollywood glanced at him. Doc’s face was tight, his eyes focused straight ahead. A clear change from the usual easy-going man he knew Doc to be. “Doesn’t sound like nothing.”

      “Shut up, Hank.” Doc tuned him out, focusing on putting one foot in front of the other.

      The hot sun beat down on their necks for the next hour and a half. They all felt the change in temperature begin to drop as the sun set. The cooler air was welcome. The gathering darkness helped conceal their approach. Outlaw’s hand went up clenched into a fist and everyone stopped.

      “This is it,” he whispered low.

      Ahead, about fifty yards, was a small circle of stone huts. Doc counted seven clustered with an eighth off by itself maybe thirty-five yards east.

      Nate pointed up. “Ghost, Skyscraper, climb up to that outcropping and see if you can locate one with a red stone.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Doc, Hollywood, stay with me. We’ll take cover behind these trees.” He nodded towards a copse of fig trees. “Radio frequency three, boys,” said Outlaw, holding up his two-way radio.

      “Roger that, Captain.” Ghost and Skyscraper took off, running low and climbing up the side of the mountain in a zig-zag pattern, taking cover behind boulders and bushes alike until they reached the rock ledge.

      Ghost lifted the thermal binoculars hanging around his neck to his eyes, scanning the group of huts below while Skyscraper did the same—with the sight of his high-powered M4 assault rifle.

      The final rays of the sun faded fast, but that didn’t matter. The night vision on the thermal binoculars made objects clear as day. Ghost moved from right to left sweeping each hut searching for one out-of-place red rock in the wall face. He found none such in the cluster and aimed the lenses at the last hut east of the cluster. There, above the door just under the eave of the roofline was a dark red rock. He held steady, seeking heat signatures and found none inside that building. Sweeping back to the cluster, he found five men. Two inside the hut at nine o’clock from his position and three moving around inside the hut located at two o’clock. He relayed that information to Outlaw.

      “And what about the road. Anything yet? Over.”

      Ghost scanned the length of the dirt road coming into the tiny village from the northwest. The binoculars had a range of up to five miles. A cloud of dust and two pairs of headlights indicated the SUVs caught on satellite earlier were almost there.”

      “That’s affirmative, Six,” said Ghost, referring to the leader of their team by his mission codename. In battle, team commanders were called ‘Six’ to confuse the enemy should they be listening. “The enemy is about twenty minutes out. Over.”

      “Stay put. Assess the new arrivals. Report back when you have their information and then we’ll make our plan. Six out,” Outlaw ordered.

      “Roger that.” Ghost quit the walkie talkie and lifted the thermal binoculars once again training them on the village below and zooming out to include the incoming caravan of two SUVs. They waited, silent and still.

      Doc kept his eyes peeled, M4 at the ready. Watching the road, he wondered what Leisl was doing. She went on duty at 1600, that much he knew, but after that, he didn’t know much else. As a medic, he was familiar with what an R.N. did, but that wasn’t the information he needed. What he wanted to know is what she thought about while she worked. What were her interests? Did she like to read? Listen to music? He knew she liked dogs. And he knew she was sick. She’d said so when talking to the dog, although she wasn’t aware he knew. He still didn’t know what she meant by that but if it was causing her to be sent back to the states, it wasn’t good. He’d tried calling his dad before leaving, but couldn’t get through. Instead, he’d fired off an email from the Colonel’s assistant’s office, with the Colonel’s permission. It would be relayed through a scrambler to Jack Gordon’s ISP. His dad would know what to do, he was sure. He hoped so, anyhow. He’d never failed in any mission he set out on and didn’t intend to start now. There had to be a way.

      Headlights pierced the darkness as the sound of engines grew louder.

      Two SUVs arrived, driving into the center of the seven huts. One stopped and the other continued on to the hut set outside of the circle.

      One by one, night vision goggles came down over their eyes. For the team, the darkness lit up once again clear as day. Two men came out of the hut located at nine o’clock. One was short and stocky, the other, tall and thin. Both were clean-shaven, an unusual state for Muslim extremists. Al-Qaeda was thick in this border area and wanted nothing more than to remove all westerners and their influence from the Middle East. They met three men exiting the parked SUV. These characters wore the full beards recognizable in ISIS members, as expected from the brief intelligence they’d received. ISIS had a strong foothold in Iraq and Syria. Their presence in Kuwait raised questions.

      “What the hell are ISIS assholes doing on the Kuwait/Saudi border with Al-Qaeda?” Doc asked.

      Outlaw grunted. “Trying to get their bomb-maker into Saudi no doubt. But what’s Al-Qaeda getting out of it?”

      “This isn’t good,” said Hollywood. “These two factions don’t agree with one another. Hell, that would be like Taliban working with ISIS. Political ideologies and religious ones never mix. They hate each other.”

      “Exactly.” Outlaw pressed the button on his two-way. “What’s the 4-1-1 on the second SUV? Over.”

      Ghost’s voice came over the line. “Three people exiting the vehicle. You won’t believe it, but one is a woman. Hands shackled behind her back. She’s a captive. Two pricks manhandling her into the hut. Over.”

      “Sonofabitch,” said Outlaw. He looked at Doc. “Either we got some wrong information, or we have a secondary situation with this mission. Whatever the case, we can’t leave the woman in their custody.” He clicked the two-way button again. “De Oppresso Liber, boys.”

      Each man nodded. Doc whispered, “Green Beret motto. Liberate the oppressed.”

      “Hoorah, motherfuckers,” whispered Hollywood.

      “Hoorah,” answered Ghost over the line.

      Thinking fast, a plan was made. “It’s ten against five, gentlemen.”

      “Good odds,” said Doc.

      “We need to capture the new arrivals and keep them alive until we determine which one is the chemist.” Outlaw drew a map in the dirt with his finger. On the two-way, he asked, “Ghost, where did the new arrivals go? Which huts?”

      “The two with the woman are inside red rock hut. No,” he paused. “Hold on. The two new arrivals and the woman are coming back out now. They’re headed to the cluster.”

      Outlaw, Doc, and Hollywood waited. The three people in question came into view from their vantage point. They marched the woman to the hut at four o’clock. It was the one closest to them. The woman stumbled once, falling to her knees. One of the two ISIS toadies hauled her up by her elbow eliciting a cry of pain from the woman. The word, “eajluu,” (Hurry!) reached their ears as the terrorist pushed the woman repeatedly. He shoved her through the door of the hut and yanked it closed, locking it. They turned, making their way to the hut at two o’clock. The three men inside stepped out. Greetings were exchanged and then the two men were shown to the hut at one o’clock where the rest of their group was already ensconced. The men at hut nine went back inside while the men from hut two, all three of them returned to theirs. One remained outside smoking a cigarette watching the road. He pulled a chair forward from the wall and sat down.

      “I guess he has first shift pulling guard duty,” said Hollywood.

      Outlaw spoke low into his two-way. “Return to rendezvous.”

      Ghost replied, “Roger that.”

      They waited until Ghost and Skyscraper rejoined the group and then, “Okay, men. We wait until after midnight. When the targets are asleep, we take out huts two and nine. The Al-Qaeda are non-essential. Ghost, you and I will tuck them in tight with grenades inside their front doors. There’s nowhere for them to run. No back doors or windows to jump out of. Skyscraper and Hollywood, you take hut one, Doc, you get inside four and get that woman out. Ghost and I will come in behind Skyscraper and Hollywood. Non-lethal injuries only, gentlemen. We need to find the chemist. Everyone got it?”

      “Yes, sir.” Skyscraper grinned. “Let’s put a hurt on these mofos.”

      Doc slapped Skyscraper on the shoulder. “You know it, son. Now we wait.”
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      Leisl entered Eastwood’s room. He was propped up on pillows reading a Lonesome Dove novel, a pair of wire-rimmed reading glasses halfway down his nose . He lowered the book, glancing up.

      “Time for your meds,” she said, carrying in the plastic cup containing two pills. One, an antibiotic, and the other, for pain.

      “Eight o’clock sharp.” Eastwood reached out, taking the cup and tossing the pills into his mouth.

      Leisl handed him the water bottle from his bedside table and watched as he swallowed the pills down. “How are you feeling?”

      He looked at the petite redhead. She appeared pale, tired, but in all, a very pretty woman he decided.

      “A little sore, but okay. They got me up earlier and let me walk around a bit. Hurt like hell, but I made it from my bed to the door and back. Had to walk bow-legged the whole way, though,” he joked, pointing at the inordinate amount of gauze packed around his groin.

      A tight smile pulled at her lips. “Did they change your bandages? Lay back and let’s have a look,” she said, reaching for the cover thrown over his lower body.

      Eastwood’s hand came down fast, clutching the material. “No!” he said, then, clearing his throat and softening his tone. “It’s okay. Angie did that already. Everything’s good.”

      An auburn eyebrow shot up. “Sergeant, I’ve seen testicles before. There’s no need to be shy. I assisted in your surgery, remember?” She reached again for the cover, and again, Eastwood stopped her, pulling away and appearing for all the world like a prudish old maid.

      “I’m aware of that, ma’am, but with all due respect, you’re not seeing them again.” The look he gave her was stern and clearly said the matter was settled.

      Frustrated, her nostrils flared. “What has gotten into you? I’m a nurse, Sergeant Tyler, not some stranger trying to get a look at your junk.”

      Eastwood reached up, stroking the days growth of beard. It was coming out red, a contrast from his dark blond hair. “You’re Doc’s girl. There’s a line we don’t cross with each other’s women. It was an emergency when I arrived, but everything’s fine now, and you’re Doc’s girl,” he repeated. “So there’ll be no peep shows between you and me. Angie handled it. I don’t need a bandage change until tomorrow. That’s the end of it.”

      Leisl’s jaw dropped. Her brow creased in consternation as his words echoed inside her mind. Doc’s girl? Shaking her head, she said, “What in the world are you talking about? I’m nobody’s girl. I’m a grown woman, for God’s sake, not some man’s property! Just what century do you think we’re living in? Where did you get such a hair-brained idea in the first place?”

      A smile crept across Eastwood’s lips. “Damn, he sure picked a feisty one. And here I thought you were so quiet.” He laughed. “Ole Doc’s in for some unexpected shit for sure.”

      “This is not funny, Sergeant. I asked you a question. Please be so kind as to answer it.” She stood, hands on hips, tapping her booted foot.

      “You asked a lot of questions, actually, but I’m guessing you want an answer to the last one. I was warned off by Doc himself. Told me not to shake my mangoes at you, to be precise,” he chuckled. “But I have to say, what’s really amusing is that you don’t seem to be in the know. I figured you two already had something going on, but from the look on your face, that’s not the case at all, is it?” he paused, hand mid-stroke on his whiskers, considering. “Oh my damn, this is a new one.” He laughed out loud, then grew serious. “Don’t you like him?”

      Leisl was getting angrier by the minute, but Eastwood’s last question threw her for a loop. “I…well, yeah, I like him, I guess. He was kind to me. Nice to my dog, but there isn’t anything going on between me and Jason.”

      Eastwood threw back his head and hooted. “Jason, she calls him! Ha! On a first name basis, but nothing going on, she says! This is rich.” He wiped his eyes, still chuckling. “Doc’s caught for sure this time. I can’t wait to give him shit about this.”

      “There is something seriously wrong with you Spec Ops types.”

      “It’s called confidence, sweetheart,” he said.

      “It’s called cockiness, Sergeant, and it’s annoying as hell.” She turned to leave, stopping at the door. “I’m your nurse until midnight. If you need anything, ring the damned call bell.”

      Eastwood watched her go, grinning ear to ear. Shaking his head, he picked up his book. “Guess there’ll be another wedding soon.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour passed and Leisl still hadn’t cooled off. She didn’t like having her authority as a nurse dismissed out of hand like that, and worse, she did not appreciate Jason telling her patient that she somehow belonged to him making her job impossible. The more she thought about it, the more pissed off she became. Finally, she whipped out her cellular and looked through her phone for his number. It was the first time she’d bothered to check since this morning when he’d snuck it into her contact list. There he was, staring back at her, Jason G.

      “Cocky asshole,” she whispered. The interaction with Eastwood revealed a different side of Jason than the sweet, funny man who’d shared dinner with her and had been kind to Pooch. Pooch liked him, but didn’t all dogs stick together?

      She didn’t know. Having so little experience with men left her unprepared for someone like Jason Gordon. Cocky didn’t begin to describe him. More like Neanderthal after this nonsense. Confidence, Eastwood had called it. Maybe it was, she thought. Being in Special Forces did take an inordinate amount of cocksureness or else how could they possibly survive doing what they do? Jason was out on a mission somewhere now, could be in the middle of a dangerous situation for all she knew. Might even be hurt, or worse…No! She wouldn’t think such a negative thought. She might be pissed at him, but she didn’t wish him harm, at least, not from anyone else. From herself, however, that was now open for debate. The man needed to be taken down a peg.

      Some of the fire in her blood cooled leaving behind smoldering embers of annoyance. She began writing a text, then erased it. Thinking long and hard she typed, Hope you’re okay. We need to talk.

      She didn’t expect an immediate answer and did not receive one. With no way to resolve the anger she was feeling, the lame text would have to do for now.

      Leisl worked on patient charts, fuming. That was how Major Ross found her.

      “Having a good evening?” he asked. “Say, I’ve got an update on your transfer. There’s an excellent oncologist at Walter Reed Medical Center in D.C. He’s a friend of mine from med school. Dr. Hal Drake. I talked to him this afternoon and he can take your case. I’ve sent over your information. Just waiting on Command to make your travel and lodging arrangements. Should have an answer in a day or two. They have a residence center for soldiers so no worries on where you’ll stay. Medical staff visits you there and can help you with whatever you need. Great program.”

      She nodded, eyes forward on the computer screen. “Okay.”

      “You alright? Ringing in the ears again?” Major Ross walked around the counter.

      Leisl looked up. “No more than usual, but not right now. I’m fine.”

      He looked at her closely. She’d become paler than usual, but that could be general fatigue resulting from the new medication to control her hand tremors. He pulled out his pen light, leaning down to check her eyes. Flashing the light into first one and then the other, he reached for her hand and placed two fingers on her wrist, checking her pulse. “Everything seems fine, but you look tired, Craig. Have you eaten dinner?”

      “Not yet, no. I have a tray in the break room.”

      “Go eat. That’s an order. I’ll stay here until you get back. You have thirty minutes so make them count. Eat it all, too. Don’t just push your food around the plate.” Major Ross stood over her, one graying eyebrow raised.

      He looked and sounded like every sitcom dad she’d seen on television. She wondered if her father would’ve been like Major Ross had he lived. She liked to think so because Major Ross cared about the people he worked with and he talked about his family all the time. It was clear he loved his wife, Roberta, and his twins, Ben and Denise.

      “If it’s an order then—”

      “It is. Go! Now.” He pointed, face stern, but there was a twinkle in his blue-gray eyes.

      “Yes, sir.” She stood, pausing to salute.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he said, returning the gesture in a half-hearted manner. “You know you don’t have to do that all the damned time, Craig. Informal situations like this, don’t worry about it.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” She moved around him, leaving the desk.

      “Just Major is fine too. Go, before I change my mind.”
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      Doc waited from his post outside hut four for the signal. The eerie silence of the night split as first one explosion immediately followed by another assaulted his ears in a cacophony of sound. The grenades lobbed inside huts nine and two by Outlaw and Ghost sent the Al-Qaeda members to their maker. Shots rang out from the direction of hut one as Doc kicked down the door of hut four. Inside, it was pitch black and oddly quiet. Suddenly, something small and furious launched itself at him screaming like a banshee.

      “Goddamn it,” he yelled, dropping his M4 down to his side and wrapping both arms around the vicious hell-cat hissing and spitting at him while desperately raking its nails across his cheek before seeking his eyes. “Stop! I’m here to rescue you!”

      As fast as the attack began, the she-devil in his arms stopped. “You speak English?”

      Doc heard the heavily-accented female voice even as he felt warm blood ooze down the side of his face. She’d gotten him good.

      “United States Green Beret, ma’am. I’m here to get you out.”

      Arms reached up over his helmet, wrapping around his neck as the woman sobbed into his vest. “I prayed to Jesus to save me and here you are. Praise be.”

      “You’re Christian?” Doc asked, looking down. There was no light inside the hut save for the glow from the fire outside in the cluster.

      She sniffed, looking up. “Yes. I know. It’s not usual for Syrians to be Christian, but I am.”

      “Syrian?” Doc asked, surprised. “Ma’am, who are you?”

      “You don’t know? But…you said you were here to rescue me.”

      He shook his head. “We’re here looking for the chemist. We saw the terrorists drag you out of the SUV earlier in shackles. We couldn’t leave you behind. Speaking of which,” he reached back finding her hands still cuffed together around his neck. Ducking out of the loop of her arms, he pulled away. “Let’s see if we can get those off.” He unzipped a vest pocket pulling out a kit. Inside the folded leather were several lock picks, one made especially for handcuffs. The cuffs were removed in no time.

      She rubbed her wrists. “Thank you…?”

      “Just call me Doc.” He turned, glancing outside. The gunfire ceased. He needed to see what was going on. “Get behind me and stay low.”

      The woman moved in close at his back. Doc peeked out, rifle first, eyes second. Huts two and nine were ablaze lighting up the circle. Embers from the flames would ignite the surrounding huts and the whole place would go up in flames. He looked right towards hut one. Skyscraper and Ghost were dragging two bearded men out. Both were bleeding and cursing up a storm. Behind them, Outlaw and Hollywood dragged two more. They appeared unconscious. That left a fifth still inside the hut.

      He ran out, the woman on his heels.

      “Where’s the last one,” he asked.

      “Dead,” said Outlaw. “Couldn’t be helped. He wouldn’t stay down. Launched himself at Hollywood.”

      “It was him or me, and I always choose me,” said Hollywood. He dropped the unconscious man he’d been dragging free of the hut. Embers landed on the roof and flames spread. Hollywood looked back with a wry half-smile. “One barbecued terrorist coming up.”

      “I just hope he wasn’t the goddamned chemist,” said Outlaw, “or all of our asses will be toast.”

      “He wasn’t.”

      The men turned, looking at the woman stepping out from behind Doc. In the light of the fire, Doc could see she was small in stature with long, black hair hanging down around her shoulders. It was streaked gray. Her dark eyes held both a maturity and calm wisdom. She was attractive in the way of librarians or hot professors. She just had that air about her. The tone of her voice reminded him of Eartha Kitt which had him recalling a childhood spent watching Batman episodes featuring a purring Catwoman. It struck him that he’d just been mauled by what he thought at the time was a wild, pissed-off cat. In fact, she’d clawed him but good. He reached up, touching his bloody cheek.

      Outlaw stepped forward. “So you know which one of these men is the chemist? Thank God. Which one?”

      She looked at the men on the ground. The two still conscious cursed her, calling her every kind of derogatory name in Arabic. “None of them.”

      “Dammit!” Outlaw turned, pacing.

      Doc blew out a breath. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I am sure.”

      “Great. Just great,” Hollywood said, shaking his head.

      “Had to be a decoy. We got played and Wolf’s team is gonna grab all the glory. Dammit.” Skyscraper kicked the dirt.

      “As long as the chemist is found, does it really matter?” asked Ghost. “The mission isn’t a loss. We saved someone.” He looked at the woman. “What’s your name, ma’am? What happened to you? Why did these men have you?”

      She stood, calmly clasping her hands behind her back, looking every inch the professor Doc likened her to and said, “I am Sulima Ali. I was kidnapped approximately sixteen months ago from Damascus.”

      “Dear God,” Outlaw began. “That long? But why?”

      She held up a hand. “Because,” she said, “I am the chemist you seek.”

      Doc coughed. “Say again?”

      “Are you saying what I think you’re saying, lady?” Outlaw asked, stalking closer.

      She nodded. “You came here for the chemist. The one who makes bombs for ISIS. I am her. But not a willing participant as you’ve probably figured out.”

      Outlaw’s expression grew dark. “I don’t give a rat’s ass. Your bombs have killed a lot of innocent people, Sulima Ali!”

      She swallowed. Sadness filled her eyes. “I know. And I can only hope God forgives me. I’ve prayed to Jesus every day to deliver me from these evil men. When they found me in Damascus, my family was already on the run. The war in Syria has torn us all apart. Assad’s regime will not stop, between their purging of Syrian Christians and crushing anyone not on his side, and the opposition being infiltrated by ISIS, there was no safe haven. My family and I had only returned there briefly from Dubai where I worked for SynCorp as a chemical engineer. My husband’s mother and brother were still in Damascus and needed our help. Tariq’s mother passed while we were there and then men came for his brother, Farid, demanding he join them. He refused to go and they killed him, then killed my husband. They took me and my daughter, Fatima, but I haven’t seen her since that day. Somehow, they knew I worked for SynCorp, saw the badge in my purse, and they separated us. They have my daughter. Said if I don’t do what they ask, they’ll kill her.” Tears streaked her cheeks. Sulima shook her head. “I am so happy you’ve found me, but now, they will surely kill her.”

      Doc went to her, placing an arm around her shoulders. “We won’t let that happen.”

      “How can you stop them? I don’t even know where she is? And they’re expecting me in Saudi Arabia tomorrow. That man,” she pointed at the man bleeding at Skyscraper’s feet, “he made the call from the hut. Transport is coming in the morning.”

      Skyscraper looked down. “This one?” he asked. “Looks like we have some information to extract after all.” He looked at Sulima. “Don’t worry, mama. We’ll find out where they’re holding your daughter.” The man in question began to protest. Skyscraper kicked him in the ribs. “That’s only the beginning, flea-bag. One thing I don’t like is dudes who hurt little girls.”

      “She’s not—” Sulima began.

      “This day might just offer far more than you after all, Ms. Ali. If we can locate your daughter and also find out where exactly they were taking you, who they were taking you to, we could put a stop to their plans, cripple their operation severely.” Outlaw looked at the scene before him, his mind going over all the possibilities.

      “What are you thinking, Outlaw?” Ghost eyed his captain. Experience told him Nate’s mind was going 90 mph down the information highway.

      “We need to get these shit-bags back to the nearest base camp.”

      “That would be Medical Base Camp 10,” said Doc. “There isn’t anywhere closer.”

      “Colonel Jackson’s going to have to lend us a private room,” said Nate. “Get these prisoners tied up and let’s appropriate their vehicles. The quicker we get back, the quicker the interrogations start. Also,” he glanced at Sulima, “we should get you checked out by the doctor. I’m sure COM-SAD will want to speak with you along with someone from the State Department. You said you were in Dubai working. Are you a UAE citizen?”

      “I am. So was my husband,” she said.

      “They’re going to want you back. That complicates things.”

      “They haven’t wanted me back for sixteen months. Surely the Emirates would have had more leverage to obtain my freedom that anyone else. They did not. They left me to these animals, left my daughter unprotected. I cannot forgive that.” She straightened her spine. “I am formally requesting asylum with the United States. I will tell you everything I know, everything I’ve learned, but you must do one thing for me. You must find and save my daughter.”

      Outlaw looked at Ghost. Finally, “It’s not up to me to grant you asylum. That will be up to the State Department in coordination with the Pentagon. Honestly, it’s going to depend on what information you have to offer.”

      “I know who ordered me detained,” she said, eyes flashing, “and I know their plan. Believe me, your government is going to want to know. Without me in their hands there will only be a delay to the chaos and carnage by ISIS. I’m not the only chemical engineer in the Middle East.”

      “How much of a delay?” Skyscraper asked.

      She glanced up at the tall man. “After they discover they’ve lost me? A day. Two.”

      “She’s right,” Ghost said. “If a plan is already underway, they have a B-team. Probably don’t even need to take time out to kidnap another bomb-maker. They’ve had her for sixteen months. There’s no way they weren’t paying attention to what she does and how she does it, taking notes.”

      “Captives don’t get the privilege of privacy. I have been under constant supervision. Those two have been my guards for the past year,” she added, eyes narrowed as she glared at the two men on the ground.

      “Then we have very little time,” Outlaw concluded. “Hollywood, Skyscraper, Doc, tie these sacks of shit up tight and toss them into the back of the SUVs. Two to each vehicle.”

      The men set about securing the terrorists. Their arms were bound behind their backs, ankles shackled, and then tied by rope to the wrist shackles. They were gagged and hoods were placed over their heads.

      The two conscious ones went into the back of the first SUV and the two unconscious were placed into the second. Outlaw and Doc took Sulima with them sitting her in the front seat while Doc drove. Outlaw sat in the back, his M4 trained on the hog-tied terrorists. Skyscraper, Ghost, and Hollywood commandeered the second SUV. In record time, they were on the road heading out into the darkness back toward medical base camp with a quick stop to pick up their hidden Jeep. Behind them, the remaining huts in the cluster went up in flames, all except the one set apart from the circle. The hut with one red stone. The door opened slowly and a man peeked out. Seeing the inferno and the retreating taillights, he went back inside, lifting the cellar door in the floor and descended the stairs into a large basement.

      Three tables of computers, monitors, and an old Russian radio unit filled the space. The man, in his mid-twenties, with a clean-shaved face sat at the center table and flipped a switch. Speaking in Arabic, he stated, “We have lost the chemist. I repeat, we have lost the chemist. She has been taken…by the Americans. Awaiting orders.”
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      Leisl woke to find Angie peeking into her room. Startled, she rubbed the sleep from her eyes and sat up.

      “What is it?”

      Angie smirked. “Your boyfriend’s back.”

      Leisl blinked. “My what?”

      “The medic. He’s back. They arrived some time last night. Shit’s hush-hush and no one is allowed near the guest quarters. Colonel’s orders. Something’s up. I’m on shift in ten minutes. Got to take care of their teammate and change his dressing, tickle his testes,” she said, chuckling. “I’ll let you know if I hear anything.”

      “About that, Ang—”

      “No time now. Just letting you know what’s up. We’ll talk at shift change. Later, girl!” She sprinted down the hall leaving Leisl to mull over the information.

      So Jason was back and now no one could go near the guest quarters. She had no idea what that meant. But Sergeant Tyler’s words were still fresh in her mind and the anger hadn’t faded. She had a few choice words for Doc and she was sure he wouldn’t like any of them. Rising, she headed for the shower. A loud keening pierced her hearing and she stopped. Raising a trembling hand, she covered her left ear.

      “Breathe, Leisl, breathe,” she muttered. Concentrating on her breaths, she managed to regain control of her hand. She needed her medication. With her ear still ringing, she turned to the bedside table reaching for the pill bottle. She swallowed it down without water and made her way, once again toward the staff showers.

      Pooch met her outside and trotted beside her to the shower tent. He waited while she cleaned up, lying patiently by the door, tongue lolling to the side as the chilled air of the night quickly heated with the rising sun. Leisl took a little more time than usual. After drying off and putting on her fatigues, she pulled out her makeup bag. A little concealer, powder, mascara, and lip gloss went a long way. She wasn’t sure why she felt the need to pretty herself up when she didn’t bother any other day, but there she was, eyeing herself in the compact mirror.

      “You’re mad at him, Leisl,” she reminded herself. “And you’re being foolish. Why are you even bothering? He didn’t come back because of you. He was just passing time.” She snapped the compact closed and threw it back into the bag. Winding her still-wet hair up in a tight chignon, she pinned it in place. Rising, she gathered her things.

      Pooch sat up when she walked out. He cocked his head sideways, eyeing her.

      “Yeah, I know. I’m an idiot.” He whined, ducking his head. She made her way back to her room where she stowed her shower items and then returned to the dog. “Let’s go eat,” she said. At the word ‘eat’, he thumped his tail and trotted ahead of her toward the mess tent.

      Breakfast was a quick and quiet event. Leisl managed some scrambled eggs and toast and the cook gave pooch leftover hamburger and carrots from the night before and some bacon from the chow line.

      The dog’s belly had grown, poking out a bit at his sides while he sat with his head leaning against her leg. “You’re getting fat, Pooch,” she said. “Maybe we should play fetch the stick a bit so you can burn a few calories. Can’t have you walking around here with a pot-belly. Army regulations and all. You need to maintain a certain level of fitness or else they…” she paused, clearing her throat. “Well, if you’re not fit, they send you away, boy. So you need to prove your worth. What do you say? Want to go play?”

      Pooch made a sound as if trying to answer her question, his eyes, conveying that he clearly did not feel the need to burn off his food. His comical expression made Leisl laugh.

      “You’re lazy and spoiled, you know that?” She rubbed his ears. “It’ll be fun. Consider it exercise for me then. I need the fresh air.”

      They left the tent and headed for an open green space on the edge of the camp. Guest quarters sat to the left side of the small field and the supply tents to the right. Leisl found the pile of sticks she’d hoarded near the supply tent and picked one up, waving it for the dog to see. As expected, once he saw it, he was ready to play. She threw it sending the stick flying. Pooch ran, grabbing it up and running back to her where he dropped it at her feet, a silly doggy grin on his fuzzy beige face.

      “Here we go. Go get it!” She hauled her arm back and sent the stick spinning end over end. Padded paws scrambled in the patchy grass kicking up dirt as he ran to retrieve it again. Pooch ran back with the stick gripped in his chops but he didn’t stop in front of her. Instead, he faked right, running around her. “Hey!” she said, twisting around.

      “Hey yourself,” said a familiar voice.

      Leisl sucked in a breath. Jason stood behind her, grinning, dimples flashing. Pooch sat at his feet looking up at the man, stick still in his mouth. He whined, lifting a paw to touch Doc’s leg.

      “Got your message. What’d you want to talk to me about?” He reached down, absently petting the dog and taking the stick, throwing it across the field. Pooch took off running.

      “You’re okay?” Her eyes checked him from head to toe. Everything was in place. Too in place for her comfort.

      His grin grew wider under her gaze. He returned the favor. Doc took his time, taking in the curve of her hips, the shape of her legs—even in fatigues—and the perkiness of her breasts before rising again to her face. Her eyes had a cat-like quality and her full lips glistened in the sun. A light breeze carried the scent of her hair tickling his senses. “You’re not so bad yourself, Sergeant Craig.”

      A flush swept her cheeks. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know,” he smiled, unrepentant. “Yes, I’m okay. And you?”

      “Fine.”

      Her answer was a bit too quick. Being raised around women, he knew better and wondered if she would ever tell him the truth of what was going on with her.

      “Your face?” she said, stepping closer and reaching up to touch the scratches on his cheek. In her shock at finding him behind her, she hadn’t noticed right away.

      Doc accepted her touch, enjoying the warmth of her fingers on his skin before taking her hand. “That’s nothing. It’ll heal.”

      “But you said you were okay. That’s not okay, Jason.” Concern filled her and she forgot to be angry. “What happened or can’t you tell me?”

      “I can’t tell you any more than I got scratched. But it’s nice that you care. That makes it all better,” he said, kissing her fingers. “Did you miss me while I was gone, Leisl?” His voice dropped low.

      “What? No,” she said, trying to pull her hand from his. He wouldn’t let go. Then she remembered she was angry with him. “And what’s with telling your buddy I’m your girl? He won’t even let me take care of him or change his bandage. I can’t do my job properly if you’re spreading stories about us. You’ll get me in trouble!”

      The easy smile on Doc’s lips slipped. “I never said any such thing.” Silently, he cursed Eastwood. “All I said was for him not to be hitting on you.”

      “Then why did he call me your girl? What’s that all about? Did he just make that up out of thin air?”

      Doc watched the petite spitfire before him grow angrier by the minute. He should’ve been mad too, but her ire didn’t put him off. It was, in fact, having the opposite effect. The more worked up she got over being labeled his girl, the more endearing he found her to be. “Sounds like he came to his own conclusion, but I have to admit, I like the idea.” The smile returned, but the twinkle in his brown eyes was replaced with a burning intensity.

      “I—Oh!” Leisl yanked her hand from his and backed up two steps. “This isn’t funny, Jason. I might not have more than a couple days left here but I’ll be damned if they’re compromised by a practiced flirt!”

      “I’m not trying to compromise you, Leisl. Wait, you’re leaving in a couple days?” Doc grew serious.

      She blinked, having realized she’d said too much. “That’s beside the point.”

      He advanced two steps closing the distance between them. “It’s exactly the point.” He took both her hands again in his, looking down into her upturned face. “Why are you leaving? Where are you going?”

      His nearness caused a riot of emotions. “I can’t say,” she said.

      “Bullshit,” he said. “You’re not special ops. It’s not classified information.” He placed her hands on his chest, covering them with his own as he loomed over her. “Tell me,” he said, voice dropping low and brown eyes searching hers for an answer, “please.”

      She wasn’t sure if it was his nearness that threw her or the please he added that cracked the walls she’d build around herself. Either way, between that and the intensity in his eyes, the feel of his hands on hers and the beat of his heart beneath her fingertips, something gave. She froze even as she fell apart inside, swallowing hard.

      “Leisl? Whatever it is, you can tell me. I’ll listen.”

      She felt his thumbs caressing her hands and looked away. Taking a deep breath, she said, “I’m going back to the states. To D.C. Walter Reed Medical Center.” She glanced up, tears clouding her green eyes. “I have a brain tumor.”

      Doc felt like he’d been sucker-punched. The wind was knocked out of him as the enormity of her situation sank in. She was alone, had no one, and was now facing a life-threatening medical emergency. He stared into her eyes, seeing her tears, and without thinking, wrapped his arms around her, holding her close.

      “I’m so sorry, Leisl. I had no idea.”

      She couldn’t remember the last time someone held her, couldn’t remember ever feeling as safe as she did in this moment and that shocked her most of all. Her first reaction was to run, to get away before he could hurt her. But another part of her wanted desperately to stay right where she was. Just for a moment, she let that other part of her have its way.

      Doc ran a hand over her back, a comforting gesture. Without letting go, he spoke near her ear, “So, what’s the plan? You’re going in for treatment, for surgery? What type of tumor are we talking about anyhow?”

      She sniffled. “A Shwannoma. And I don’t really know what type of treatment yet. Major Ross is making the arrangements for me to see the oncologist, a friend of his. I’ll know soon when I leave, but other than that, I don’t know anything yet, and that’s what scares me.”

      He already knew the answer to his next question, but she didn’t know that so he asked anyhow. “Any family going to be there with you?”

      She buried her face deeper into his chest, inhaling the scent of him. It was nice. Just soap and man. Clean. She wanted to remember that about him, that and how kind he was being. Sighing, she peeked up at him. “I don’t have any family, Jason.”

      Hearing her say it broke his heart. “You can’t go through any of this alone, Leisl. You need someone.”

      “Major Ross said they have a residence for soldiers who are being treated, people there to help. I won’t be alone.” She tried to sound tough. It didn’t work.

      “That’s not the same thing as having someone there who loves you.” Doc lifted a hand to her face, caressing her cheek. It was soft and smooth beneath his calloused fingers.

      A tear slipped from her eye running down her skin. She forced a sad smile. “Well, the only one who loves me is Pooch and I don’t have any way to bring him with me. I don’t think they’d let me bring a dog to a hospital even if I could somehow get the army to approve bringing him over as well.”

      Doc glanced down at the dog who sat patiently at their feet. He knew he needed to do something. Now that she’d entrusted him with this news, he thought he might be able to find a way to help. He looked at her. “You’ll let me know when you find out?”

      Leisl nodded. “Sure. If you want to know.”

      “I do, and Leisl,” he held her chin, “the dog isn’t the only one who cares.” With that, he leaned down and kissed her lips. It was soft and sweet, a gentle kiss meant to comfort, but it grew into something more.

      Heat spread through her body as Jason’s kiss deepened. The caress of his warm lips on hers was a sharp contrast to her memories of another time, a horrifying nightmare. This wasn’t forced on her, and it wasn’t unwelcome. It felt exactly like what it was—a first kiss, for her, at least. And it was nice. She leaned in on a sigh. It was all the invitation he needed as his tongue slid inside, tasting her. There was no urgency, only a shy hesitance as his hands roamed her back, sending tingles down her spine. Leisl moaned when he pulled away.

      Doc beheld her kiss-swollen lips and smiled, dimples deepening. “Wow,” he said, his eyes sleepy, voice rumbling in his chest. “You’ve done made a liar out of me, beautiful.”

      “What?” Leisl asked, still dazzled by her first real kiss. “How?”

      He raised a finger, touching her lips. “I said I wasn’t trying to compromise you, but here I am, compromising you. Are you going to get mad at me again?”

      “You’re insane, you know that, right?” She wasn’t mad. Not even a little bit. And he’d called her beautiful.

      “As long as you like my brand of insanity, it’s all good. But you will let me know everything, won’t you?”

      “I will.”

      “Good,” he said. “Don’t worry, okay? Like my mom always says, God has a plan.”

      Leisl snorted. “It sure has sucked so far.”

      Doc chuckled, kissing her nose. “Pretty much what I always said, but she believes enough for me so I guess I can pay it forward and believe enough for you.”

      Another wall went crashing down inside her and she smiled. “Guess I can’t argue with that.”

      “No ma’am, you can’t,” he said, tightening his arms around her waist. “There’s severe consequences to arguing with a Gordon.”

      “Oh yea? Like what?” she grinned.

      A wicked gleam twinkled in his brown eyes. “Like this,” he said, claiming her lips once again for a searing kiss.

      This one curled her toes and left her breathless. When he finally pulled away, she sighed, “Oh…my.”

      “I gotta go, babe. Can I meet you for dinner later?”

      “Sure. Around 1800 hours? That’s when I usually go.”

      “It’s a date,” he said, gently swatting her backside and walking away.
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      The helo landed and two men jumped out. Both were tall, built like Greek Gods, and armed to the teeth.

      “So, these are the interrogation specialists?” Doc asked.

      Outlaw nodded. “Black Site Alpha’s best. They’ll take the prisoners back with them, but since time isn’t on our side, information gathering happens here.” He stepped forward. “Gentlemen, I’m Captain Oliver and this is Sergeant Major Gordon.”

      Salutes were exchanged. “Call me Doc,” he said, extending a hand to the first man. The man was rugged in an All-American way. Doc couldn’t see his eyes behind the sunglasses to further take his measure. He turned to the second soldier. This one was taller, broader, and had an olive-toned complexion. Tattoos showed below his rolled-up sleeves, a violation of uniform regulation in most cases, but command often overlooked such discrepancies for their seasoned operatives.

      “Lieutenant Shane McCall and this is my Chief Warrant Officer, Nick Perrillo.”

      “Glad to see you fellas,” said Doc.

      “If you’ll follow me, we’ll take you to the prisoners,” Outlaw said, leading the way.

      It was a short walk across the camp to the cordoned-off guest quarters. A hand-written sign stated, “KEEP OUT, AUTHORIZED STAFF ONLY BY ORDER OF COL. JACKSON.”

      The men moved around the barrier of orange tape going inside. Down a short hall, they came to a locked room. Outlaw knocked once, then twice, then three times.

      “Three Times a Lady?” Nick asked.

      The door opened revealing Skyscraper on the other side and Ghost behind him sitting on a stool against the wall.

      “It’s his favorite song,” said Outlaw, pointing as Skyscraper, “and his turn to choose the security knock this time around.”

      Nick Perrillo smirked. “I prefer Brick House, but whatever,” he said, a New Jersey accent coloring his words.

      The men entered the room leaving Skyscraper to close the door behind them. Outlaw made the introductions.

      “This is Sergeant Marcus DuBose, aka Skyscraper, and my right hand, Second Lieutenant Allen Williamson. We call him Ghost.”

      “No shit,” said Nick, eyeing Ghost. “That’s cold.”

      Shane threw him a look. “You’ll have to excuse Perrillo. He was raised by wolves and lives to be insubordinate. But he’s the best goddamned interrogator I know outside of myself.” He returned Ghost’s salute who was one step below him in rank. “Shane McCall, and this prick here is my Chief Warrant Officer, Nick Perrillo. You can call him Jersey, Nick, or Perrillo.”

      “And what about you,” Ghost asked.

      “Badger,” he said.

      “Because he’s one vicious, persistent motherfucker,” said Nick, a smirk tugging his lips.

      “Funny, you look like the boy next door,” said Doc.

      Shane smiled. “Confuses the shit out of the enemy too. They see nice guy. They get their asses kicked.”

      “I like him already,” said Skyscraper.

      Outlaw shook his head. “If everyone’s finished with the drawing room pleasantries, can we get on with it?” He nodded toward the far wall.

      Four men sat on their knees, hands tied behind their backs, hoods over their heads and earphones covering their ears. The music was cranked up so loud, it could be heard by the men standing ten feet away in the otherwise quiet room.

      “I see you’ve already begun breaking them down. Good.” Shane approached, eyeing the prisoners.

      “Is that Megadeth?” asked Nick, chuckling. “Nice.”

      “We’ve had them like this since we arrived. About eight hours now,” said Skyscraper. “No food, no water, no bathroom breaks.”

      “I smelled that coming in,” said Shane. He looked around locating a small table on the opposite side of the room. He approached setting his backpack down and reaching inside. Nick joined him, doing the same. They unpacked their gear laying it out on the table. It looked like what it was, a torture kit.

      “I take it the Geneva Convention ended outside this door,” said Doc.

      Shane glanced over his shoulder. “If that bothers you, you might want to leave now. Any of you,” he added, looking from Doc to Outlaw to Skyscraper and Ghost. “Just tell me what it is you need to find out and we’ll get that information.”

      “Damn,” said Ghost, swallowing. He looked at his teammates. Each nodded.

      Outlaw spoke for them all. “We’re good. What do you need?”

      “Tell me what you’re looking for,” said Shane.

      Outlaw laid out the situation. “These men kidnapped a chemical engineer, a woman named Sulima Ali who was in Damascus with her husband and daughter. They killed her husband and his family, and they have her daughter. They’ve been using that as leverage to gain her cooperation in making bombs for ISIS. Now that we’ve rescued her, they’ll kill the daughter. We need to know where she’s being held. It goes without saying we don’t have much time.”

      “Seems straightforward,” said Nick.

      “Then let’s begin.” Shane and Nick made sure all the tools laid out were visible by moving the small table closer to the bound terrorists. He looked at Outlaw. “You and your men need to remain quiet. Stand over there.” He pointed towards the wall where the table sat only a moment before. “Under no circumstances will you intervene in any way. No objections. No action. Are we clear?”

      Outlaw nodded. “Crystal.”

      Doc and the rest of his team all agreed.

      “Good.” Shane approached the first man, lifted off his earphones, and pulled back his hood. Angry eyes regarded him, then noticed the items on the table. Over the next two hours, the anger was replaced by terror and pain and exhaustion. Pieces of the puzzle were extracted, but more information was needed. When Shane McCall reapplied the hood and earphones and approached the second man, Doc left the room, saying he needed to take a piss.

      Out in the hall, he bent over and tried to control the dry heaves racking his gut. He’d killed people in the line of duty, but this was something else. It went against everything he’d been raised to respect. Even though he knew the information gathered was of the utmost importance, knew it was about saving a life, watching these two men torture the terrorist struck a nerve he didn’t know he owned. The screams still reverberated inside his head and the smell of urine and loose bowels filled his nostrils. He needed fresh air, fast. He needed something good and wholesome to cleanse away the bad taste in his mouth. He left the guest quarters, grabbing a bottled water from his room along the way and went in search of Leisl.

      Outside, dark clouds gathered. Thunder rumbled in the distance. A storm was approaching. Hot wind whipped up the sparse trees within the camp grounds and buffered the tents. Doc figured she was most likely in her room in the staff quarters since she didn’t go on shift until 1600. He turned in that direction needing to see her face, to hear her voice. She was the goodness he required, a reminder of beauty, both inside and out, of courage in the face of adversity, of grace under pressure. He had no idea how she’d managed to make such a remarkable impression on him in so short a period of time, but wars made for strange and unusual circumstances. He was nearly there, anticipating seeing her smile, kissing her lips, when the ground exploded.
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      Leisl landed hard on the floor. Debris rained down as she struggled to find shelter. Covering her head, she looked around. Visibility was weak through the dust and dirt, but she saw a few of her coworkers running down what was left of the hallway, staying low. She covered her head again when another explosion sounded on the other side of the camp. It was followed by the rapid fire of machine guns. They were under attack. She scrambled to the corner where her bunk bed had been only moments before and located the box beneath. She opened it, pulling out her military issue M9 Beretta, ammo clips, and a helmet. Putting that on immediately, she checked the clip in the handgun and slid the other two into the pocket of her fatigues.

      Keeping low, she moved into the hall, gun in hand, toward the exit from staff quarters. She needed to get a look at the outside and see what was going on and then assess her situation. Loud shouts and more gunfire greeted her followed by a third explosion. This one hit closer to the hospital. Angie was on shift and the patients were vulnerable targets.

      As she moved out of the staff quarters she didn’t know if the ringing in her ears was from the cacophony of explosions or her tumor, but her hands remained steady holding the Beretta as she sighted her way through the chaos and for that she was thankful. She came to the corner of her building and quickly moved around only to find the barrel of an M4 in her face.

      “Shit!” said a familiar voice. “Leisl, oh my God. I almost shot you!”

      The rifle swung wide as arms came around her, crushing her to Jason’s chest. He felt solid and whole and safe. She inhaled, taking in the clean scent she remembered from earlier that morning. “Jason, what’s happening?” she asked, looking up.

      “We’re under attack. Rocket launchers from the east. Gotta be ISIS fighters. We need to get to cover. I was on my way to you when I got thrown off my feet.”

      “You were coming to see me?”

      Two large military trucks rolled into the camp. They stopped. Men dressed in black from head to toe, hoods covering their heads leaving only the eyes visible, jumped out, machine guns shooting anyone in sight.

      “Goddammit. We’ve got to go. Get behind me, Leisl, and stay low.” Doc pushed her around him, aiming his M4 in the direction of the terrorists. He fired off a volley moving sideways. Leisl held on to the back of his vest with one hand and raised the other, firing at a man running straight at them. He went down.

      “The hospital is closest. Move, move,” he said.

      They ran ducking low, weaving so as to not be an easy target. Leisl pushed through the door first followed by Doc. Seeing a gurney inside the hall, he pulled it around, pushing it up against the door. It wouldn’t do much in the building, not with rocket launchers, but it was something. He turned, grabbing her hand, and pulled her toward Eastwood’s room. Her fingers shook in his. He lifted them to his lips, dropping a quick kiss on her knuckles.

      “Good shooting, sweetheart. You did good. I’m proud of you. It’s going to be okay.” He told her, hoping to calm her nerves.

      Leisl swallowed. “Thank you, but it’s not nerves. I have hand tremors from the brain tumor,” she said.

      Doc did a double-take. “Then I’m even more impressed. Brain tumor be damned. You’re a badass, Sergeant Craig, and a formidable shot.”

      A small smile touched her lips but quickly died as they arrived at Eastwood’s room. Most of it was gone, blown to bits. Angie was on her knees next to Eastwood desperately trying to staunch the flow of blood coming from what was left of the sergeant’s left leg. He turned confused green eyes in their direction.

      “Doc! Doc, my leg. I think I lost my leg. Goddammit, Doc!” He repeated the litany over and over.

      Jason ran to him. “Tourniquet,” he said to Angie, “I need a tourniquet stat!”

      Leisl could see her friend was equally in shock and pulled off her belt, running to hand it to Jason who tied it around Eastwood’s thigh, pulling it tight. She turned to the shelf pulling down towels and dropped down, wrapping them around Sergeant Tyler’s leg. Doc ripped one into strips and they used them to tie off the towel-wrapped area.

      “Hold on, man. I got you. We got you. Help is coming.” Doc assured his friend.

      Watching Doc and Leisl work, Angie came to and her training took over. She helped get Eastwood onto a nearby buck board for quick transport.

      Doc pulled his two-way off his belt and hailed Outlaw. “Six, come in, Six. Over.”

      A voice answered. “Six here. Doc, is that you? What’s your location?”

      “With Eastwood. We’ve got a 9-1-1 here. Half the hospital has been razed and we need medical evac ASAP. What’s the situation out there?”

      “Air strike called in from Ahmad al-Jaber Airbase. They’ll be here in T-minus four minutes. Take cover where you are. I repeat, take cover where you are. We got this. Over.”

      “Doc out,” he said, putting the radio back on his belt. He looked at Angie. “We need blankets and that mattress,” he said, pointing at Eastwood’s hospital bed now laying on its side in the only corner left in the room. “We’ve got to pull him into the hall and against the wall. Come on.”

      Leisl helped Jason pull the buck board into the hall. Eastwood screamed in pain once and then bit his tongue, gritting his teeth. Angie grabbed the mattress and some blankets and followed. In the hall, Eastwood was pushed against the wall. Leisl stayed at his head, Angie at his legs, and Doc covered them all with the mattress before grabbing the blankets to throw over the top. He saved one for himself, dropping to the ground and stretching his body out along the outside of his teammate’s. There, he covered himself curling up tight to Eastwood’s side. He reached his arms around Leisl’s waist. Together, they formed a shield around the injured man.

      “Cover your ears and hold on tight!”

      Those were Doc’s last words before a deafening airstrike rained down on the camp.

      For Leisl, it seemed to go on forever. In reality, it lasted no more than fifteen minutes. In that short time, missiles from the F16 Fighting Falcons took out the small army of terrorists that arrived in the trucks and one successfully put an end to the insurgents outside of camp firing the rocket launchers.

      Outside, stragglers were taken down by Outlaw and his team, the Black Site Alpha interrogators, and the base camp soldiers.

      The silence that descended after the last shots were fired was eerie, unsettling.

      “Everyone okay?” Doc asked, his hands feeling Leisl’s back and then checking Eastwood.

      “Stop copping a feel, you fucker,” said Harry, his voice weak.

      “We need to get him help,” Angie said, sitting up and peeking out from under the mattress.

      A door swung wide at the end of the hall and Major Ross, followed by two more surgeons and a team of medics, came rushing in.

      “Everyone okay? I need a damage report, stat!”

      Angie got up followed by Doc and then Leisl.

      “The south wing of the hospital is gone, Major,” said Angie. “The three patients there…dead.”

      Major Ross cursed. “And Sergeant Tyler?” he asked, squatting down to check the pulse of the man on the floor.

      “Critical. Left leg amputation. We’ve tied it off but he needs immediate care,” Leisl added.

      Doc looked around. “He needs to be stabilized.”

      “Agreed, medic,” said Major Ross. He glanced at the group behind him. “Get him up and into the surgical bay. IV, blood bag, and morphine pump.” He looked at Angie. “It’s still there?” he asked.

      “I believe so,” she said, looking down the long hall.

      “Then let’s move. We won’t be able to do much but we can prepare him for evacuation.” Major Ross addressed the camp medic to his right. “Call it in. Tell them we have one for them.”

      Doc blinked at the Major’s strange words, but shrugged it off. He helped the team lift Eastwood and carry him down the hall to surgery.

      “There’s more injured out there. We’re bringing them in,” said the Major.

      Leisl turned to Major Ross. “I’ll get scrubbed in,” she said, and then turned to leave. She paused, wavering. The ringing in her ear rose in volume and as she raised her hand to cover it, began to shake before collapsing to the floor. She heard the Major yell, “Medic!” And then the world went black.
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      Bits and pieces of images filtered in and out of Leisl’s memory. She vaguely remembered the sound of chopper blades, of someone telling her to relax, she’d be okay. Then there were lights, the bright fluorescent lights of a long hallway that smelled of antiseptic and alcohol. She was heavily sedated and came to when a nurse arrived, gently shaking her shoulder.

      “Sergeant Craig, we need to get you out of these clothes. Here, sit up,” she said.

      Leisl opened her eyes and focused. The woman was of medium height with gray hair and a kind smile. She had a hospital gown in her hands that she placed across the lower end of the bed over Leisl’s legs.

      “Where am I? What happened?”

      The woman smiled. “You’re at Landstuhl Regional Medical Center, Germany. You’ve just arrived, and the doctor needs to examine you, order tests, but we have to get you out of your uniform and into this gown. Here, dear. Let me help you,” she said, going to work helping Leisl remove her fatigues. She moved carefully around the IV in Leisl’s arm, using scissors to cut the sleeve so as not to displace the needle.

      “Germany? How long have I been out? Where’s Jason?” she asked, groggy.

      “I don’t know who that is, dear. You were brought in by the medical evac team. I didn’t see anyone else with you. As for how long? I couldn’t say. About four and a half to five hours, I think.” The nurse tugged Leisl’s pants down and removed her boots, socks, and underthings. The gown went on next and the nurse tucked her back into the bed.

      “But what happened?”

      “You collapsed, had a seizure. Your chart says you’ve been diagnosed with a Shwannoma, signed by a Major Ross?” she asked.

      Leisl nodded. “Yes, he’s my superior, the doctor I work under.”

      “I see. Well, I know he’s on the phone with Doctor Bannerman right now getting your history. A few tests have already been ordered. You’re due downstairs for an MRI. And I’m Betty, by the way. I’ll be taking care of you until eleven and then Grace will be your night nurse.”

      Leisl took a moment to take in everything Betty told her. She’d had a seizure. That wasn’t good. Not at all. And she’d been evac’d out to Germany for care. Alone. She didn’t know why she was surprised by that fact, but somehow, she was. Over the past few days, a seed of hope had been planted within her by a charming, brown-eyed, dimpled man. He’d told her he cared, and she’d believed him. Foolishly, it seems. But what had she expected after all? He was a soldier, Special Ops at that, just passing through doing his job. She was a brief distraction, a broken distraction so why would he put himself out any more than that?

      Fear snaked its way through her, a fear she hadn’t experienced in a long, long time. A brain tumor was attacking her from within and she didn’t know how to fight that. Worse, there was no one there to hold her hand, no one around who loved her. She didn’t even have Pooch, and now, he was all alone too. She couldn’t be there to make sure he ate, got water, received love. It was too much. Tears welled in her eyes and slid down her cheeks.

      “There, there, dear. Are you in pain?” Betty patted her shoulder.

      Leisl shook her head. “No. I’m okay,” she sniffed, holding it in as best she could.

      Betty eyed her with concern. “Okay. I’ll let radiology know you’re ready. Someone will be here shortly to take you down, and then the doctor will talk with you after.” She pushed a bedside table near. “I’d offer you water, but the doctor is keeping you NPO until after testing, just in case he needs to schedule surgery. If your mouth gets dry, hit the call bell and I’ll bring you some ice chips.”

      Surgery. The word sank in like a brick hitting the pavement and smashing into a thousand pieces. Leisl nodded absently, and then rolled over onto her side as Betty left the room. The tears she tried to hold back burst their dam. Sobs racked her as she gripped the blanket.
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      “So now what?” Doc asked. Outlaw paced the length of the room. The team had accompanied Lt. McCall and Chief Perrillo to Black Site Alpha, an unlisted base camp just inside the Afghan border. It was here, built into the side of the base of a mountain range that high-value prisoners were detained for interrogation. It was the Middle Eastern equivalent of Guantanamo, at least for the time being.

      “Now we decide if saving this girl’s life is worth the risk.” McCall sat on a chair, leaning back on the legs.

      “You’re a cold bastard,” said Doc.

      “I’m a realist, Doc,” he said.

      The two men glared at each other.

      “Enough!” Outlaw stopped pacing and faced them. “Ms. Ali may be of Syrian decent but she’s a resident of the UAE. Rescuing a daughter of the Emirates gives us leverage in dealing with the monarchy. The protocol handed down by the State Department is clear on this. We maintain our ties with allies at all costs by due diligence, good deed, and if necessary, getting one up on them. Rescuing Fatima Ali puts the U.S. in the good graces of Sheikh Khalifa. I’ve spoken with General Davidson and he’s discussed the issue with the Secretary of State in coordination with the Pentagon. They want her found and brought home. It’s up to us to make that happen. Problem is, we’re down a man,” he eyed Doc, “possibly two.”

      “What?” Doc, who’d been leaning against the wall, stood up straight, confusion reflected in his eyes.

      Outlaw blew out a breath. “You’re a mess, Doc. Ever since they flew your girlfriend out, you’re not all there. I can see it and we can’t afford half-assed right now. Major Ross told me she has no one. Is that true?”

      Doc huffed. “Yeah, it’s true. No parents. No family, she said. And she’s not my girlfriend”

      “We’ve heard that before,” said Hollywood. Ghost nodded.

      Skyscraper rolled his eyes. “She’s got you, Doc, wrapped around her finger already. Damn, that shit’s as clear as day. It’s not like we haven’t seen it happen before back when Outlaw got struck in the ass by Cupid’s arrow. But Emma’s one of us now. Guess that makes us your girl’s family now too. Do we get to know her name at least?”

      Outlaw smirked, looking at Doc. “Well?”

      Doc shifted from one foot to the other. “It’s Leisl. Leisl Craig.”

      “Leisl,” said Skyscraper, considering. “Leisl Craig Gordon. Sounds like some white Scottish shit to me. I like it. She a redhead?”

      Doc cocked his head. “She is as a matter of fact. Green eyes, too. Kind of quiet. Smart. Tough as nails even though she’s a tiny thing. Did I tell you she took out one of those ISIS pricks with her handgun? Fucking excellent shot. No hesitation. Had my back like a champ,” he said, pride glowing in his eyes.

      Hollywood elbowed Ghost who bit his lip to keep from laughing. Skyscraper shook his head. “Yep, Doc’s caught. It’s all over now. Women across the globe gonna shed tears with you off the market. S’okay, though. I can take up the slack.”

      McCall and Perrillo laughed. “You fuckers are crazy,” said Jersey.

      McCall sat forward. “So what, are you asking for our help, Captain?” he addressed Outlaw.

      Nate cut to the chase. “Yes. You fellas want to get out of this shithole cave for a bit and go to another shithole with us to rescue a girl?”

      Perrillo looked at his Lieutenant and shrugged. “I’m good if you are, Badger.”

      Shane McCall looked around the room at the Green Berets, then pointedly at Doc. “What about him?”

      Outlaw looked at Doc. “You have a choice. No pressure. Stay and come on this mission or go to Ramstein and be with Leisl. No judgement. But you have to decide now. You have to be all-in one way or the other because once we head out, who knows how long before we get back? Could be months.”

      Doc nodded, his mind racing. In his twelve years serving, he hadn’t missed one single mission. Never even considered it. But now, one quiet, tough redhead had him rethinking his priorities. Even as he considered his options, he knew she was there, all alone, and it killed him inside.”

      “You can check on Eastwood for us all if you go to Germany,” Ghost said.

      The guys all nodded. “Yeah,” said Hollywood. “Someone’s got to be there for Harry. Shit, he lost his leg, man. Bad enough when he almost lost his nut sac, but damn, he was bouncing back from that. Now…” he paused, looking down, “now he’s done. There’s no coming back from this. Just like my brother all over again. Goddammit.”

      Ghost patted Hollywood’s shoulder. “He needs to know we’re still family no matter what, that we’re thinking about him. If you go to Germany, you can tell him that. Be our team’s ambassador so to speak.”

      “You had to put it that way, didn’t you?” said Doc. He wiped a hand over his eyes. “Shit. Yeah, okay. I’ll go to Ramstein, but you,” he pointed to McCall and Perrillo, “you two fuckers better damn well have all of their backs. No going rogue or half-cocked doing what you want to do. This group is tight, and we all work together as one. There’s no hot-doggin’ here. You fuck up, anything happens to any one of them, you’ll deal with me.”

      McCall stood, extending a hand, respect in his All-American blue eyes. “You have my word.”

      Perrillo got up, putting out his hand as well. “Mine too. Go take care of your girl and your teammate. We got this.”

      Doc sighed, looking at Outlaw. “So, when do I leave?”

      Nate gripped Doc’s shoulder. “I already called the evac chopper in. Should be here within the hour.”

      “You sonofabitch. Don’t go thinking this means you know me,” he said, a catch in his voice.

      Outlaw chuckled. “No one knows you better than we do, you dimpled bastard. It was a group decision. Blame them,” he said, looking around the room.

      Hollywood looked at the ceiling. Ghost whistled a tune. Skyscraper grinned.

      “You fuckers are playing Cupid…again.” Doc shook his head.

      McCall and Perrillo exchanged a look. Shane grumbled to Jersey, “We may have made a mistake, man.”

      Outlaw smirked. “Welcome to the group, boys. Let’s get to work. Ghost, get the maps and let’s find the best route into Damascus.”
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      Doctor Bannerman pulled up a stool to the bedside. He adjusted his dark-rimmed glasses and offered Leisl a kindly smile. “I know this is difficult, so let’s just cut to it. Your MRI results show the tumor sitting on your vestibular nerve. That’s why you’re experiencing the ringing in your ear, the balance issues, and shaking hands. Major Ross has been quite helpful in filling me in, said you’ve been an outstanding nurse and surgical assistant. That’s high praise from a combat surgeon, so I know you will fully understand when I tell you that we need to get you into surgery right away. The seizure you experienced is only the first of many to come if we don’t get that tumor out of you ASAP. Truth is, the next one could kill you, and that’s before we even know whether or not it’s malignant. Those results will only be discovered when we get it out and send it off to pathology.”

      Leisl closed her eyes. The idea that they needed to cut open her head was too much. She’d thought maybe radiation treatment and chemo which was bad enough but having someone drill through her skull was a nightmare she never thought she’d have to face.

      “What if you can’t get it out?”

      The doctor looked down at the chart containing her MRI results. “If that were the case, you’d need to go through targeted radiation treatment, but I can tell you this isn’t the case with your Shwannoma. In fact, you’re fortunate it’s sitting where it is because we can get to it. However, I won’t lie and say there are no risks. Outside of the usual risk factors for anyone undergoing anesthesia, there’s every possibility the hearing in your left ear can be permanently damaged.”

      “And if it’s malignant?” she asked.

      “That possibility moves up to probability. You know how harmful radiation can be. It not only destroys bad cells but good ones too. That part is still unavoidable until we come up with better treatment options.”

      She mulled over his words, nodding. She didn’t feel prepared for this fight and she didn’t like that. This one hit out of the blue unlike most of the predictable pitfalls in her life. But she’d handled bad situations before, situations not in her control. The death of her dad. Her mother’s overdose. Foster care and state care. Rape. She’d survived them all. The list was long but for once, she felt unsure, wondered if maybe there was a limit on second chances.

      “When?” she asked.

      Doctor Bannerman glanced at the clock on the stark-white wall. “As soon as I can schedule it. We’ll have to bring in the on-call team.”

      She looked at the man. He was graying at the temples and going bald on top. His blue eyes crinkled in the corners, a sign that he smiled a lot throughout his life. That was a good sign. A sign of a man with a good heart. “Will you be performing the surgery?”

      “Yes. This is my specialty. Major Ross contacted me personally to make sure I took your case, as a matter of fact. Apparently, he’d been making arrangements to get you into Walter Reed Hospital, an excellent choice, but then your camp was attacked and you had that seizure. Guess that makes me the B-team, but rest assured, you’ll be getting the best possible care.”

      This made her feel better knowing that Major Ross was still looking out for her, that someone cared. “Okay.”

      “Anyone you need us to contact?” he asked.

      She turned away. “No. There’s no one.”

      Doctor Bannerman paused, then nodded, rising off the stool. “I’ll get it set up and send in the nurse to let you know when your surgery is scheduled.”

      “Thank you, Doctor.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said. “Just try to relax until then. Get some rest.” He left her there, staring at the white walls.

      Leisl pulled the sheet up to her chin. Reaching up, she touched the hair over her left ear. Soon, that side of her head would be shaved down to the skin and a hole would be drilled into her skull. If she survived surgery, there would be a massive scar there which her hair might never quite cover. And if she required radiation treatment then she could go deaf on that side as well as have radiational burns on her scalp, in which case, her hair might not grow back at all in spots. These were just the aesthetic side-effects. The emotional scars would run deeper. She would always know she’d gone through this alone. That no man in his right mind would want someone so damaged on the outside, let alone how broken she felt inside.

      She thought about Jason. Against her better judgement, she’d begun to like him. He was kind, funny, strong, and as far as she was concerned, he was her real first kiss. The first kiss she’d wanted, and the first kiss that made her feel like a woman is supposed to feel when a man kisses her. Desired. Hot and bothered. Not fearful. Not repulsed. He’d said he cared. Then he’d kissed her. Really kissed her. Would a man just passing time say that?

      She didn’t know. Didn’t have enough experience with men to know whether or not he was just a practiced flirt or if he was serious, but he wasn’t here. If someone cared, they’d be here, wouldn’t they?

      The clock ticked breaking the stifling silence every second, reminding her she was on her own, waiting to be cut open. Waiting to learn her fate. She thought about Pooch and prayed he was okay. In her heart, she hoped he knew she didn’t leave him because she wanted to, but because she had no choice. She hoped Angie was taking care of him. And she hoped against hope that somehow, Jason would come.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Three hours later, Betty came into the room. “Sergeant Craig?” she gently shook Leisl’s shoulder.

      Leisl opened her eyes, having drifted off into a light nap. “Yes?”

      The nurse checked Leisl’s vitals. “Just wanted to let you know you’re scheduled for surgery at 21:30. Doctor Bannerman ordered some blood tests so someone from the lab should be up shortly for that. We’ve already got your chest x-ray. Everything else looks good,” she said, writing down the readings.

      “Is it okay if I get up to use the bathroom?”

      “Of course. Let me help you.” Betty put the side rail down and helped Leisl out of bed. “I know you can probably do this on your own, but considering your seizure earlier, I’m going to walk with you, just to be safe.”

      Leisl nodded. “Yep. I’m familiar with the fall protocol.”

      “That’s right. You’re an R.N. too. How long have you been licensed?” she asked, making conversation.

      “Almost seven years now.” They arrived at the bathroom. “And you?”

      “Twenty years, last March. I’m retiring in September.” She helped Leisl inside. “Just pull the cord on the wall when you’re ready to come back to bed, dear.”

      “I will, and Betty?”

      “Yes, dear?”

      “Congratulations on your retirement. And thank you for being so kind to me.”

      The old nurse smiled. “My pleasure, dear.”

      Leisl closed the door and used the facility. It felt good to be upright and she wondered when she’d be able to sit upright again after surgery. Weird, the things one takes for granted, like the ability to go to the bathroom by oneself and sit on a toilet.

      She got up and washed her hands and then eyed the cord on the wall. Despite protocol, she ignored common sense and walked back to bed on her own. It felt good and she didn’t care if Betty fussed at her. She should fuss at her, but Leisl wanted to do this one simple thing. It would be awhile before she could again, and Betty could help her all she wanted—after surgery.

      The lab tech arrived and drew several vials of blood. Leisl hated needles, which was strange since she was a nurse, but getting poked by one gave her the heebie-jeebies. Just the smell of the alcohol and the pinch of the tourniquet made her queasy, made her palms sweat. This feeling was going to grow exponentially in less than two hours. She needed a hand to hold.

      Panicked, she looked for her cellphone on the bedside table. It was there, in a bag with her uniform and boots. She turned it on. Only two bars left, and she didn’t have her charger. She scrolled to messages and found none. Who would call or text? Swallowing a lump, she wiped her eyes and pulled up contacts. There was Jason’s name. He never did answer the one and only text she’d sent him, at least, not with a return text. No, he’d come in person, and that meeting ended in a kiss followed later by an insurgent attack. You couldn’t write this stuff, it was so weird.

      But a voice nagged her. Go ahead, text him and tell him what’s happening. So she did.

      Not sure if you want to know… Leisl hit the back button and began again. I’m scheduled for surgery in two hours. They’re going to remove this tumor. Hopefully, everything will be okay. Just wanted to let you know. She sighed. “In case you cared,” she mumbled. She hit SEND, and waited.
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      “It’s time, dear,” said Betty. She’d come into the room followed by a surgical nurse who immediately asked her name, date of birth, and checked her wristband against the chart in his hand. Standard procedure.

      Leisl’s anxiety ramped up. Outwardly, she remained calm, but inside, she was falling apart. She took a deep breath. “Okay.”

      The tech unhooked her bed from the wall and began to push her out into the hallway. The sun set hours before and the ward was quiet. All other post-surgical patients were asleep for the night. The journey down the hall to the elevator felt like a death march. Each passing fluorescent light put her one step closer to the operating room, a place she was entirely familiar with, but not from the point of view of a patient. She had no control this time, and it terrified her. Her chauffeuring surgical nurse turned her around and pushed the button, waiting.

      When the floor bell dinged, Leisl gripped the sheet. Inside the elevator, she felt claustrophobic. Thankfully, the ride down was short, but somehow, she didn’t feel any better when they arrived in pre-op. It was cold in this room, as in all sterile surgical units. The fear eating away inside her made her colder. The warm blanket they gave her didn’t help much.

      The anesthesiologist arrived introducing himself. Doctor Marin assessed her neck to make sure she could bend it easily for intubation and then asked her a series of questions. He was polite and reassuring, yet she wasn’t reassured. Another surgical nurse announced they would need to cut her hair and shave the left side and that she would be back shortly to take care of that. In the meantime, the anesthesiologist ordered a mild sedative after noting the panic in Leisl’s eyes.

      “It will take the edge off. When she’s finished, I’ll return, and we’ll get you good and sedated for surgery.” He touched her foot. “It’s going to be okay.”

      Leisl nodded absently, tears stinging her green eyes. The nurse came back with an electric shaver and a razor with shaving cream. Reality sank in. Leisl felt the urge to jump out of the bed and run like hell.

      “Leisl! Where’s Sergeant Craig?”

      She heard her name. Looking around, she saw the curtain by her bed get swept aside with a loud whoosh.

      “Jason?” Her voice wobbled.

      “Oh thank God, I didn’t know if I’d make it in time,” he said, rushing to her.

      Doc gathered Leisl into his arms, holding her close. The panic she’d been fighting fled as soon as her nose hit his chest. His scent of soap and man sank in, calming her more than any drug.

      “You came,” she said, tears drowning her words.

      Doc kissed the top of her head. “Of course I did.” He looked down, and seeing her eyes overflowing said, “Oh, babe, don’t cry. I’m here. I’m here, love.”

      She cried harder. “I didn’t think you would.”

      He twisted around, sitting on the bed at her side and wrapping his arms around her shoulders. “How could you think that? Didn’t I tell you?”

      “Tell me what,” she sniffed.

      He held her chin, tilting her head so he could see her face. “That I care. I meant that, Leisl. I do care. It’s crazy, I know, but I do. You’re not going through this alone. I’ve got all the time I need and I’m going to be here to help you through it.”

      Leisl felt her heart crack open. This man, this sweet, funny, kind man just told her he cared, and he’d traveled halfway around the world to prove it. It was more than anyone had ever done for her. Still, she couldn’t believe it, so she reached up to touch his face. There was stubble on his chin. It was rough to her sensitive fingertips, but it was real. He was real. He was here and holding her.

      Doc smiled. “I take it you’re glad I’m here then?”

      She grinned. “Yes. Thank you, Jason.”

      “That’s it? Just ‘thank you, Jason?” No kiss?” Dimples peeked out.

      Leisl bit her lip. “So, you came all this way for a kiss?”

      “No,” he said, serious.

      She paused, confused. “Then…what?”

      “I came all this way for your kiss. No other kiss will do, ma’am. What do you say? Did I earn it?”

      Smiling, Leisl reached up, sliding her hand around his neck and kissed him. It was soft, sweet, and full of feeling.

      Doc let her kiss him, and then turned the tables, deepening the contact. The sound of a throat clearing loudly interrupted them.

      “Sir, we need to get Sgt. Craig prepped now.”

      They turned to see the nurse standing at the foot of the bed holding an electric shaver.

      Leisl’s cheeks burned with embarrassment, but that quickly faded replaced by the horror of the unflattering haircut she was about to receive.

      “You should go, Jason,” she said, looking up into his brown eyes.

      Doc regarded her. “Is that what you want?”

      She glanced down. “I don’t want you to see…”

      He slid his hand into her thick, red hair, caressing her scalp. “Your hair is beautiful, Leisl,” he said, winding a strand around his finger, “but it’s hair. It grows back. And the only reason it’s so beautiful is because you are so beautiful. I meant it when I said I’m going to be here with you through it all. I’ll go if you want me to, but only if that’s what you really want. Even then, I’m not going any further than the other side of that curtain,” he said, pointing. “There’s no way I’m letting you go through this alone.”

      Leisl swallowed. Accepting his words, his sincerity was new for her. She’d been alone so long that allowing someone into her life was harder than she ever thought it would be. She wanted him there. That much was true. Her heart was screaming at her to say yes, but her head kept asking, “What if he leaves like everyone else?” She was afraid he’d go, and even more afraid he’d stay. It was time to be braver than she’d ever been in her whole life.

      “Jason…please stay.”

      He hugged her close. “I’m not going anywhere, babe.” Doc inhaled her soft, sweet scent sending up a silent prayer. He knew how hard this was for her. He saw the struggle going on in real-time in her gorgeous green eyes. He’d gambled and won on a bluff because in his heart, he knew he would’ve insisted on being by her side no matter what she said. The feeling was that strong, and it surprised him. When had this happened? The first time he laid eyes on her or when he caught her talking to the dog? Maybe it was when she showed no fear in the heat of battle. He wasn’t sure, but one thing he knew, the guys were right. He’d been caught. Damn.

      “You ready for a half-assed military haircut?” he joked.

      “I suppose so, as long as it doesn’t scare you away.”

      Doc slid off the bed, standing at her side. “Are you kidding? It’s going to be badass, very punk. Might have to get you a tattoo to go with your half-Mohawk.”

      The nurse rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. “I promise to be gentle, and also, it’s going to grow back, so just stay focused on that.”

      Leisl took a couple of deep breaths, psyching herself up. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

      “You got this, babe.” Doc reached out, taking her hand in his.

      The nurse flipped the switch and the razor hummed. What took years to grow came off in seconds. Before long, the left side of her scalp was clean-shaved and the long strands of Leisl’s hair were swept up and dumped into a waste bin. The nurse put a blue surgical hat over what remained of her red hair. “There,” she said. “To keep your head warm.”

      A sniffle escaped Leisl but she stifled it. Doc lifted her fingers to his lips, kissing them. He smiled, brown eyes regarding her.

      “What” she said.

      “Nothing,” he shrugged, smiling wider. “You’re just so damned beautiful.”

      “Oh,” said Leisl. Happiness bubbled up inside her. It was such an odd feeling, one she wasn’t used to, but it was nice. “Thank you.”

      The anesthesiologist arrived, shaking hands with Doc and holding up a syringe of white fluid to Leisl. “Ready, Sergeant?”

      She glanced at Jason who nodded reassuringly. “Yes,” she said.

      “Okay,” said Dr. Marin. He began pushing the liquid into her IV.

      Leisl felt the cold invade her body and the ‘bugs’ racing over her scalp, a common experience with surgical sedatives, and then she grew loopy. The last thing she recalled was Jason leaning down to kiss her cheek. He whispered something in her ear, something that sounded a lot like, ‘I’ll be here when you wake up. You probably won’t remember this, sweetheart, but I think I’m falling in love with you.’ Then she remembered nothing else.
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        * * *

      

      Doc left pre-op after stopping at the desk to give the post-op nurse his cell number. “Call me as soon as she comes out of surgery,” he said, and then added, “or before that if anything happens.” His anxious expression caused the nurse to smile.

      “Are you family?” she asked.

      Doc hesitated. “Not yet, but I’m going to marry that girl.” The words surprised him even as they rushed from his lips. Damn, he thought, I’ll never hear the end of this from Nate.

      “Her fiancé? Lucky girl. Okay, then,” she said. “We’ll notify you when she arrives here in post-op. Don’t worry. She’s in good hands,” she added.

      Doc backed away from the desk and left the holding area. “Don’t worry, she says,” grumbling to himself. “That’s not going to happen.” He ran a hand over his face.

      He’d been going non-stop since the night before and exhaustion was hitting him hard. Leisl would be in surgery for the next four to six hours. Plenty of time to doze off, but before that, he needed to find Eastwood’s room and check on his friend. A helpful desk clerk pointed him to the Med-Surg ward and room 316. When he arrived, Eastwood was asleep, but his keen senses, even after surgery and under sedation still alerted him someone was in the room.

      “Doc, is that you?” He turned bleary eyes toward the doorway.

      “How’d you know?” Doc asked, surprised.

      Eastwood chuckled, lifting his hand in a dismissive gesture. “I can smell you anywhere. Mischief, bullshit, and Irish Spring soap.”

      “Well, they don’t make a Scottish Spring soap so I take what I can get. As for the bullshit, you might want to borrow my soap because that’s all you, my friend.” Doc reached the bedside and looked down at Eastwood.

      His left leg, what was left of it, ended just below the knee and was suspended in a sling. The white bandages around the stump were spotted here and there dark red. An IV slow-dripped saline and medicine into his veins, and a heart monitor kept steady pace beeping along.

      “How’re you feeling, Harry?” Doc asked.

      Eastwood regarded Doc from behind guarded green eyes. “I’m feeling done, Doc.”

      The surrender in Harry’s voice hit him like a punch to the gut. In all the years he’d worked side-by-side with Eastwood, he’d never once accepted defeat. He was stubborn like that. Never say die. That was Harold Tyler. This broke dick wasn’t him. This was a wounded animal who didn’t yet realize he still had life, still had a lot to offer. Exactly how, Doc couldn’t say, but there was no way that Eastwood was finished. Not in his eyes. Maybe the army’s, but never his. There would be life after loss, somehow.

      “You ain’t done, son, you’re just sidelined for now.”

      A spark of anger lit Eastwood’s eyes. “Sidelined? What the fuck, Doc? You think I can come back from this? What am I supposed to do? Hop on one leg and chase down terrorists while throwing rocks? Goddammit, Jason, I’m finished!”

      “Calm the fuck down, Harry!” Doc said. “I didn’t say you’d be back doing what you’ve always done, only that there’s more to you than that. You have a lot of experience and that makes you valuable. It won’t be the same, I know, but you’re going to recover from this shit because you’re no wus! You don’t give up, and we ain’t giving up on you. Not a single one of us. We’re still you’re family, you miserable sonofabitch, and we love you.”

      Doc’s last words stopped Eastwood cold.

      “What the hell am I supposed to say to that?” The fury in his voice died.

      Doc turned his head and swiped at his eyes. “Just fucking accept it, and don’t ask me to say it again. And don’t you dare give up.”

      “Shit, man, are you crying?”

      “No!” Doc sucked in a breath. “I’m just tired as hell. Been up all night and all day. Flew in from base camp non-stop. Leisl’s having her brain tumor removed as we speak, they’re cutting into her head. She’s terrified, and apparently I’m falling in love with her.”

      Eastwood’s jaw dropped. “Brain tumor?”

      “Yeah,” said Doc. “She has a brain tumor. How’s that for luck? I finally meet the one and then…this shit.”

      “Dude, I’m sorry, man.” Eastwood grabbed Doc’s arm and pulled him down into a bear hug. “I had no idea. She’s going to be okay, though, isn’t she?”

      Doc hugged him back. “Not sure yet, but I think so. One way or the other. Won’t know until they get the damned thing out and run it through pathology.”

      Eastwood patted his friend’s back. When Doc didn’t move, he said, “You know, you can get off me now.”

      Doc jumped up. “Fuck you.”

      “Fuck you, too,” said Eastwood, laughing.

      Seeing his friend laugh brought a smile to Doc’s face. “If you ever tell anyone about that, I’ll end your suffering myself.”

      Harry patted Doc’s arm. “You said that about cradling my ball sac, too, and now everyone knows you did that. Empty threats, you dimpled bastard. You love me. I heard it myself.”

      “I hate you sometimes.” Doc moved to the leather chair. “Mind if I sit here with you awhile? She’s going to be in surgery for hours.”

      “Not at all. Nice having some family around.” Eastwood shifted on the bed and pressed a button raising up his head. “It’s okay if you fall asleep. I’ll probably doze off and on too. They got me set up with some good drugs here but they do make me sleepy.”

      Doc stretched out in the hospital recliner. “God, this thing isn’t very comfortable. Guess beggars can’t be choosers.” He leaned his head back. “Just like old times, Harry.”

      “Yeah, it is. So, you off the market now?” Eastwood’s voice grew soft as his sedatives wound though his bloodstream.

      Doc’s eyes drooped. “Pretty sure that’s what falling in love means. No more women lining up outside my door. Don’t care. This one’s special.”

      “I know. I’ve met her. She’s calm, mostly, which is great for your hyper butt, but a beehive of feisty when pissed off,” he chuckled. “I like her.”

      Doc smiled. “Me too.”

      “Forgot to tell you…” Eastwood mumbled. “Got a visit earlier. Some anal fucks from the State Department. Said something about patches…rehab…”

      Doc grunted. “You’ll need lots of rehab. That’s good.”

      The room grew quiet, occasionally interrupted by the beep of machines and soft snores.
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      The ringing and vibration in his pocket barely penetrated the deep slumber that held Doc within its peaceful realm. He was dreaming of green fields surrounded by mountains. Wildflowers blooming and deer running free near a shallow stream. The deer approached a beautiful redhaired woman who fed them handfuls of grass. She blended into the scenery so well, he realized she was camouflaged somehow except for her bright red tresses and lovely face. There was a loud ringing across the mountains and the deer ran away. The ringing grew louder and the woman began to fade.

      Come back! he screamed. But she was gone.

      “Doc!” a deep voice barked.

      “What?” he jumped up.

      “Your phone’s ringing. Answer it already. Damn!” Eastwood grumbled, readjusting himself on the bed.

      “Sorry, man,” he said, pulling the cell phone out of his pocket. “Sergeant Major Gordon,” he answered.

      Eastwood watched Doc through hooded eyes. His teammate’s face showed both confusion and concern. Not unexpected since he was probably still trying to wake up properly.

      Doc ended the call.

      “Well?”

      He looked at Eastwood. “She’s out of surgery. They got her in post-op now. I can see her in an hour.”

      “So she pulled through? That’s good news, man.”

      “It is. I mean, we still won’t know the pathology results for a few days, but yeah, yeah,” he said, staring at the floor.

      “Take what you can get. She made it through a major surgery. That’s cause to celebrate.”

      Doc smiled. “I know, and I’m definitely grateful. Mind if I use your bathroom,” he asked, getting up.

      “I’m not using it so you may as well. I’ve got the old portable bedpan for now. Won’t see a real shitter for some time.”

      Doc eyed Eastwood. “I’ll be sure to get you a gift basket for that special occasion. You want one ply or two?”

      “Two, you fucker. My starfish is sensitive,” he chuckled.

      “Did you seriously just refer to your asshole as a starfish? Goddamn. There’s not enough soap to wash that image from my tired eyes.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Doc grumbled entering the bathroom in Eastwood’s room leaving his teammate laughing. He used the facility and took a few moments to scrub his face clean, wash the sleep from his eyes. There was both a tube of toothpaste and a bottle of mouthwash sitting on the shelf. Hospital brands. He cracked open the mouthwash and poured some onto his tongue, swishing it around. He figured it was the least he could do before presenting himself to Leisl. She deserved the best and at the moment, this was the best he could do until he made arrangements for a place to stay.

      He came back into the room, prepared to tell Eastwood he’d be back later to check on him, but he was already asleep once again. Despite the fact he wouldn’t hear him, Doc whispered, “I’ll be back, Harry,” and left the room.

      It was 02:30 in the morning. Leisl’s surgery lasted six hours in all. Doc had slept through the entire ordeal and felt refreshed, all things considered. He found a snack bar on the first floor and procured a vending machine sandwich, chips, and a hot cup of coffee. It was a quick and quiet meal meant to refuel and pass the hour. Finally, he made his way to post-op. He was greeted by a male nurse who said, “You’re the fiancé, right?”

      “I am,” he lied. Doc didn’t like lying, but he figured this wasn’t really a lie, just a truth only he knew about so far. It was a gray area and he hoped both God and his mother would forgive him.

      The nurse led him through the double doors and pointed to the corner. “She’s there, sleeping. There’s a chair so you can sit with her. She’s in and out of it, but so far, doing fine. The doctor will be in to check on her and you can talk to him.”

      “Thank you,” said Doc. He approached the bay at the far corner and pulled back the curtain.

      Leisl lay propped up. The paleness of her cheeks matched the white of the gauze bandages wrapped around her head. A nasal cannula blew oxygen into her nose while she slept and dozens of monitors were hooked up to her petite frame. She looked fragile, but he knew how tough she was. Still, even knowing this, it hurt to see her this way. The girl who had no family, who was used to facing everything alone, had a story he still didn’t know. He wanted to know—all of it. Every detail. And he wanted to tell her about his family from his parents to his siblings to high school friends. He wanted to bring her to Colver, the small town outside of Colorado Springs where he grew up, and show her mountains, Main Street, and the drive-in that still served the best burgers and shakes anywhere where he first worked as a gangly, cocky teenage boy.

      He pulled up the chair and sat beside the bed. Reaching out, he took her hand in his.

      “Hey, beautiful, I’m here. Your Jason is here and you came through surgery just fine, like a champ,” he whispered, his thumbs caressing the back of her hand.

      Leisl’s eyelids fluttered but didn’t fully open. She sighed, “Jason…”

      Doc stood up. “Yeah, babe. I’m here. It’s me.”

      “Okay,” she whispered. “I’m alive?”

      He smiled. “Hell, yes, you’re alive.” Leaning over, he dropped a light kiss on her parted lips. “You feel that?” he asked. “There’s going to be a lot more of those in your future, Miss Craig.”

      Her lips twitched. “Good,” she said. “I like your kisses.”

      Doc’s heart skipped a beat and relief washed through him. “You do, huh? That’s good, because I sure like kissing you.”

      “Don’t leave, ‘kay?” she mumbled.

      “I won’t. I’m not going anywhere. You just rest. I got you.”

      The sedatives still flooding her bloodstream pulled her back under, but Doc smiled. Hearing her speak, even if she wouldn’t remember it later, eased the anxiety that gripped him from the moment she’d had her seizure.

      He sat back down, feeling lighter than he had in days. He’d just gotten comfortable when the curtain parted and the doctor entered.

      He extended his hand. “I’m Doctor Bannerman. I’m told you’re Sergeant Craig’s fiancé. I don’t have any such information. In fact, she said she didn’t have anyone here.” The doctor eyed him.

      Doc stood, shaking the man’s hand. “Sergeant Major Gordon, Green Beret, 10th Special Forces Group, 1st Battalion,” he stated. “What Leisl told you is true. She’s an orphan, and I’m not officially her fiancé, but I’m here for her.”

      Doctor Bannerman gave Doc the once-over and then nodded. “Officially is an odd choice of word, son,” he said. “Who are you to her unofficially?”

      Doc cleared his throat. “We didn’t get a chance to establish any titles before she fell ill. We’ve only known each other a few days, actually.”

      A small smiled tugged at the doctor’s lips. “And yet, here you are, all the way from Kuwait as well, I take it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I see,” said Doctor Bannerman. “Well, Sergeant Major, she came through the procedure very well. We’ve sent the mass to pathology and I won’t have those results for at least eight days. In the meantime, we’ll get her back on her feet with some in-house rehab and once we know the results, we can plan from there.” The doctor closed the chart. Then, looking at Doc, added, “I don’t like to speculate, but the size and appearance of the tumor, to me, and to my experience, looked like early stages and the possibility of benign growth is good.”

      Doc blinked. “That would mean no radiation therapy, right?”

      “That’s correct. If the result is benign, officially,” he added, “there’s no need for her to go through radiation treatment. We did get it all out. The only other question is whether or not there will be any lasting damage to the vestibular nerve. We’ll begin checking her hearing in a couple of days.”

      Doc reached out, shaking the surgeon’s hand. “Thank you. Thanks for taking such good care of my girl.”

      Doctor Bannerman chuckled. “My pleasure, and you might want to let her in on that little secret of yours, son. It’s also my experience the girl won’t marry you if you don’t ask.” He left Doc staring after him.

      “Well, sweetheart, looks like everyone wants to throw their two-cents in about us before we’ve even figured it out,” he said, sitting down once again by her side. He lifted her fingers, threading them through his own. Leisl slept on. “Hell, I’m still trying to figure it all out, but I know one thing, I’m not going anywhere. Not unless you kick me out. Sure hope you won’t do that because I have a lot to tell you, like the first time I ever had a crush on a girl. She was a redhead,” he smiled. “Big surprise, huh? My best friend, Jeff, called me Charlie Brown throughout junior high because I had a thing for the little redhaired girl. Never got her, but seems like I’ve been looking for my redhaired girl ever since.” Doc spent the next hour telling Leisl bits and pieces of his life story.

      When a nurse returned hours later letting him know they’d be taking her back up to her room soon, Doc excused himself to find the gift shop. It was seven in the morning and the staff was in the middle of shift change. By the time Leisl was wheeled into her room, it was filled with flowers. Yellow daisies, pink orchids, red roses, and purple lilies.

      When Leisl opened her eyes, she was taken aback by the virtual garden surrounding her on every available surface in the room. Bright balloons floated above some of the bouquets and a stuffed teddy bear was tucked by her side looking up at her. Doc was there, beaming.

      “Where did all these flowers come from?” she asked.

      “Where do you think?” He looked around. “I didn’t know what kind you liked so, you know, just got them all.”

      A smile stretched across her lips. “You didn’t have to do that, Jason.”

      He watched her face as she took in all the colorful blooms. The surprise in her green eyes and the smile on her face told him he did the right thing. “I wanted to, Leisl.”

      She looked at him. “No one’s ever bought me flowers before.”

      Those words sent a sharp pain through his heart. “And no one else better. That’s my job,” he said, kissing her cheek.

      She raised a hand, touching his face. “You’re crazy, Jason.”

      “Crazy about you,” he said.

      “Are you really staying here?”

      “I am. Just need to make arrangements in a bit with billeting, see about getting a place near the hospital.”

      “I’ll need to do that too, after they discharge me. I don’t even know what I’m supposed to do yet,” she said.

      “Don’t you worry yourself about that. I’ll take care of everything. You just concentrate on resting and healing. That’s your job, babe.”

      “But I don’t even have my things here,” she began.

      “I’ll have them sent over. You won’t need anything more than one of these sexy hospital gowns and non-skid socks for a few days anyhow. Plenty of time to take care of business.” He tugged at the army-green gown.

      “Sexy, you say?” she sniffed. “You have strange taste in fashion, Jason.” Leisl bit her lip. Her head hurt and she felt as weak as a kitten, but for the first time in her life, she felt happy. She couldn’t remember not having to worry about and handle every single detail of her life. Jason wasn’t having it, but was, instead, taking over her care while she was recovering. So this is what it feels like, she thought.

      “I actually prefer lacy things, but Outlaw won’t let me wear them under my uniform,” he joked.

      She laughed, then stopped, her hand moving up to touch her bandages. “Ow!”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, grabbing her hand. “Don’t touch that yet. Doctor’s orders. Here, I’ll call the nurse,” he said.

      “No, no,” she patted his hand. “It hurts, but I’m okay, and they have me on the morphine pump. It goes off automatically.” The machine beeped. “See? It dispenses on a timer. I’m sorry. I’ll probably fall asleep again.”

      Doc sighed, relieved. “Don’t you worry about me. I’m a big boy. I’ll just take care of everything while you sleep, okay?” He kissed her lips, lingering a moment.

      “Bring back one of those later,” she said.

      Doc smiled. “Yes, ma’am.”

      He watched her nod off to sleep once again, pleased that she was doing well and in good spirits. Rising, he headed out intent on checking on Eastwood before visiting the billeting office, but when he arrived at room 316, Harry was gone. His bed, his things, everything was gone.

      Doc rushed to the nurses’ station.

      “Sergeant Tyler, where is he?” he asked.

      A tired nurse in her mid-fifties regarded him. She had the countenance of a woman generally irritated with the world and was not the least bit pleased to be interrupted in the middle of her charting duties.

      “He’s discharged,” she said, and looked down once again at the chart on the desk in front of her.

      Doc rolled his eyes heavenward, inhaled, and tried again. “And where was he discharged to? A rehab facility here or back home to the states? What?”

      The woman’s eyes narrowed, and she raised an eyebrow as she looked at the demanding soldier. “Are you family?”

      “I’m his superior. He’s on my team.”

      “So you’re not family then. Well, then, Sergeant Major,” she eyed Doc’s sleeve, “I can’t tell you any more than that. You’ll have to contact his family.”

      Doc swore, banging his hand on the desk. He pulled out his cell and fired off a text to Outlaw. It would travel a relay through COM-SAD so he had no idea when Nate would actually receive it. Due to the nature of the team’s missions, calls were intercepted and held to prevent any of them from being picked up by the enemy. Messages were relayed when the team called in through SAT phones. It was all he could do for now. He made a mental note to call Eastwood’s mother later and find out where her son had been taken. Had to have been quite sudden or else Harry would’ve mentioned it earlier. He didn’t even leave a damned note.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      A month passed, one in which Leisl thrived. Eight days after surgery, Doctor Bannerman delivered the results of her pathology testing. The tumor was benign. She was expected to make a full recovery. She was thrilled when, after the swelling went down at her incision site, her hearing returned with no ringing. Each day she worked with a physical therapist to regain her strength and coordination. Each day, Jason was by her side.

      Their afternoons were spent playing card games or going outside into the patient garden area, Leisl in a wheelchair for her safety, and Doc pushing her. At night, he stretched out beside her on her bed until she fell asleep. Sweet goodnight kisses became more passionate as she grew stronger and Doc often returned to his small apartment with a case of blue balls. He didn’t mind, however. He was happy with the way their relationship was progressing.

      In between the kisses and touches, they shared their stories. Learning of the tragic death of both her parents tore him up inside, but hearing her describe living in one foster home after another with so much emptiness killed him. He wanted to fill her with all the light, laughter, and love he had from his own family, so he told her all about them, about Colver, about his dad’s veterinary practice, and his mom’s restaurant. Told her about aunts, uncles, and cousins, and camping and fishing trips. He told her about his cabin on the lake near his parent’s home, the one he kept when he got the chance to come back and visit. His mom kept an eye on it while he was deployed, paying for the utilities and such through a trust he’d set up. She called it her home away from daddy, the place she tried out new recipes that often ended up on the menu at her restaurant. Doc didn’t mind. His kitchen was always stocked when he came home, usually with some special ‘Welcome Home’ dessert sitting on the counter or in the fridge. He did his best to add in as much detail as possible hoping it painted bright pictures in her mind’s eye.

      She told him about Rose and Oscar, and he was glad there’d been someone to care for her then, but she skimmed over the details of why she ran from that last home. He wanted to ask, but something told him she wasn’t ready to share.

      Two weeks in, her luggage arrived from Medical Base Camp 10, Kuwait. Angie sent her a letter letting her know she’d been feeding Pooch in her absence. He misses you, Leisl. Looks for you every single day.

      Doc noted the relief on her face when she told him, and also the sadness in her eyes. He hated seeing that.

      By her third week, she was walking on her own and thrilled that her hair had grown out a bit helping to hide the incision. The removal of her stitches and staples had been a milestone moment because days after that, she was allowed to gently wash her entire head. No more dry shampoos.

      “God, a shower is the best medicine,” she said, combing out her hair. There was no longer a stark contrast of white skin on the left side, but a fine stubble of new red hair.

      Doc had only just arrived for the day to find her sitting on the edge of her bed wearing dark blue sweat pants and a gray t-shirt.

      In his hands, he held a yellow bag.

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “Just a little something,” he said, coming to her and kissing her lips. “Mmnn, you smell nice, baby.”

      Leisl grinned. “I do, don’t I? Real shampoo, not that dry stuff. Ugh. That was awful.”

      He handed her the bag. “Go ahead, dig in.”

      She put down her brush and opened the bag. Inside were five brightly-colored scarfs. A smile lit her eyes. “Jason!”

      “I figured you can keep your head warm on that side and still be fashionable. I don’t know a thing about what’s what, but the sales lady helped pick them out. I hope you like them,” he said.

      Leisl stood, wrapping her arms around his neck. “I do! They’re beautiful. Thank you.”

      “Well? Wanna put one on, have a look?”

      Leisl nodded, holding them up. “Which one would you like to see on me first?”

      Doc looked at the scarfs; a pink one with rhinestones, a black one with red roses, a silky green one with bright fuchsia flowers, a yellow one with hummingbirds, and a sapphire blue with swirls of plum, silver, and gold. “I’m no expert, but you’re wearing blue, so I’m going with blue.”

      “Blue it is, then,” she said, putting the others back in the bag. She sat down, tying the scarf around and under her hair. The material hid her incision with its bright colors. “What do you think,” she asked, striking a saucy pose.

      Doc grinned. She looked like herself again, looked better even. Happier. His eyes took in the wavy red hair spilling out the back of the scarf and her bright, green eyes. The look she gave him caused a tightening in his pants. That had been becoming more and more of a problem over the past week. Especially having her curled up against him on her small bed each night. Those few hours before she fell asleep were torture, but he wouldn’t trade them for the world.

      “You look like a sexy gypsy.” His eyes traveled over her form. Leisl had lost weight the first week after surgery. He noticed the hollowing out of her cheeks and the delicate bones of her shoulders. But her appetite returned in week two and now, with her body healing, she was filling out again, in all the right places as far as he was concerned.

      Leisl felt the touch of his eyes as if it was his hands that roamed her curves. Heat flushed her cheeks adding an alluring blush to her creamy skin. The past few nights had grown particularly passionate between them and she found herself wanting more, but at the same time, she was afraid. She knew that her fear was irrational. Jason wasn’t a rapist. He cared. His every action showed it. This still surprised her, and she wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to it. That sparked yet another fear—that she would grow to depend on him, to love him, and he would leave.

      It was all too new. She really wished she had someone to talk to about it all, another female. A best friend. Angie was as close as she’d come, but she was back in Kuwait. The likelihood of seeing her again was small at best.

      Doc reached out and touched her face, caressing her cheek. “You want to take a walk with me outside? There’s something I’d like to discuss with you,” he said.

      “Okay,” she said, standing.

      He took her hand, leading her out of the room and down the hall. They took the elevator to the first floor and walked out to the patient gardens. Summer in Germany wasn’t nearly as hot as summers back home. But the sun was out, and the flowers planted throughout the years by patients under the supervision of occupational therapists were in full bloom making it a beautiful and peaceful spot.

      “The Germans sure do love their green spaces,” said Doc.

      “I’d heard that a few years back. One of the nurses at base camp had spent three years at Ramstein. She said there were dedicated green spaces all throughout the cities.” They stopped near a pine tree sitting on the bench beneath it. “What did you want to discuss, Jason?” Dread filled her. He’d been by her side for a month now. That was a long time and she was nearly recovered, more than enough to be getting discharged soon. Her future was uncertain. It would still be a while before she could return to duty, but it wouldn’t be combat duty. She was sure of that. More likely the army would send her to a base hospital somewhere back in the states. Jason would return to doing what he did, which he could never discuss with her, and in all likelihood, she wouldn’t see him again.

      He scooted closer, putting his arm around her shoulders. “I talked to Doctor Bannerman earlier while you were in therapy and he said he’d be discharging you by Monday. You’ve healed well, faster than he expected even, so there really isn’t any reason to keep you here in the hospital.”

      Leisl looked surprised. “He told you that?”

      “Yes,” said Doc. “He’s going to talk to you about it in the morning, but yes. All you’ll need to do is follow up with an oncologist as an outpatient.”

      “But by Monday? Jason, I need to get orders, talk to someone in billeting because I don’t know how long it’s going to take to get me transferred. I mean, I don’t have anywhere to stay.”

      Doc rubbed her shoulder. “I know this, so I have a solution,” he said, glancing down into her upturned face. “On both situations if you’re in agreement, and…if the army sees it my way.”

      “What?” she asked, cocking her head sideways.

      “You remember I told you I own a cabin in Colver, Colorado?” She nodded. “Well, how’d you like to stay there?” he asked.

      “In your cabin?” Leisl asked, astonished.

      He smiled. “Yeah, in my cabin. Listen, Fort Carson is just down the road. Evans Army Community Hospital is the main hospital for active duty and retired army in the area. You can get set up with an oncologist there to follow up and you can work there in the surgical department once you’re cleared to go back to active status. It’s a great place to live, Leisl. I think you’d love it as much as I do.”

      She absorbed his words quietly. “And what about you? Where will you stay when you come back home?”

      He cast a sideways glance, a teasing smile on his lips. “In my cabin, I hope.”

      “With me,” she said.

      “With you,” he whispered. “If that’s okay.”

      She bit her lip. “You want me to come live with you in your cabin in Colorado,” she stated out loud, but it was clear she was contemplating his proposal.

      He was asking her to live with him, but how would that work? He was probably never home much as it was. How in the world could they be together if they weren’t actually together? She didn’t have any answer to that, but then, no man had ever asked her to live with him either.

      Doc watched her face, fascinated, and also a bit afraid she’d say no. “You don’t have to answer me now. Just think on it, okay? Promise me?” He lifted her hand to his lips, kissing each fingertip, his eyes gazing into hers with a heated intensity.

      His hot lips on her sensitive fingertips distracted Leisl from her thoughts. “Okay. I’ll think about it.”

      Doc took the small victory. Grinning, he said, “and as for when you get discharged, there’s no question, Miss Craig. You’re staying with me.”

      “I am?” Her eyes popped wide.

      “Yes, ma’am. The apartment they set me up in on base is a two-bedroom so you see, you have a choice.”

      “A choice? What do you mean?”

      He leaned in close to her ear. She could feel his warm breath tickling her skin. Sexy thoughts of the night before filled her mind when he’d kissed her there, slowly making his way down her neck to her collar bone and back. The thought caused heat to rush like wildfire throughout her body, settling low in secret places.

      Doc knew what she must be thinking because he was thinking it too. His voice dropped low as he spoke. “You can stay in the spare room,” he said, “or,” he paused, brushing his lips over the soft skin of her earlobe before sucking it into his mouth giving it a gentle nibble, “you’re more than welcome to share my bed.”

      Leisl sucked in a breath, blowing it out slowly. Her heart was beating wildly and the rumbling vibration of his voice so near her neck on top of it all was causing all sorts of naughty thoughts to run rampant in her head.

      “You’re not playing fair, Jason,” she sighed.

      A sexy chuckle sounded before he repeated the ear kisses. “All’s fair in love and war, babe. I just wanted you to be clear I’m not looking for a roommate even though I’d respect your wishes.” He reached up, taking her chin and turning her face to his. “I want you, Leisl. I think you want me too.”

      “Oh,” she said. Leisl was overwhelmed. She swallowed hard. “I do,” she said. “But there’s something I need to tell you first.”

      “There’s nothing you can tell me that will make me want you any less, sweetheart.”

      “You say that now, but—”

      “No buts about it. I mean it. I don’t care what it is. You hate fish. You snore. You garden naked on Sundays. I don’t care. I want you.”

      She was stunned into silence. His eyes were sincere, she could see that, but how long would that last when she told him what had happened to her. How much of a freak would he think she was after telling him she’d avoided men completely after that? At twenty-eight, that was so far from normal it wasn’t even funny. Jason was handsome, world-traveled, battle-hardened, and experienced. Would he even want her after finding out how broken and inexperienced she really was?

      “Jason, I…” She tried to get the words out, but they wouldn’t come.

      “It’s okay, babe,” he said, touching her cheek. “You can tell me anything or nothing at all. It’s not going to change how I feel. Tell me whatever it is when you’re ready.”

      The panic rising inside her eased. She nodded.

      “All better?” he asked.

      “For now,” she conceded.

      “Good. Can I please kiss you then because I’m dying over here.”

      “Yes, please,” she smiled.
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      Monday arrived and before she knew it, Leisl was no longer an in-patient. Jason picked her up at the front of the hospital in a rented Audi. He carefully arranged her flower vases on the floor of the backseat and loaded the rest of her things in the trunk.

      Leisl was wearing civilian clothing. Jeans, a white t-shirt, white canvas sneakers, and her red hair scarf. It was the first time she’d been away from the hospital since she arrived, and she enjoyed seeing Landstuhl as they drove through to Ramstein Air Base. The sun was bright, the air a pleasant 22◦ Celsius. In no time at all, they arrived at post, going through the gate and turning towards guest quarters. The dorm-style building was utilized like a hotel for traveling active duty members.

      Doc parked on the end in front of the corner apartment. He smiled at her. “Home, sweet home, babe.” He hopped out, coming around to open her door. He handed her a keycard. “Go on in and have a look around. I’ll get your stuff.”

      “I can help, you know. I’m not helpless.”

      He kissed her forehead. “I know, but I got this. Let me spoil you a bit.”

      He gave her a gentle push towards the door and began unloading the car. He carried in the vases of flowers first, two at a time, five total, laughing at himself for going overboard with the lilies and daisies after finding out they were her favorites. He set them down on the kitchen table and went back to get her duffel bag and one suitcase.

      Inside the apartment, Leisl looked around the tiny living room which contained a loveseat and two stuffed chairs facing a flatscreen TV in the corner. The kitchen opposite the living room had a two-seater table by the window. The kitchen itself had only a two-burner cooktop and a microwave oven. The refrigerator was a small, under-counter variety common in German homes. From there, she wandered back to the bedrooms. The first one was clean, with a double bed, a chair in the corner, and a small dresser. The second one was slightly messier, but not by much, although it was clear Jason slept in that room. The double bed was made, but there were personal items laid out on the dresser. A comb, a small bottle of cologne, a zippered bag. A charge cord was plugged in and hanging over the edge, obviously where he charged his cell phone each night. An extra pair of boots sat on the floor near the bed and a garment bag hung from the wardrobe in the corner. Across from both rooms was a bathroom with a shower. She came back out into the short hall to find Jason standing there holding her bag and suitcase.

      “So, where should I put these?” he asked.

      Leisl pointed to the empty room. “In there, please,” she said, “for now.”

      Doc nodded and did as bid, coming back into the living room to find her arranging the flower vases.

      “What do you think of the place? Not too bad, huh?” he asked.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “It’s cute.” She turned, facing him. “Seems to have everything a person would need.” She noticed he filled the small space of the apartment. They were going to be on top of one another and she wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

      He fidgeted with his watch. “You hungry?”

      “Yes, a little.”

      “Good,” he said. “There’s this place I keep passing outside the base. Big Emma’s. Smell’s good, but I hadn’t tried it yet. I figure we could go there?”

      Relief hit her. They could get outside the small apartment, at least, for now. “Sounds like a plan.”

      “Shall we then,” he grinned, moving towards the door. “You still have the keycard?”

      “On the table,” she pointed.

      Doc grabbed it and they headed back out, both knowing eventually, they’d have to return and face their first night together.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was good. The restaurant offered both German and American-style food. Doc ordered a steak and Leisl chose chicken schnitzel. He had a beer while she enjoyed a raspberry lemonade. Their usual easy conversation had become stilted eventually dying altogether. They finished their meal in silence, with Leisl watching the people around her, painfully aware that Jason was watching her.

      She thought about the coming night. It would be their first spent without nurses walking in and interrupting. She admitted to herself that it was only because there was no possible way for them to go any further than the hot kisses and heavy petting that she’d participated with such enthusiasm. It was like two teenagers in their parents’ living room seeing how far they could go before getting caught. But now, there would be no supervision, no night nurse making rounds and checking her vitals or bringing in her meds. Leisl knew Jason had gone back to the apartment many a night hard enough to hammer nails into the wall, and she felt just a twinge guilty about that. But he wasn’t the only one who’d suffered sexual frustration. She, too, had tossed and turned keyed up and wanting so much more. That both excited and terrified her. Mostly because she didn’t know how she would react or what to expect. Would it be painful again? Would he hurt her, even if on accident?

      She’d heard other women discuss sex. They talked about it so easily, so casually, like it meant nothing more than a moment, but she couldn’t be that cavalier. For her, sex meant violence, pain, and fear. She didn’t know this other side of it that they did. She had no idea what an orgasm felt like and the idea of having a man inside her body again made her break out into a panic. But the past many nights when kissing led to touching led to bodies rubbing against each other, it hadn’t been scary, hadn’t made her want to get away. In fact, it had the opposite effect. She wanted to be closer. His muscular leg between her thighs, his hips grinding into hers, his lips on her neck, and hands on her breast drove her crazy with desire.

      She picked up her lemonade and guzzled.

      “You’re sure thirsty,” he said.

      “Just a little parched,” she choked out.

      “I’m glad to see your appetite hasn’t waned.” Doc eyed her nearly empty plate. “How was the schnitzel?”

      “Very good. And your steak?” she said, noting he’d already finished it.

      Doc held her gaze. “Delicious.” He chugged the last of his beer. “You ready?”

      Leisl felt her stomach dip. She knew that look in his eyes. She’d been flirting with it for a week while he’d been constrained by roving hospital staff, but now, the tiger was loose and despite the steak dinner he’d just downed, appeared ravenous. She knew without a doubt that tonight, she’d be devoured. Fear and excitement snaked through her. Leisl knew if she was going to survive an unleashed Jason, she would have to tell him everything.

      “I’m ready.”

      He smiled, holding up two fingers to ask for the check. The waitress handled the transaction and before Leisl could blink, they were out the door and back on the road to the apartment.

      The sun was setting on the horizon when they pulled into the parking space. Doc got out and came around, opening her door, ever the gentleman. He took her hand as they walked to the front door only releasing it when he pulled out the keycard to unlock it. Inside, it was dark. Leisl searched for a light switch, finding it on the wall just as his hand reached out to do the same. She pulled hers back and let him flip on the lights.

      “Can I get you something to drink? There are bottled waters and orange juice in the fridge,” he said.

      “Sure, a bottled water, please. I’ll be right out,” she said, escaping to the bathroom.

      Leisl locked the door and leaned on the sink, staring at her reflection in the mirror. She almost looked like herself, except for the uneven hair, but the scarf helped making it look like a deliberate stylish side-sweep. But it was the chaos happening in her eyes that surprised her. She could see it. Could see the fear, the frustration, the excitement, and if she could see it, Jason could surely see it as well. What must he be thinking? She swallowed hard. She’d just gone through a major brain surgery and survived. What was she so afraid of? This was her Jason, the man who’d followed her from the Middle East to be by her side when no one else had. Because there was no one else, only Jason. He’d taken care of her, helped feed her, lifted her when she was too weak to move, talked to her, joked with her, made her laugh, and comforted her. He’d kindled feelings inside her she never thought to experience, and he wanted more. She knew it, because she wanted more too.

      “Leisl Craig,” she said, speaking to her reflection, “don’t you dare be a coward. This is your chance. He’s a good man. Don’t let that garbage rapist take any more from you.” She turned on the faucet and splashed cold water on her face. Determined, she unlocked the door and rejoined Jason. When she entered the kitchen, her jaw dropped.
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      Doc leaned against the kitchen counter, feet crossed, sipping water. He’d kicked off his boots and socks and had removed his shirt. Leisl stared at his bare chest. She’d imagined it many times, but in the relative safety of the hospital, had yet to see him shirtless. Her hands had roamed his warm skin, kneading the muscles beneath, but her eyes had not had the pleasure. He was a visual feast.

      He watched her watching him and smiled that slow smile, the one that introduced his dimples a degree at a time. Her knees went weak.

      Picking up the open bottle of water on the counter, he unwound his feet and walked towards her. It was deliberate, the stalking of a jungle cat eyeing a tasty mouse. He held the bottle out. “Your water, ma’am.” He stepped into her personal space, heat emanating from his sculpted physique.

      Leisl put up a hand, pressing the center of his chest. “We need to talk.”

      One eyebrow shot up as Doc froze. In his experience, nothing good ever followed those words. Confused, he said, “Okay, what about?”

      She took the bottle and then took his hand leading him over to the loveseat. She sat down and indicated he should sit beside her.

      Doc sat facing her and waited. She looked both serious and scared. He had no idea what to expect, but the words that came out of her mouth knocked the wind out of him.

      “I was raped.” She dropped the bomb and then held her breath, waiting for the explosion.

      “What?” Doc’s eyes popped wide with shock which was quickly replaced with fury. “When? Where? Why am I just now hearing about this? Leisl, who did it? I’ll kill the motherfucker!” he grabbed her hands, holding them tight, and when that didn’t satisfy him, he pulled her in and wrapped his arms around her. “Oh my God, baby, are you okay? We need to report this.”

      Leisl closed her eyes and inhaled his scent. It calmed her despite her fluttering heart. These were the words she’d needed then, and even though it had been years, hearing them now meant the world. It meant someone cared. She slipped a hand between them and pressed, giving herself enough room to look up into his face. It was a wonder to behold. Jason’s dark eyes were filled with equal parts concern and rage, but it was the tear that slipped a corner that melted her heart.

      She licked her lips. “It happened a long time ago. Back when I was still in high school.”

      Leisl expected to see his anger fade, but it didn’t.

      “Who did that to you?” he asked.

      She cleared her throat, and slowly began telling her tale. It was the second time she’d ever told anyone, the first being Tim’s mom, her foster mother, and she’d been called a whore for it. The telling came out in pieces. The taunting and harassment by Tim Masterson. His parents alcoholism. The speed and violence of the act. Her shock. Seeking help from Mrs. Masterson. Being blamed, being called a whore. And then being threatened and kicked out of their home.

      “That’s how I ended up with Rose and Oscar. They never knew. They just took me in and let me finish high school. For a few months, it was the best home I ever had.”

      Doc sat quietly letting her speak. He didn’t know what to say. Emotions overwhelmed him. As a man, he knew he would never hurt a woman. That some men did pissed him off. He thought them cowards, evil bastards, but certainly not real men. As a soldier, he knew how to hurt evil bastards and as he clenched his fists listening to her stumble through her painful revelation, he imagined every form of torture he could think of on this Tim character. He glanced at Leisl and upon seeing her regarding him quietly, realized she’d stopped talking. Lost in his own torture fantasy, he missed that, but now, all he could see was her pain.

      She leaned back, pulling away from him. Immediately, he drew her back in, holding her close. “Don’t. Don’t pull away from me. Please,” he said.

      “How could you possibly want me? I’ve never even tried again…” her voice grew smaller.

      Doc squeezed his eyes shut. Not only had that pathetic raping bastard taken away her first time, but his violation robbed her of knowing her own sexuality, of being able to enjoy the physical side of being a woman. He kissed the top of her head and rubbed her back as she lay against his chest. He felt like shit. Here he’d been planning a seduction and all the while he’d been terrifying her. For him, the past week of kissing and cuddling, petting and panting had been a return to teenage years. It was fun, but for him, it was the longest extended foreplay of his adult life that he’d intended to consummate this very night. For Leisl, it had all been a first, and he hadn’t even realized it. He wanted a do-over. Wanted to make it right. Make it perfect.

      “The question isn’t how could I want you, baby, it’s how could I not?” He sighed, looking down into her wide, green eyes. “My God, you’re so beautiful, and brave, and smart, and kind. I love being with you. I don’t care what we’re doing, it just doesn’t matter. As long as I’m with you, the world is right. You see me, see right through me and you aren’t afraid to call me out on my bullshit. But you let me in, didn’t you…” he said, thinking. “You said you haven’t even tried since then so does that mean you haven’t dated at all?”

      Leisl shook her head. “No. No one.”

      Wonder radiated from his eyes. “Until me?”

      She smiled, shrugging her shoulders. “Yes. I suppose so.”

      Her smile was infectious. He grinned, dimples peeking out. “Well how about that?” he said, looking over her head. His hands absently rubbed soothing circles over her back. He glanced down, holding her gaze. “Leisl Craig, you’re a virgin.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “No, I’m not. I just told you—”

      He touched her face, caressing her cheek. “That someone hurt you. But you didn’t give yourself to him. What happened wasn’t making love. It wasn’t even sex. That was pure violence and it’s not the same thing so I beg to differ, Miss Craig. As far as I’m concerned, you’re a virgin, and until you decide to give yourself to someone because you care about that person, you’ll remain a virgin.”

      She thought about what he said. None of that had occurred to her. The idea that she was, indeed, in control of her own body and that what the Masterson boy had done to her did not define who she was appealed…a lot. “So, you’re saying I decide, that I get to make the choice.”

      Doc wound a lock of her hair around his finger. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      Leisl leaned into his fingers enjoying the tingling sensation in her scalp. She’d enjoyed many sensations at Jason’s hands recently, and her curiosity prodded her to live up to the title of brave woman he’d called her so many times already. Sliding her hands up his chest, she took a deep breath and said, “Then I choose you, Jason.” They locked eyes and the air in the room grew thick. “I want you to be my first.”

      Doc’s body tightened and he had to swallow twice before he could speak. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” she said, her gaze dropping to his mouth, “I’m sure.”

      He groaned, pulling her close and kissing her lips. It was soft, hesitant, careful. He cupped her face, staring hard into her eyes. “Anytime you want me to stop, you just say stop and I will. You’re in control, Leisl. I would never in a million years hurt you.”

      She smiled, tears stinging her eyes. “I know. Now, would you please kiss me?”

      Seeing her acceptance of him, her courage, and her desire drove him crazy, but he tamped it all down. Tonight was about Leisl. He’d never been with a virgin, and that made him nervous, but he was a determined man and without a doubt, he knew he would do anything she wanted, anything she was comfortable with to make this experience beautiful. He scooped her up in his arms and got off the couch.

      “Jason,” she said, laughing.

      “I’m carrying you over the threshold,” he said.

      “What threshold? That’s for brides, silly.” She slapped a hand over her eyes, giggling.

      “The bedroom door threshold, and tonight, I say it’s for an extremely beautiful, sexy woman. No use arguing.”

      Inside the bedroom, he laid her down, allowing her to scoot up to the pillows. He followed on hands and knees, watching her the whole time.

      “I believe you ordered me to kiss you, milady?”

      Her mouth went dry. Jason’s muscular arms and shoulders bulged as he held himself above her. Further down, his defined abs showed a six-pack plus two, and beyond that, below the belt of his fatigues, was the evidence of his desire for her. Still, he waited for her orders. That he held himself in such control for her showed how much he cared. And knowing he would do whatever she asked sent a ripple of heat throughout her body. While she was giving herself to him, he was also giving himself to her.

      “Yes,” she sighed. “Please kiss me.”

      That’s all he needed to hear. It began as a slow exploration of lips, but then grew to a tasting of tongues. When he settled himself to her side, her body showed its frustration by rolling closer and wrapping a leg around his waist.

      “Tell me what you want, Leisl,” he whispered.

      She rubbed against him, not knowing how to ask. Finally, “I want you to make love to me.”

      Her simple words were his undoing. “It’ll be my pleasure, baby, and dear God, I sure hope it’s yours. Just tell me what you like and don’t like, okay?”

      “Okay.” Leisl felt his hands lift her shirt tugging it over her head. He sat up on his knees and unbuttoned her jeans, pulling them down over her hips. Each shoe was pulled off carefully and tossed to the floor. Her clothing joined them. She lay there in her bra and panties as his eyes swept her from head to toe.

      “You’re perfect,” he said. His fingers drew a line up over her stomach to the edge of her bra. It had a front clasp that snapped open in his hand. Gently, he peeled it away revealing her breasts to his eager eyes.

      Her nipples hardened under his gaze making her feel hot and needy. “Jason, please,” she moaned.

      Sliding his hands beneath her shoulders, he stretched out settling himself between her legs. Their bare chests touched, skin to skin, and he bit back a groan.

      Leisl’s eyes closed and her lips fell open, and invitation he couldn’t refuse. He kissed her, sweeping the inside of her mouth, tasting her sweetness, nibbling her tongue before teasing his lips across her cheek to her ear and then down her neck where he bit the sensitive skin of her shoulder. She sucked in a breath, sinking her fingers into his hair, pulling him closer.

      “Yes,” she sighed.

      Encouraged, Doc blazed a line of hot, wet kisses over her chest and hovered over a hard nipple before covering it with his lips, sucking hard, and then licking the tip until she moaned. By the grinding of her hips against his, he knew she liked that and moved to the other breast, giving it equal attention.

      He was so hard, he wondered if he’d survive loving Leisl in this slow, seductive manner, but he was a soldier and could withstand anything, he told himself. Hands replaced his lips on her breasts and he kissed her stomach, gently massaging and tweaking her nipples.

      She shuddered when his hands moved to her panties and began to tug them down. Like magic, they were gone and Jason gripped her knees, gently pulling them apart.

      Leisl peeked up at him through long lashes. He was staring at her core, enraptured. When his hands slid up the inside of her thighs, she sucked in a breath, but she wasn’t prepared when he dipped his head and licked her.

      “Oh my God!”

      He stopped. “Did I hurt you? Do you want me to stop?”

      “What? No!” she cried, frustrated.

      Relief washed over him, and Doc grinned, returning to task. He licked and nibbled her nub, long strokes first and then smaller ones circling and flicking. The panting sounds she made turned him on and he forced himself to hold on, to make her cum first. Leisl’s hips rose up to meet the thrust of his tongue and increased the tempo, focusing on her nub, knowing she was getting close.

      She gripped the sheets, overwhelmed with feelings she’d never experienced before. What he was doing to her was shocking and naughty and amazing all at the same time. Something was building inside her, tightening with each flick of his hot tongue. When he reached a hand up to her breast once again, pinching her nipple, she exploded.

      “Jason, oh my God! Oh my God!”

      He wanted to tell her to just let go, but he’d have to stop to do that so instead, he reached out and found her hand, gripping it.

      Leisl came in spectacular fashion. Her moans were beautiful music to his ears. He’d done that. He’d given her this moment. But there was more.

      As she lay panting, he kicked off his pants, and before she could recover, had rolled on a condom. He leaned down, nuzzling her neck.

      “You okay?”

      She grinned. “Yes. Better than okay. What was that?”

      He chuckled, kissing her ear. “That was nothing compared to what’s coming.”

      Her eyes popped wide. “More?”

      “Oh, yes, baby, there’s more. If you still want it. Now’s the time to say no if you don’t.” He held his breath and prayed.

      Leisl ran her hands over his back to his hips. Shyly, she reached down and wrapped her fingers around his hard cock.

      Doc groaned.

      “Did I hurt you,” she asked. “I’m so sorry.”

      He half-laughed, half-groaned again. “No, baby, you didn’t hurt me. I’m just very sensitive right now because I want you so much.”

      She thought about that. He was in agony of sorts and still he would stop if she told him to do so. He must feel how she felt when he was teasing her body in such a sexy way. Jason was her hero, her knight in shining armor, and she knew that as much he wanted her right then, she wanted him more.

      “What do I do?” she asked,

      “What do you want to do, beautiful?” The strain was showing on his face.

      “I want you inside me.” She held his gaze, passion flaring between them like the Fourth of July.

      Doc sent up a silent ‘Thank you, Jesus,” and kissed her. “You don’t have to do anything. I’ve got this.”

      He slid the tip into her opening and, taking a deep breath, said, “Hold on, baby.” Inch by inch he pushed in. The way was tight, but so very wet and so very hot, squeezing him like a glove.

      “Oh, dear Lord, you feel so good,” he whispered.

      Leisl bit her lip as he stretched her walls. She expected pain, but it didn’t hurt. At first, it felt strange, but once he was all the way inside, her body wanted more. She wiggled and he groaned.

      Obliging her, Doc pulled back and slid in once again, then repeated the movement. She followed, getting into rhythm with his strokes.

      With each thrust, she became more lost in the sensations. It was incredible. His arms held her shoulders and his lips found hers, kissing her deeply. He matched the thrust of his tongue to his hips, and Leisl responded, hot, tight, and slick. He was in heaven.

      The air grew heated from their bodies and the scent of sex filled the small bedroom. Doc’s back arched as his thrusts became stronger, harder. He lifted Leisl’s leg over his hip spreading her legs wider. She gripped his back, sinking her fingernails into his skin. The sting of her nail stabs spurred him on and when one soft hand grabbed his ass, he slammed into her taking them both over the edge.

      Muscles bulged and strained as he came hard. Beneath him, Leisl’s body twitched and spasmed around him, milking every last drop he had. He looked down at her face. She was glowing, eyes closed, lips parted, in full-out ecstasy. He’d never seen anything or anyone more beautiful that her.

      Spent, he collapsed on top of her, burying his face in the pillow beside her head. It was a long time before he could speak.

      “Are you okay, Leisl?”

      Her hands caressed his back where they’d been piercing his skin only moments before. “Hmmn?”

      She sounded like a contented cat and that made Doc smile.

      “I take it that’s a yes?” He knew he should move, but he didn’t have the strength. He was still inside her, a place he was sure he always wanted to be.

      “I’m good. I promise,” she grinned.

      He heard that grin and turned his head, rubbing his nose in her neck. “I’m glad.”

      “Jason?”

      “Yeah, babe,” he said.

      “Can we do that again?”

      He chuckled, surprised. “Just give me…twenty or so minutes, you greedy woman.”

      Leisl laughed. “That was the best first time ever,” she said, turning her face to his. Their eyes locked. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      Doc was in awe. She’d just given him the most amazing gift a woman could give and she was thanking him? He didn’t deserve her, but he’d be damned if he’d let her go. Touching her cheek, he eased up, looking down at her sweet face and kissing her lips softly. “No, sweetheart, thank you. Thank you for choosing me.”

      “So now what?” she asked.

      He chuckled. “Now we wait twenty minutes and do it again.”

      “No, I mean, tomorrow?”

      “Oh,” he said, leaning on his elbow. “Well, tomorrow, if it’s cool with you, I make arrangements to fly us back home to Colorado, to Colver.”

      “Home,” she said, trying out the word.

      “Home, ours if you’ll let it,” he added. “I don’t want to be apart from you, Leisl. Not now, not tomorrow, not ever. What do you say? Will you come home with me, meet my family, make a go of this thing between us?” He slid his fingers into hers, holding her hand.

      She watched their fingers intertwine, his large hand and her smaller one. They were still connected, like their hands. It was incredibly intimate, and for the first time in her life, she felt safe, felt desired, maybe even loved. All she had to do was try.

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      He grinned. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “Let’s do it.”

      Doc kissed her lips, jubilant. “What did I ever do to deserve you?”

      “I was asking myself the same thing.” Leisl chuckled, reaching up to run her fingers through his hair.

      “My God, you’re amazing, woman. Come here.” Doc pulled her into a tight embrace, kissing her, igniting their passions once again.

      They made love throughout the night until finally, they fell asleep in an exhausted heap.
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      Doc checked them in at the terminal for military transport. Leisl’s suitcase was checked and they both kept their duffel bags as carry-ons. The plane was scheduled to leave in an hour making a stop in Amsterdam to refuel before heading out again for Atlanta where they would change planes for their final leg to Colorado Springs. He was excited. It had been six months since he last saw his family. And this would be the first time he ever brought a woman home to meet them all.

      Leisl seemed a bit nervous, fidgeting with the cuff of her sleeve. She hadn’t worn fatigues in a month, but when traveling on military transport, active-duty were required to be in uniform. This meant she couldn’t wear one of her head scarfs, so to cover up the now barely-visible incision site, she’d managed to part her hair in a way that swept over the new hair growth and secured it all back in a low bun at the nape of her neck. Her hat covered the rest. A person would have to look hard to tell she’d recently undergone a tumor removal from the left side of her head.

      To his eyes, she looked stunning. Her cheeks were rosy and her eyes glowed. There were secrets in them now, sexy secrets that weren’t there before and he knew he was the reason. Pure awe filled his heart when she glanced over at him and smiled.

      “Are we all set?” she asked.

      He sat down in the chair next to her. “We are checked in, Sergeant. Next stop, Amsterdam. We have a three-hour delay there so that means we get to disembark while they refuel and restock. I see something Dutch and possibly tulip-like in your future,” he grinned.

      “A Dutchman wearing a tulip in his lapel?” she asked, a saucy glint in her eye.

      “What? No! One of those wooden clogs with tulips painted on it,” he said, a dubious expression in his brown eyes. “There will be no other man for you, baby. Do I need to take you into the nearest janitor’s closet and remind you why?” His words were serious, but his eyes teased.

      Leisl blushed, a giggle escaping her lips. “A janitor’s closet? Why Jason, you are such a romantic.”

      He slid his arm around her shoulders. “And don’t you forget it.”

      “Doc!”

      Doc looked up, hearing his name. Matthew ‘Wolf’ Steel walked across the terminal headed in his direction. At his side was Faulkner Cooper, aka, Dude. Doc stood, meeting them halfway.

      “Wolf, Dude,” he said, reaching out to shake both their hands.

      Wolf slung his duffel bag over his shoulder. “You heading out to Romania too?”

      Doc blinked. “What? Romania? What for?”

      “Isn’t that why you’re here? First transport out to Bucharest? Tex didn’t call you? Or your commander?” he asked.

      “No. No one’s called me. What the hell’s going on?”

      Dude answered, “Your team, man. They’re in trouble.”

      Doc did a double-take. “What kind of trouble?” he said, crossing his arms over his chest.

      Wolf shook his head. “I can’t believe no one clued you in. Outlaw’s team was tracking the terrorists who kidnapped the chemist’s daughter. They found her, but those extremist bastards slipped the net. Your team followed the trail through Turkey up to Romania. Those daesh bastards had help. They’re not your run-of-the-mill rogue ideologues, man. They’re well-funded for travel, but that’s not the worst part. The kidnapping wasn’t random, it was ordered.”

      “By who?” asked Doc.

      “CIA intercepted communications between that ISIS cell and Prince Nayef.”

      “The Saudi Crown Prince’s brother?” Doc asked.

      “The one and only. We’ve known for a while now that the Saudis actively fund terrorism, but this is a direct link. It’s leverage that the State Department wants. We have to make sure the girl is rescued, however. Turns out she was following in her mother’s footsteps. Her college studies are chemical engineering.”

      “I thought she was a child?” Confusion crossed Doc’s face.

      Dude chuckled. “A twenty-two year-old child. And a prodigy.”

      “The fuck you say,” said Doc. “So she was the backup.” He chewed on that for a moment, and then, “But you said Outlaw and the guys were in trouble. How so? If they’re chasing the terrorists, it stands to reason it’s those bastards who are in trouble.”

      Wolf shook his head. “Same chatter produced more intel. A hit squad was dispatched on your SOG. They’ve got names, codenames, descriptions.”

      Dread filled Doc’s belly. “How is that possible?”

      “A leak. Someone leaked their information, someone who knew about the mission. We were on our way back stateside when Tex called. All operational communication is coming through him until the Pentagon finds the mole. There’s a Merlin waiting on the tarmac. My guys are already onboard. They were just waiting for me and Dude. You’re welcome to join us. No one knows Outlaw’s moves better than you and we could use the help. We know where they’re headed and the hit squad knows too. It’s just a race as to who gets there first. The State Department is afraid Nayef will order the girl killed, backup chemist or not, if we don’t neutralize these bastards in time.”

      “Shit!” Doc glanced over his shoulder at Leisl who sat quietly watching him.

      Wolf followed Doc’s gaze. “A redhead. I take it she’s yours?” he chuckled.

      “Yeah, she’s my girl,” Doc said. “We’re traveling home to Colorado Springs. She just had a brain tumor removed a month ago. You’d never know it though. She’s that tough.”

      Dude and Wolf exchanged looks.

      “Seems like she made it through like a champ,” said Dude.

      “She did,” said Doc, still looking at her. “I was with her the whole time. It was rough the first week, but it was benign, thank God. She’s still on leave, but she’ll be stationed at Fort Carson officially beginning next month and will return to duty then. Evans hospital is lucky to have her. She helped save Eastwood’s gonads.”

      Dude laughed. “How’s that fucker doing?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” said Doc. “We were attacked at Medical Base Camp 10. He lost his left leg, Dude.”

      “Aw, shit, man. I didn’t know.” Dude’s dark eyes popped wide.

      Wolf shook his head. “But he’s okay?”

      Doc looked at him. “He was when I last saw him. The day of Leisl’s surgery I left his room to be with her, but when I came back, he was gone. I tried calling his mom, but all she said was he was in rehab. She doesn’t know where. Says Harry calls her once a week.”

      “That’s weird. Usually family is with them. At the very least, they know where they are.” Wolf’s brow creased.

      “Maybe Tex can find out. I can call him,” said Doc.

      “If anyone can find out, he can. So will you join us?” Wolf asked.

      Doc reached out, touching Wolf’s shoulder. “Give me a moment,” he said, turning to rejoin Leisl.
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        * * *

      

      Leisl watched Doc approach. A strong sense of dread snaked through her body. She wasn’t sure if it was the two men who stood waiting behind him or the myriad of thoughts running through his eyes that were visible from several feet away. Something was wrong, of that she was sure.

      “Leisl—”

      “What is it? What’s going on, Jason?” she stood, reaching out to take his hands.

      “It’s my team. They’re in trouble.”

      “What?”

      “Those two back there,” he pointed, “are SEALs, friends of mine, of Outlaw’s. Matthew Steel on the right and that’s Faulkner Cooper on the left. Wolf and Dude. They’re on their way right now to help. They’ve asked me to join them because it’s my team, and I know them better than anyone. I know what Outlaw will do, where he’ll go, how he’ll operate. But I don’t want to leave you,” he said, focusing on her.

      Leisl didn’t want him to leave her either. He’d practically been by her side since they met, and now, she couldn’t imagine a day going by without him, especially after the past couple of days. But he was a soldier, a Green Beret, and she knew how tight their groups were. The same dedication he’d shown her would be the same dedication he had for his team. And right now, she wasn’t the one in danger. As much as she hated it, she knew he had to go. She didn’t want to be the girl who split up a team.

      “Jason, I understand. I’ll manage somehow. You go. Just make sure you come back or I’m going to be super-pissed at myself for not stopping you.”

      Doc’s heartbeat doubled. He didn’t think it was possible to love this woman more, but in this moment, he did. He knew he needed to tell her—soon. He hoped like hell she felt the same.

      “You won’t have to go it alone. I’m calling my mom. She’ll meet you at the airport and take you to the cabin. My Jeep is there so you have a way around and she or my sister can help you get situated. I’ll be there as soon as possible, I promise.” He cupped her face. “Have I told you how fucking amazing and beautiful you are today?”

      Leisl smiled. He’d been telling her that every day, and then showing her. That last thought made her blush.

      Doc noticed and leaned down, kissing her lips. It was a sweet but thoroughly toe-curling kiss. “I’m calling mom now, on my way out. I’ll also text you her number just in case. She has the spare keys so you’ll have everything you need. Just make your gorgeous self comfortable and keep my bed warm, huh?”

      “Maybe I’ll send you a sexy pic to remind you to come back,” she said.

      “I don’t need any reminders. I’ve got a million naked pictures of you up here,” he said, pointing at his head, “and here,” he added, touching the spot over his heart. He reached down, picking up his duffel bag and with his free arm, pulled her close, whispering, “but send me one anyway.” With a last quick kiss, he left.

      She watched him join his friends, the SEALs. The one called Wolf gave her a quick salute, and Dude winked. She wondered if they were all as cocky and handsome as those three, but especially Jason. Sighing, she returned to her seat, waiting to board the long flight to Colorado—alone.
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      Doc waited as the Merlin refueled before heading out the last leg to Bucharest. He thought about Leisl and hoped she’d make it to his home without any hiccups. He’d called his mom and told her about the change in plans. As usual, she asked where he was going and as usual, he told her he couldn’t say.

      “Just take care of my girl, mom. She’s had a rough time. Make sure she takes her meds and eats well. Sometimes she just picks at her food, you know. And don’t talk about me while I’m gone. No pulling out the old naked baby pictures!” he said. Next to him, Wolf chuckled.

      “You take all the fun out of being a mother, honey. Don’t worry. Should I just wait for her to tell me about her surgery like I don’t already know?”

      “That would be best, mom. Don’t let Ed tell her any embarrassing stuff, and tell Sue not to be dragging my girl out to clubs and shit.”

      “Language, Jason!” she admonished.

      “Sorry, mom. Just, I don’t know, take care of her. She’s special, mom.”

      Dude and Benny made kissing noises.

      Doc pointed at them. “You ain’t got no business making fun. You’re both caught.”

      Wolf howled. “True. But it’s still fun to see it happening to you, Doc.”

      “Is that Matthew,” she asked.

      Jason rubbed his eyes. “Yes, mom, it is.”

      “You tell him hello for me and that I sent Caroline a bunch of baked goods including my famous Gordon chocolate chip cookies. Such a nice young man, that Matthew.”

      Doc made a face. “Mom says hello. She sent Caroline the cookies and some other stuff.”

      Wolf grinned and leaned in. “Hi, mom. Thanks, beautiful.”

      Mrs. Gordon giggled. Doc punched Wolf in the arm.

      “Can we get back to Leisl, mom? I just want to make sure she isn’t lonely and that she gets settled in. Help her find the base, get to her doctor, and just, I don’t know…whatever she needs, okay?”

      “Okay, son. My goodness. You’re finally bringing a gal home. I’m so happy.”

      “Don’t go getting too excited. Don’t know where it’s going yet.”

      His mom pooh-poohed him. “Mother’s know, son. You’ve never brought a girl home to meet us, not since high school, and that doesn’t really count. But I won’t push. I’ll take care of her, don’t you worry.”

      Jason smiled. “Thanks, mom. Love you. Give my love to everyone.”

      “We love you too, mom,” Wolf’s team hollered.

      “Fuck you! Get your own mom,” said Doc.

      “Language, Jason Lee Gordon!”

      “Sorry, mom. Bye, mom.” He hung up and flipped Dude and Benny off.

      His next call was to Tex.

      “About time someone found you and had you check in,” he said.

      “Nice to hear your voice too, Tex. Did no one know my phone number all of a sudden?”

      “We couldn’t contact you right away. We were unsure if the leak included confidential cell numbers, but as far as I can tell, that’s not the case. Who found you?”

      “Wolf, by accident. I was on my way home to Colver.”

      “Damn glad he did. Not that Wolf and the boys couldn’t find Outlaw, but they will find him faster with you there. You know his moves, all his signals.”

      “Anything new?” Doc asked.

      “I discovered a credit card being used by these bastards. It’s linked to SynCorp, the company Sulima Ali worked for, and coincidentally, the same company Prince Nayef owns the majority stock in. I’m tracking it now. I’ll text you when it hits the radar again. I suspect they’ll use it to secure either a hotel room or a house rental. As soon as I know, you’ll have the coordinates.”

      Doc relayed the information to Wolf who nodded.

      “And when you find Outlaw, tell him the good news,” said Tex.

      “What good news?”

      “Emma had the baby. It’s a boy. I don’t know what she named him, but he has ten fingers, ten toes, and he’s healthy. That’s all I know. Tell that sonofabitch I said congratulations.”

      “Hot damn, that is good news, but he’s going to be pissed he missed it.” Doc slapped Wolf’s arm and told him.

      “That’s great. Damn, Outlaw’s a papa.”

      Doc grinned. “Hey, Tex, when you get a minute, could you try and find out where the hell the army has taken Eastwood. He’s supposed to be in rehab somewhere, but even his mother has no idea where. It’s strange, man.”

      “What happened to him?” Tex asked.

      “Got his leg blown off in an attack at Medical Base Camp in Kuwait. Rocket launchers. He was flown to Ramstein. I saw him there, but when I went back, he was gone. Damned nurse wouldn’t tell me where he’d been taken.”

      Doc heard keys tapping as he spoke and knew Tex was already checking his database.

      “Doc, I can’t seem to locate that right now.”

      “S’okay. Any information is good whenever you come across it. We’d just like to know where he is, if he’s okay.”

      “I hear ya. Tex out.” He hung up.

      Doc looked at his phone wondering over the abrupt end to the call.
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        * * *

      

      Tex sat staring at his monitor. The initial lock-out that kicked him out of Harold Tyler’s, aka Eastwood’s file threw him. He’d never been denied access to any intelligence except one command, one he’d first thought was an urban myth, but through the years, had come to think might actually exist when time and again he’d tried to locate soldiers who’d suffered limb-loss for Wounded Warriors. Most went to Walter Reed and other military hospital facilities, but there were dozens who’d disappeared completely from military records. It was like they never existed, never served. That command was jokingly referred to as PATCH-COM.

      He stared at the blinking red screen and the word, DENIED. Leaning back in his chair, he muttered, “Another one. Damn, Eastwood, what happened to you?”
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        * * *

      

      Colorado Springs was every bit as pretty as Doc had described. The mountains in the distance, the clean air, and green trees all made for gorgeous scenery. Leisl was exhausted from non-stop flights and lack of sleep. It was impossible to sleep on a plane, even a military transport. She had a innate fear of flying she’d stubbornly refused to tell anyone about, even the army. Instead, she sucked it up, holding herself stiff during take-offs and landings while trying to keep her mind busy in flight by reading. She was thankful for layovers. They allowed her to reboot and psych herself up for the next leg of the journey. She’d fully utilized the three-hour layover in Amsterdam by shopping in the airport stores, buying small gifts for Jason’s family and then grabbing a meal at one of the restaurants before boarding once again.

      She didn’t get much of a reprieve in Atlanta’s Hartsfield, but it still felt good to stretch her legs switching planes. When she arrived in Colorado Springs, her nerves took over as she anxiously scanned the crowd for Jason’s mom. She had no idea what Tess Gordon looked like or how she was supposed to find her. That was something they hadn’t discussed. But then, above the crowd, waving around wildly was a sign that read, Sgt. Leisl Craig.

      Beneath the sign was a woman of medium height and familiar brown eyes. Tess Gordon was in her late fifties with silver hair, the platinum variety most women paid good money to achieve. Perhaps she did too or maybe it was natural. Leisl couldn’t tell, but she knew the eyes and the smile. Jason took after his mother and there was something comforting about that.

      She approached the woman with the sign. “I’m Leisl,” she said.

      Tess Gordon grinned and before she said hello, pulled Leisl into a mama-bear hug. “Aren’t you just the prettiest thing?” she said. “Let me have a look at you!” Mrs. Gordon released Leisl long enough to look her over from head to toe and back. “My goodness, you must be exhausted. How was your flight? Do you need to make any pitstops before we head on down to the luggage retrieval? Do you even need to go there? Oh, dear, I’m so sorry. Hello! I’m Tess, Jason’s mother.”

      To Leisl’s tired brain, it was clear Tess Gordon was a fussy mother hen. Now she knew where Jason got that too.

      “Hi, Mrs. Gordon,” Leisl smiled. “Yes, I do have a suitcase checked, and no, I don’t need to make any pitstops. Thank you for coming to get me. I’m sorry if this interrupted your day.”

      “Not at all, dear. I’m my own boss and can give myself time off to help out my son and his friends when needed. I take it he got called away at the last minute? He never tells me anything,” she fussed.

      “He did, and I don’t know all the details either. He can’t tell anyone, but yes, he got called away as we were about to leave Ramstein.”

      “That’s just awful. I worry every time I know about it and twice as much when I don’t. You see this gray hair?” she asked, pointing at her head, “it’s all his fault, and his sister’s, and brother’s too. A few of these strands though are one-hundred percent Jack. That’s my husband. Jason’s father. You’ll meet him tonight at dinner. Oh, and you’re coming to dinner at our place. We live just down the road from the cabin. No way I’m letting you eat alone your first night in Colver. Did he tell you it’s just outside of the Springs? A beautiful, little town and it’s where my restaurant is as well as daddy’s veterinary practice.”

      Mrs. Gordon talked all the way to the luggage carousels and out to the car. As tired as Leisl was, she didn’t mind. Jason’s mom was nice and funny and full of bits of trivia about Colorado Springs and Colver. It made the ride to the cabin pleasant. That changed when they arrived at the end of a long, tree-lined driveway. Leisl’s jaw dropped.

      “What is it, dear?” Mrs. Gordon asked, noting the redhead’s stunned expression.

      “He said it was a cabin?”

      Tess Gordon was confused. “I don’t understand. It is a cabin, Leisl. It’s made entirely of timber logs built by Jason and Jeff. Jeff’s his best friend growing up and he owns a construction company here in town. Builds all kinds of homes and businesses and such. But the boys built this about four years ago after Jason bought the lot.”

      Leisl expected a small hunting cabin or some such the way Jason talked about it. Nowhere in her wildest imaginings did she envision this picturesque two-story home. It was part country cabin, part modern industrial. She could see into the living room from the car all the way through to the lake on the other side. The floor-to-ceiling windows let in all the light and the ceiling inside the living room extended to the second floor. The backside of the house bent into an L-shape which had a garage attached at the far end. The bedrooms would be there. She could see three windows with flower boxes containing greenery. It was like something out of Better Homes and Gardens.

      She got out, looking around. “This is a mansion.”

      Tess laughed. “Oh, no, dear. It’s lovely, but it’s far from a m—” she stopped, watching the young woman. Jason had told her so little about Leisl, but one thing he’d mentioned was that she’d grown up in foster care and had no family. To her, Jason’s home might very well be a mansion in her eyes. “Well, perhaps, but it’s his home. He built it. Come on inside and have a look around. I’ll help you find everything and get settled. There’s plenty of time before dinner if you want to take a nap or freshen up.”

      Leisl retrieved her bags from the trunk of the SUV and followed her inside. Tess handed her the keys and pointed to a keyholder inside the door. “The Jeep’s keys are here and you can put the house key next to it. You won’t need to drive tonight. I’ll come get you.”

      She stood inside the door staring up at the rafters. Inside, it was spacious and cozy all at the same time. To the back of the living room on the right was a huge open-concept kitchen with granite countertops and stainless-steal appliances. To the left was a staircase going up to a small hallway balcony that overlooked the living room from the second floor. She headed up first, looking for a bedroom where she could set her things down.

      “How many bedrooms are up here, Mrs. Gordon?” she asked.

      “Four, dear. And call me Tess, please,” she answered from the kitchen. “Jason’s room is the one at far right. The rest are all guest rooms.”

      “Okay.” Leisl poked her head into each room checking out the décor. The third one located next door to Jason’s room had a red and black plaid comforter and warm oak furnishings. The window looked out over the lake and it had its own ensuite. She set her bags down. This would be her room. She didn’t feel comfortable putting her things in Jason’s while his mother was downstairs. Somehow, she felt that would be wrong.

      She came back downstairs to find Tess waiting by the breakfast bar.

      “The fridge is stocked with the necessaries and so’s the pantry. You should be able to find anything you need to make a sandwich or can of soup or whatever. And there’s fresh-made cinnamon rolls up in the microwave from my restaurant.”

      Leisl felt tears sting her eyes. “Thank you, Tess.”

      “You’re welcome, dear. My number is on the pad next to the phone if you can’t find anything. I’m going to let you rest now, but I’ll be back at 4:30 to pick you up for dinner, okay? It’s informal so just dress comfortably. No need to get fancy. We’re not fancy folks.” Tess reached out, hugging her. “I’m very happy to meet you, Leisl.” Tess released her and headed out the door. “Get some rest.”

      As soon as the door closed, the first tears fell and Leisl had to turn her head so Jason’s mom wouldn’t see her crying through the window. In her entire life, she’d never felt so welcomed, and looking around Jason’s beautiful home, she was overwhelmed. As much as the sweet scent of cinnamon called to her, there was something else calling her more. She ran back upstairs, and turned right. There, she peeked into Jason’s bedroom. A king-sized bed dominated the room covered in a hunter-green down comforter. He didn’t have a window overlooking the lake, he had a terrace.

      She walked on the thick pile carpet to the sliding glass doors and unlocked the latch. Pulling the door open, she stepped out onto the balcony. Jason had two chairs and a small table sitting there. The balcony was covered by the roof overhang. A tall pine tree rose up to the left offering an invigorating scent and shade. With the sound of the waves on the lake beyond, the wind in the trees, and the scents of evergreen and pine, it was heaven. She breathed in the beauty of Colver and smiled before heading back inside. There, she walked to his bed and sat down on the edge. She wondered which side he slept on and laid back, rolling over to the middle. The faint scent of his cologne rose off the pillow filling her with a sense of peace and happiness.

      Hugging the pillow, she curled up her knees and it was there, not the red and black plaid room, where she fell asleep.
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      A week passed. Doc, Wolf, and his team spent it trying to track Outlaw’s SOG. Tex sent them coordinates to a shoddy motel in Bucharest’s old town. They located the terrorists. Wolf’s team took up residence in an abandoned shack across the street next to some buildings used for manufacturing. With so much traffic, no one noticed a group of men in dark clothing going inside. They parked their stolen truck behind the shack, hiding it from view. Supplies were picked up by Abe and Benny who traveled on foot to avoid suspicion. Most of the people living in old town walked or rode a bike or took the bus.

      Doc knew if Outlaw had followed the terrorists here, he’d be looking for a similar setup, but he didn’t know how far behind they were. They observed three men inside the motel room along with the young woman. To his surprise, they weren’t dressed like beggars, but rather, wore suits. They, too, had a vehicle, but whether or not it was stolen, it was certainly new. It was possible they purchased it upon arrival. Even though they were attempting to blend into a poor neighborhood, they stuck out like sore thumbs here where the poverty level was obvious.

      Night was falling fast as Doc took over the next shift watching the room. The poor girl had been holed up inside for three days with these men. Best case scenario would be that she was too high-profile an asset to be abused—if she was lucky.

      The summer nights in Bucharest were cool, which helped tamp down the stench of waste in the streets. It was a temporary reprieve.

      “Let me know if you see anything,” said Wolf who settled down into a corner on a blanket. He used his pack as a pillow, laying back crossing his feet at the ankles. Behind him, further back in the room, Benny, Abe, Mozart, and Cookie tried to rest while Dude manned the second window facing out the side down the street.

      Hours passed. It was nearly 01:00 a.m. when movement caught Doc’s eye. To the left of the terrorists’ new vehicle, a dark shadow weaved a path arriving at the rear of the car. It was a very large shadow that reached beneath the driver’s side wheel hub. Doc knew that shadow. He extended his foot and kicked Wolf’s boot.

      “What?” Wolf jerked, sitting up.

      “We got movement,” Doc grinned.

      Wolf saw the smile and came to Doc’s side. “What’s so funny?”

      “See that big-ass dark shadow slinking away from the Audi?”

      Wolf stared through the dirty window pane. “Yeah, the one heading west towards the bushes and that parking lot?”

      “The very one. That’s Skyscraper.”

      “About damn time they show up. At least now we know they’re still alive.”

      Doc followed Skyscraper’s shadowy form as it disappeared among the vehicles. “I need to get out there and find Outlaw.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Want to join me in hunting a shadow?”

      Wolf smiled. “Dude, get over here. Take Doc’s spot. Skyscraper’s out there and we need to make contact. Abe, wake up, buddy. I need you to take over Dude’s post.”

      Abe yawned, rolling over and grabbing his M4. He crawled to the side window as Dude made his way to the front.

      Doc and Wolf moved to the side door and slipped out. Gypsy guitar music from a tavern down the street filled the silence of the night echoed by crickets and punctuated by the occasional bark of a dog in the distance. They moved with speed and precision, Wolf’s boots following in Doc’s footsteps. When they reached the parking lot, tracking Skyscraper became impossible. There were no shoe prints on the old asphalt. It then became a task of narrowing the search parameters one row at a time.

      They were running out of rows when Doc rounded the last vehicle.

      “Hands up!” A voice commanded.

      Doc froze, pointing the nozzle of his M4 to the ground. “Goddammit, Skyscraper, it’s me. Doc.”

      A face came out of the shadows into view, so did the business end of his rifle. “Prove it.”

      “Aw, fuck you, man. You know me.”

      Skyscraper grinned. “Doc, you sonofabitch. How the hell you’d get here?” he asked, then froze once again, gun aimed. “Who’s that behind you?”

      “It’s Wolf. I’m here with his team. That’s how I got here.”

      Skyscraper relaxed. “Damn, man. Wolf, nice to see you. Sorry about pointing a gun at your pretty face.”

      “Marcus,” he said. “As long as you don’t shoot, then I won’t have to sic Caroline on your crazy ass.”

      “Where’s the rest of the team,” asked Doc.

      “Follow me,” said Skyscraper. “Damn, Outlaw sure will be glad to see you. Why are you SEALs here anyhow?”

      They moved through the last row and out the other side of the parking lot. There, an old bus sat among the weeds and tall grass. Skyscraper whistled, the sound imitating the common finch. It was a signal with which Doc was familiar.

      Hollywood answered in kind acknowledging his teammate’s approach. They followed Skyscraper who dropped down, going under the bus.

      There, Outlaw and Ghost lay, rifles aimed out.

      “Look what the cat dragged in,” said Marcus.

      Outlaw masked his surprise at Wolf, but smiled at Doc. “Damn, Doc. Great to see you.”

      “Damned good to see you too, Outlaw.” Doc settled in beside him. “Ghost, how the hell are you?”

      “Hangin’ in there.” Ghost eyed Wolf, looking back and forth between them. “Why are you two here?”

      “Yeah, what the hell’s going on,” Outlaw asked.

      Wolf explained. “A lot has happened but it all boils down to the fact that your entire team has been exposed to the enemy. There’s a leak. Has to be someone within COM-SAD. There’s already an investigation underway, but in the meantime, all communication for this mission is going through Tex. He’s the only safe gateway. We were sent in to find you and neutralize the hit squad.”

      “Hit squad?” Outlaw asked.

      Doc nodded. “That’s the gist of it, but it gets better. You remember Mrs. Ali said she worked for SynCorp?”

      Outlaw nodded.

      “Well, turns out her kidnapping wasn’t random after all. These terrorists you’re chasing are funded by Prince Nayef.”

      Ghost blinked. “The Crown Prince of Saudi’s brother? That one?”

      “The one and the same,” said Wolf. “And he’s a major shareholder in SynCorp. He’s funding Islamic terrorism, and no way does his brother not know. The State Department wants this leverage. We’re here to deliver.”

      “But why a hit squad? What’s so important about Ali’s daughter?” Outlaw asked.

      “Like mother, like daughter,” said Doc. “She’s a chemical engineering student. One year to her graduation and degree, but not sure that’s necessary because she’s also a prodigy.”

      “No shit,” said Skyscraper. “Hell, we only just discovered she’s not a little girl, but a grown woman. Well, a young lady, anyhow.”

      “Nayef doesn’t want to lose her after losing the mom. They need a bomb maker. The girl, Fatima, is their backup,” said Wolf.

      “Shit.” Outlaw chewed the inside of his cheek, thinking. “We just placed a GPS tracker on their vehicle. Unless they ditch the car, we can find them wherever they go.”

      “That’s good,” said Wolf, “but we need to set an ambush for the hit squad. We don’t know how many there are. Most likely, a minimum of three, but up to six or more I’d say. They won’t be taking any chances on eliminating you, and they know who you are, what you look like.”

      Anger simmered below the surface of Outlaws words. “I hope when they find the traitor, they string the bastard up by his balls.”

      “Or her tits,” Doc shrugged. “Could just as easily be a female.”

      “I don’t give a damn,” said Outlaw. “A traitor is a traitor.”

      “Well it shouldn’t be too hard to find him or her,” said Wolf. “Between IT experts and forensics, we’ll discover who had the access to your files and then extrapolate from there who has any tie or ties to Prince Nayef. Right now, the investigation is being kept dark to prevent spooking the mole. At this point, that’s all I know.”

      Outlaw nodded. “Okay. Where’s your team?”

      “Abandoned shack across the street from the motel,” said Wolf.

      “Good spot. We eyed it but noticed someone was there. Figured it was some homeless people and left it alone.”

      “Come back with us and let’s strategize.” Wolf rolled out first followed by Doc, Outlaw, and Ghost. Skyscraper whistled his bird call three times. Out of the surrounding darkness and high grass, Hollywood, Badger, and Jersey joined them.

      They wound their way through the parking lot coming out to the stretch of dirt that separated the lot from the motel property. Wolf led the way going across the street first. Doc followed with Outlaw behind him. Halfway across, all hell broke loose.

      Shots fired, and the men dropped down. Outlaw lay in the middle of the road, flat, rifle pointing towards the far end of the street. The gypsy music from the tavern stopped and the crickets ceased their song. From inside the shack, Wolf’s team assembled quickly to the windows finding the direction of the shots and returning fire. Covered, Outlaw rolled out of the street joining Doc and Wolf.

      In the motel parking lot, Ghost, Hollywood, Skyscraper, Badger, and Jersey took up positions behind vehicles. The sheer volley of firepower indicated more than just three hitmen.

      Wolf pointed to the rooftop of the tavern. “Two at eleven, rooftop.”

      Doc heard the rumble of an engine and two headlights closed in from the road, shots fired from the vehicle. The SUV stopped and the doors opened. Men poured out taking cover behind those opened doors. One man stood, aiming a rocket launcher at the shack.

      Wolf screamed, “Get out! Get out!”

      His team fled the side door, barely escaping as the hitman pulled the triggered blowing up the shack. The explosion lit the night sky. In the chaos, Skyscraper, Badger, Jersey, and Hollywood ran around coming up behind the SUV. Skyscraper pulled the pin on a grenade and lobbed it at the vehicle. It rolled underneath, exploding. Tires and large chunks of metal catapulted into the air and bits of glass and plastic launched like projectiles in all directions.

      The teams hit the ground, covering their heads. From the rooftop, shots continued, raining down bullets. Abe and Dude slipped off through the right side of the street behind the row of buildings adjacent to what was left of the shack. They ran coming around behind them. From there, they slipped across the street to the backside of the tavern finding the fire escape. Up the ladder they went, creeping, silent and deadly.

      On the roof, two hitmen lay flat, machine guns sending a volley of bullets at their teammates below on the street. Dude glanced at Abe, and they climbed over the ledge coming up low behind the unsuspecting gunmen. In seconds, they were dead.

      “Targets neutralized, over,” said Abe, speaking into the two-way clipped to the shoulder of his vest.

      On the ground, the men assembled. Outlaw patted Doc on the shoulder. “Time to get the girl.” He signaled Skyscraper and Hollywood. “Let’s kick down some doors. There’s no element of surprise anymore.”

      “Roger that,” he said. Turning to the men, he pointed at the motel.

      Just then, the door opened and shots fired. The men pulled back to cover as the terrorists came rushing out, dragging the young woman with them, using her as a shield. For the first time since they picked up their trail, she was uncovered, face visible. Screaming, she kicked and fought but could not pull away from her captor’s grip. She looked around wildly, and seeing Skyscraper crouched low, yelled, “Help!”

      The kidnappers fired, moving fast to the Audi and falling in. The last one shoved the girl into the backseat. She gripped the door, but the man brought his fist down on her hands, slapping her hard and shoving her inside.

      Enraged, Doc ran from the left, firing. The man turned, aimed, and fired.

      A bullet slammed into Doc and he went down hard. He lay flat on the asphalt trying to rise.

      “Doc!”

      He heard Outlaw’s voice at a distance. Pain seared his body and his muscles wouldn’t obey his command to get up. The engine started and the car backed up, skidding its tires on the pavement and stopping short of where Doc lay, bleeding.

      “Doc! Doc!”

      Wolf shouted, “You go get those sonsofbitches! We got Doc! Go, go!”

      Dude raced to Doc’s side. “We got you, buddy. We got you!”

      A needle slammed into Doc’s leg and the world faded.
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      Leisl pulled into the tree-lined driveway. She’d spent the better part of the last two weeks getting to know where things were in Colver and also made her first trip to Fort Carson. It was there she met her new doctor, Randi Leonard. Dr. Leonard reviewed the file faxed to her office and after a preliminary checkup, sent Leisl to radiology for a CT scan. Everything checked out. So far, so good. Dr. Leonard said Leisl was healing well and to continue her medication until their next visit in three months.

      Afterwards, Leisl drove around base and found the office where she would need to check in next month officially. Her new paperwork and duties would be assigned then. In the meantime, she familiarized herself with her new city and settled into Jason’s home.

      At the cabin, she still kept her things in the red plaid bedroom, but at night, she wandered into Jason’s room where she crawled into his bed. His scent was nearly gone now and she felt she was losing her connection to him. He hadn’t called or written. No one in his family had heard from him. Tess told her not to worry and his dad, Jack, just patted her hand saying it would be okay. She liked Jason’s dad. Jack Gordon was a kindly man with a gentle disposition. He asked her a lot of questions about her time in Kuwait and invited her to visit his veterinary clinic. That was something she couldn’t yet bring herself to do. Seeing people with their pets would break her heart right now. It would make her think of Pooch and that thought was too painful. She already had a heart-load of pain worrying about Jason.

      The ride up the driveway soothed her soul. The scent of the pines and aspens cleared away the blues. It was temporary. They always came back, but for now, she’d take any reprieve from the crushing sadness.

      She parked the Jeep in the garage and began unloading the few groceries she’d picked up along the way. Inside, she set the bags down on the counter and unpacked her items. After putting them away, she took her water bottle and headed outside. There was a pathway that led out from the back of the house to the lake beyond. She’d found that last week. Walking along the rocky shoreline, she picked up colorful stones here and there and made a pile near a large, flat boulder, the spot where she could sit and watch the waves.

      She liked this place, but where she once loved being alone, she now only felt lonely. It was all Jason’s fault. He’d made her grow used to his constant presence, and then her biggest fear came true, he left. She knew it was his job, but somehow, that didn’t make it any easier to endure. The worrying and waiting was worse than being single, worse than being alone. She swiped away tears, turning her face to the wind to dry her cheeks. The sun began its descent. Soon, it would be too dark to find her way back up the path.

      Leisl jumped down off the boulder and made her way up the shore to the dirt path. As she neared the house, the sound of a car door caught her attention. She ran the rest of the way. When she came around to the front, a yellow taxi was already pulling away. She looked around and her heart stopped.

      He stood in the driveway, his duffel bag at his feet, smiling. “Hey, baby.”

      Her eyes roved his form and noticed the sling on his left arm. “Oh my God, Jason!” She ran to him.

      He reached out with his good arm, wrapping it around her waist and pulling her in for a kiss. It was frantic, desperate, and oh so hot.

      Tears streamed down her face. Coming up for air, she gasped, “What happened to you? Are you okay?”

      Doc’s hand slid up her back into her hair. He cradled her head, resting his forehead on hers. “God, I’ve missed you so much. I’m fine, sweetheart. Really.”

      “Jason Lee Gordon, you’re an awful liar. Why are you wearing a shoulder immobilizer if you’re fine?”

      He smiled, eyes closed. “Nothing gets past you, huh?”

      She looked at his arm, but with his shirt in the way, couldn’t answer the questions running through her head. “Just tell me.”

      “I got shot,” he said, opening his eyes to see her reaction.

      “When? Where?”

      “About a week ago, and I can’t tell you that.”

      “No, dummy, I mean where on your body?” She lifted the sleeve of his army-green t-shirt and saw the bandages.

      He sighed. “Left chest, near the shoulder. If it’d been just an inch lower and to the left…”

      Leisl wrapped her arms around his neck, holding him tight. Sobs racked her slender form.

      “Hey, now. Sssh,” he whispered, rubbing her back. “It’s okay. I’m okay. It’d take more than some shit-shot terrorist to keep me away from you. Don’t cry, Leisl, please.”

      “Why are you here,” she mumbled into his neck.

      “What? Because,” Doc said, confused, “I missed you. I wanted to come home to my girl.”

      “But you should be in the hospital. I can’t believe they let you go.” She pulled back, looking up at him.

      There was a guilty look in his brown eyes. “Well, they didn’t exactly let me go. I sort of left anyway, you know, against medical advice.”

      “You foolish man! If you weren’t injured, I’d punch you in your shoulder.”

      Doc grinned. “I wasn’t worried, Leisl. I know this beautiful nurse who I’m pretty sure wouldn’t mind taking care of me a while.”

      “I can’t believe you,” she said, immediately steering him into the house.

      He leaned down to pick up is bag, but she stopped him.

      “Leave it. I’ll get it. Let’s just get you inside first.” She held his good arm practically dragging him into the house. There, she made him sit in the leather easy chair and told him not to move.

      Doc let her have her way and watched as she ran back outside, grabbing the duffel bag and hauling it in. He knew it was heavy. His weapons were inside, and more than she was used to picking up, but she handled it like a champ as always. The sight of her took his breath away and the fact that she’d cried for him secretly made him happy. She cared, and she’d missed him too. He could taste it in her kiss.

      She came inside and without stopping, slung the bag over her shoulder and carried it upstairs straight to his room. He could’ve easily done that. He wasn’t anywhere near as weak as she thought, but he wasn’t going to argue. He waited as she came back down the stairs approaching him with a determined look in her gorgeous green eyes.

      “Up to bed with you, mister. You should be resting. I’ll make you dinner after we get you settled.”

      Doc realized Leisl had checked out and Nurse Craig was on duty. He stood at her urging, suppressing a laugh. “Will there be a sponge-bath in it for me if I behave?”

      “Shush. I’m too mad at you right now to deal with silly banter,” she said.

      Doc blinked. “Mad? Really? After I traveled non-stop for the past twenty-four hours just to get here, to see you? Damn, woman, I’m exhausted, hungry, and in pain. I was hoping you’d be happy to see me.”

      Leisl stopped at the base of the stairs. She looked at Jason and swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m happy to see you, Jason. I am.” She wanted to say more, but the tears began to fall. She sucked in a breath and tried again. “I’ve been worried sick and you just show up, shot, and prove I was right to be worried all along. And I know you’re tired, in pain, and hungry. That’s why I’m mad. Because you should’ve healed completely first and not worried about me. I can take it. I was taking it. Now you’re here and you’re not well. That’s why I’m trying to get you upstairs into bed. So get up those stairs and don’t you dare fuss at me, Sergeant Major! Move!”

      Doc’s eyebrows shot up. Her emotional explosion was fast and furious and then all the wind went out of her sails leaving her visibly shaken. He realized he’d put her through the wringer.

      “I’m sorry, baby. Come on,” he said, letting her wrap his arm around her shoulders. They climbed the stairs and went into the bedroom where he sat down on his own bed for the first time in seven long months.

      “Lay back,” she said. “Here,” she fluffed a pillow under his head. “How’s your shoulder? Do you need a pillow under your arm?” Leisl reached over him for another pillow, her breasts hovering above his face.

      Doc groaned.

      “Oh, are you in pain? Did I hurt you? I’m so sorry,” she put the pillow under his arm and looked at his face to find him grinning. “What?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing. You didn’t hurt me. I’m fine.”

      “What meds are you on? Where are they?”

      “My duffel bag, Nurse Craig.” Doc pointed at the bag on the floor.

      She went to it, unzipping the pocket. She pulled out two bottles, one for pain, another, an antibiotic. “When’s the last time you took them?”

      “Had the antibiotic this morning. It’s once a day, and the pain med about six hours ago. I believe I’m due.”

      “Okay, then. I’m going to make you something to eat and bring it up. You can swallow it down with food. That will be best. I’ll be right back.”

      Doc lay in the quiet room, a silly smile on his face. She cared. Without a doubt, his woman cared about him. He sat up, reaching down to unlace his boots, a difficult task one-handed, but he’d been managing. He kicked them off along with his socks and lay back down. A subtle floral scent rose up from the pillow and his smile grew wider. She’d been sleeping in his bed. The thought warmed him. He wondered if she’d slept naked or worn pajamas. He hoped for naked. If she hadn’t yet, she soon would.

      That is, if she got over being mad. He’d have to find the right way to make up for causing her so much worry. He hoped the present he brought back would do the trick.

      Footsteps up the stairs alerted him to her return.

      “It’s just a turkey sandwich and chips, but it will do.” She carried a tray with two plates, one for him, one for her. She included bottled water and a glass of orange juice and if his nose wasn’t lying, a couple of his mom’s famous chocolate chip cookies.

      Doc sighed, a happy sound. “That all looks good. Thank you, babe.” He picked up the cookie first as she set the tray on the bed and climbed in next to him.

      She sat on her knees, watching him. “You should save that until last. Here, take your pill.” She handed him the pill first and waited until he popped it into his mouth before handing him the glass of orange juice.

      He swallowed it down, savoring the juice. “That’s so good. That sandwich looks good too.”

      They ate, talking between bites, each asking questions. Leisl caught him up on his family and Doc asked about her new doctor, what she thought of Colver, and about his family. When they were finished, she took the tray downstairs.

      He got up, struggling to remove the sling and then his shirt, dragging it up over his head. By the time Leisl came back upstairs, Doc was in the shower.

      She didn’t bother to knock, but marched in, stopping short at the sight of him inside the glass-enclosed walk-in shower. “Just what do you think you’re doing, Jason?”

      He held the bottle of shampoo in his right hand, eyeing the screw cap. “Showering? That’s if I can ever get the lid off the shampoo. Help?” he said, holding the bottle out, a mischievous smile on his lips.

      What she did next, he would never forget if he lived to be one-hundred years old.

      She shed her hair scarf and clothing down to the skin and stepped inside joining him under the hot spray. He dropped the shampoo.

      “Leisl?” he squeaked, noticing her hair had grown out on the left side and she’d trimmed the rest a touch shorter. In all, it looked kind of punk.

      “I did miss you, Jason. Now,” she said, picking up the bottle, “get under that nozzle because I’m going to scrub you from head to toe. Guess I’ll be changing your bandage afterwards too since you already got it wet.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” he said, stepping beneath the spray.

      As promised, she soaped him from head to toe, her fingers working like magic on his scalp, and the slippery slide of her breasts against his back causing a stiff and erotically painful reaction down below. When her hands ran over his chest, abdomen, and lower, he nearly died, but she purposely missed the one part of him now begging for her attention. She was a vindictive woman, he discovered. For every moment she’d worried, she was making him pay. Why that had him grinning like an idiot, he couldn’t say.

      It was over too soon. She dried them both with a towel and found some antibiotic cream, gauze and tape in the medicine cabinet. In no time, she’d changed out his bandage, naked.

      He reached out to touch her hip and she slapped his hand away.

      “Let’s get this sling back on. Your arm must be hurting by now.”

      “It is, but not nearly as much as my—”

      “Off to bed. Let’s go.” She took his hand and led the way.

      Doc followed, his eyes on her sexy bottom the whole way. He had no idea what else she was up to, but if she stayed naked, he’d take his punishment.

      Leisl pulled down the covers and patted the sheet. “Up you go.”

      He did as bid, a seductive smile on his lips. “You coming to bed, babe?” He laid back, stretching out.

      She sucked in a breath. The man was incorrigible. She’d been intent on making him suffer, but hadn’t counted on her own suffering. The sight of him, naked, muscled, and hard made her mouth go dry, but another part of her—wet.

      Doc watched her. Her eyes traveled the length of his form. Goose bumps rose on her arms, and he knew she was feeling exactly what he was feeling. Horny. “I’m sorry, Leisl,” he said. “I’m so sorry for causing you a moment’s worry. I sure as hell missed you though. So much.”

      The sincerity of his words sunk in. Her heart melted and the anger she felt caused by her fear faded. He reached out, taking her hand, and sliding his fingers between hers. It was a simple affectionate gesture, but somehow, erotic.

      “Do with me what you will. I’m all yours,” he said.

      Biting her lip, Leisl climbed up onto the bed and straddled his hips. The contact between their most sensitive parts made both of their breaths hitch.

      Doc’s hissed out between his teeth. Reaching up, he touched her breasts, massaging first one and then the other. She looked so damn beautiful sitting atop him and he wanted so much more, but he promised she could do whatever she wanted so he remained inert, waiting, hoping.

      Leisl ran her hands over his chest, feeling the muscles contract beneath her touch. She raked her fingernails lightly down over his abs and the brown of his eyes grew molten. It was a heady feeling being in charge, being able to do whatever she wanted. The problem was, what she wanted wouldn’t wait. Raising her hips, she reached down between them and gripped his hard length. Deliberately, she guided it inside her slick opening. His thickness filled her and her head fell back.

      “Oh, my god,” he whispered. “You’re the most beautiful thing in this world, Leisl. Take all of me. Take your pleasure, baby.”

      She moved, sliding her hips forward, building a rhythm. Placing her hands on his ribs, she held on, thrusting as the sensations grew. She picked up his hand and placed it over her breast.

      Doc knew what she wanted and he squeezed and tweaked her nipples, watching the ecstasy fill her eyes. He wanted so badly to kiss her full lips, but he stayed still, letting her ride him. Her short, panting moans were music to his ears taking him higher. He didn’t know how much longer he could hold out.

      Her hips rocked harder and her breath came faster. Finally, she threw her head back, her orgasm spasming throughout her body. He felt her walls tighten around his cock and when she was finished, he gripped her hips and thrust hard once, twice, three times, shooting his load.

      Leisl fell forward, kissing him. Tongues explored and breaths mingled.

      “I love you.”

      Her eyes flew wide. She turned her head. “Jason?”

      He kissed her again. “You heard me. I love you, Leisl Craig. This isn’t sex talk, babe. I love you. I think I have from the first moment I laid eyes on you.”

      The shocked look on her face was quickly replaced with a watery smile. “I love you too,” she whispered.

      “You do? You’re not just saying that because you had your way with me are you?”

      She giggled. “No.” She pulled back and looked at him. “No, I do love you. I didn’t think this would ever happen for me.”

      He touched her face, tucking her hair behind her ear. “Why wouldn’t it? My God, woman, there isn’t anyone more deserving of being loved than you. I want to be the one loving you like this every day for the rest of my life. I want you to marry me, Leisl Craig. Be my bride,” he said, but the question was in his eyes.

      “Oh, Jason.” She kissed him. “Are we crazy? We haven’t known each other that long.”

      “So what? When you know, you know. Baby, I know. You’re the one. You’re my girl. Please say yes. I’m an injured man. Have pity,” he smiled.

      She laughed, and then, leaning down, kissed his face all over before landing once again on his lips. “Yes. Yes, I’ll marry you, Jason.”

      He wrapped his arm around her waist, burying his nose in her neck. “Thank God. You’ve made me the happiest man alive, babe.”

      “We need to tell your parents,” she said.

      “Tomorrow. We’ll tell them tomorrow. Right now, I just need twenty minutes and then I’m going to let you have your way with me again.”
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        * * *

      

      Three days passed in bliss. Doc and Leisl made the announcement to his parents with his sister, brother, sister-in-law, and the rest of the Gordon clan present. His best friend Jeff welcomed Leisl to the family adding, “Congratulations. About time old Charlie Brown found his little redhaired gal.”

      Tess Gordon’s restaurant catered the house party and Leisl met everyone. They ate, laughed, danced. It was exactly how she thought families should be and now, they would be her family as well. Her heart was full near bursting and she wasn’t sure she had any more room left.

      A van pulled in to the driveway and two men in uniform got out.

      Leisl tugged Doc’s sleeve. “Jason,” she pointed.

      He patted her hand, getting up.

      Dread filled her gut and Leisl watched as the men approached, saluting him. They spoke quietly. Jason reached into his pocket and handed something over to the first soldier. That one turned, going back to the van, sliding the door open, and crawling inside.

      Leisl went to Jason. “What is it? Do you have to go again?”

      Doc pulled her into his arms, kissing the worry line between her eyes. “No. They’re just dropping off a little present for you.”

      She relaxed in his arms and smiled. “A present? What could you possibly get me that I don’t already have? I’m marrying the love of my life.”

      He grinned. “Well, I’m glad to hear you say that, but I happen to know I’m not actually your first love.”

      “What do you mean?”

      A bark interrupted them. Leisl’s head whipped around and her heart pounded. Another bark came from the crate being set down on the ground. The soldier hopped out of the van and opened the kennel door. A hesitant white paw stepped out followed by three more. The beige dog with big brown eyes looked around. When he saw Leisl, he ran at full speed straight into her arms.

      “Pooch! Oh my gosh, Pooch!” Leisl dropped to the ground, trying to hug the dog who jumped all over her licking her face, barking and whining with joy.

      Jason swiped at a tear and laughed. The dog stopped kissing Leisl and turned his attention to Doc, licking his hand and jumping up on him excitedly before returning to her.

      “My baby,” she said, accepting slobbery dog kisses through tears of joy. “I’ve missed you so much. Hey, what’s this? You’re wearing a bowtie?” She looked at the bowtie noticing a small box attached. “What’s this?”

      “Looks like he brought you something,” said Doc.

      “Jason, what have you done?” Leisl worked to remove the box from the string hanging off Pooch’s tie. “Aw, Pooch, you look so handsome. What has Jason wrangled you into?”

      Doc dropped to his knees. “Here, let me help,” he said, yanking the box free from the string. The dog licked his hand. He turned to Leisl. “Everything has been perfect these past few days, but there were a few things missing. Like this guy,” he said, scratching the dog’s ears, and this,” he said, handing her the box.

      Leisl eyed the blue box placed gently in her hand, then opened it. Inside, on a bed of blue velvet, was an engagement ring. Platinum with a pear-shaped diamond. It was both striking and simple, exactly the kind of ring she would’ve picked out herself. “Oh, Jason, it’s so pretty.”

      “I know I already asked, and just to remind you, you already said yes so no backing out now, but I wanted to make it official.” He pulled the ring out of the box and took her hand, working around the arm sling. “Leisl, in front of all my family, friends, and Pooch, will you please, please, marry me, making me the happiest, luckiest man in the world?”

      “You’re too much, Jason. Yes. Yes. Yes!”

      Doc slid the ring on her finger and kissed her thoroughly to a round of applause. Breathless, they pulled apart only to be licked by Pooch.

      “I think he approves,” she said.

      “Thank goodness. Since he’s your family, I figured I needed his blessing. Plus, I hated that you had to leave him behind. I know it broke your heart so Dad helped, and my buddy, Tex. He’s been in quarantine the last few days, but he’s all clear now.”

      Leisl hugged and kissed her man. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened in my life, Jason Gordon.”

      He cupped her face, staring into her eyes. “And you’re the best thing that’s happened in mine. I love you, baby. So, so much.”

      “I love you too. You’re my family now.”

      Pooch barked, happy, and sat at their feet.

      Around them, Doc’s family lifted their glasses in salute. “To the happy couple!”
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        Thanks for choosing Loving Leisl, book two in my Green Beret series set inside Susan Stoker’s Special Forces: Operation Alpha world. If you haven’t already, go grab the first book, Rescuing Emma, on KindleUnlimited, and stay tuned for the third book coming Fall 2019, Freeing Fatima.

      

        

      
        Want to find out what happens to Eastwood? Then you’ll want to read Secondhand Soldier, book one in my spinoff series, The Men of PATCH-COM. This series will be jam-packed with thrilling action, adventure, hot commandos, and both sweet and sexy romance. Due out also in Fall 2019, you can keep up with me by following me on Amazon, Bookbub, or signing up for my newsletter. Oh, and come follow me on Facebook too. Thanks again for adding me to your library. Don’t forget to leave a review of Loving Leisl and let me know what you thought of Doc and his red haired girl.

      

      

      
        
        Psst, and if you’re a fan of steamy crime, check out my novel series, the Checkpoint, Berlin Detective Series available wide where books are sold.
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        From the world of New York Times Bestselling Author Barry Eisler comes a fan fiction novella, John Rain: A Cell in San Antonio by Bestselling Author Michele E. Gwynn

        John Rain has 24 hours to repay a favor...the only way he knows how!

        On the run from the Yakuza, Rain reluctantly takes a detour to the Alamo City to take out the son of the leader of an up and coming Mexican drug cartel. The Hands of Death have invaded yakuza territory, and their product is making a killing and endangering the unspoken understanding and often criminal alliance between the yakuza and Japanese government officials.

        Juan Narvaez Morales, Jr. is in federal custody. The FBI seek to flip him as an asset but have only 72 hours in which to do so. On his last day in custody, Rain must successfully infiltrate the jail and terminate his target, all within 24 hours, and still make it out alive and undiscovered. This is a fast-paced thriller that will leave you on edge, and as always, cheering for John Rain.
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        Find out what happens to Eastwood in my new series, The Men of PATCH-COM—Book I, Secondhand Soldier, a romantic, military action-adventure series. Wounded, broken, but unwilling to lie down and give up the fight!
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        New York Times, USA Today and Wall Street Journal Bestselling Author Susan Stoker has a heart as big as the state of Tennessee where she lives, but this all American girl has also spent the last fourteen years living in Missouri, California, Colorado, Indiana, and Texas. She’s married to a retired Army man who now gets to follow her around the country.

        She debuted her first series in 2014 and quickly followed that up with the SEAL of Protection Series, which solidified her love of writing and creating stories readers can get lost in.

        If you enjoyed this book, or any book, please consider leaving a review. It’s appreciated by authors more than you’ll know.

        www.stokeraces.com

        www.AcesPress.com

        susan@stokeraces.com
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