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Fort Hood, 2007


I put your checkbook in the front pocket of your rucksack. Did you find the sleep medication? You’ll need to sleep on the plane so that you’re rested when you land. And I put your calling card—”


Captain Trent Davila looked up from where he sat on the edge of their bathtub. He held a tiny folded flag in his hands. For a moment, he’d been somewhere else. Sulfur scorched the inside of his nose. The thunder of the fifty cal reverberated off his breastbone.


“What’s that?” she asked softly, watching him from the bathroom door.


He held out his palm so she could see the little flag. “Good luck charm. I can’t deploy without it.”


A thousand questions flickered over her face as her gaze fell onto that tiny flag. She bit her lip and turned away, but not before he saw the naked fear looking back at him.


He moved, stepping in front of his wife and capturing her face in his palms. Her skin was smooth and soft and achingly familiar, and a deep part of his soul missed her already.


But that part of his soul wasn’t in control right now. The moment she touched him, his soul recoiled, refusing to let him take even the simplest pleasure in her touch.


He’d cheated death and he knew, knew he didn’t deserve to be there with his wife when so many of his men had died.


That’s why he had to leave. Again. It didn’t matter to where. It didn’t matter if it was the war in Iraq or a transition team somewhere in the mountains of Afghanistan. He needed to get away. To get back into the fight.


And pray that his wife would understand why he had to go.


“Laura.” He whispered her name, capturing her attention.


She tried to look away, to pretend that today was just another day. But Trent knew her too well. He saw the doubt and the fear that she tried to hide. Her eyes, though, her eyes always gave her away. He stroked an errant strand of copper hair away from her forehead, meeting her golden eyes, unable to speak any words of comfort. He knew they’d just be more empty lies.


She offered a watery smile. “I’m terrified of losing you again,” she whispered.


“I’ve deployed since I got hurt. This time is no different.”


“You didn’t get hurt.” She refused to meet his gaze. “You died. Your heart actually stopped beating. And this time is worse. This is the Surge.” Her voice broke. “I can’t lose you again,” she whispered. Her voice cracked as the tears tumbled down her cheeks.


He hated to see her cry. Worse, he knew he could prevent those tears.


He pulled her close and simply held her, wishing he could feel as alive with his wife and family as he did when he was at war. Maybe someday, when the war was over, he could figure out what had broken inside him and how to fix it.


He stroked his thumbs over her cheeks as the kids shrieked in Ethan’s bedroom. The sound sent a spike of anxiety through Trent’s heart, but he smiled, hoping to cheer her up. “Sounds like someone just lost a Lego.”


“Daddy!”


“He’s probably going to beg you for a hamster again,” she said. Laura swiped at her eyes, blinking rapidly. “Can’t let them see me like this.”


He slid from her embrace, regret sealing the walls that four deployments had erected around his heart. Trent tried not to notice how intently Laura watched him, her gaze sweeping over the scars on his body as he finished getting dressed. His dog tags banged against his ribs as he dragged his t-shirt over his head and pulled on the rest of his uniform and then his boots.


“Well, you could get one,” Trent said, needing the distraction of simple conversation.


“Or,” Laura said with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes, “you could promise him one when you get home. It’ll give him something to look forward to.”


Trent frowned at the odd note in Laura’s voice and focused on tying his boots and tucking the laces beneath the cuffs of his pants. “He won’t even notice I’m gone. They’re both too little.”


Trent straightened as Laura approached, placing her palm over the scar on his heart. It burned where she touched him. It took everything he had not to flinch away from the gentleness in that touch. “Keep telling yourself that,” she said with a soft kiss. “They miss you when you’re gone. We all do.”


He sighed quietly and glanced at her, resting his hands gently on her hips. “Laura, you know I have to go.”


He couldn’t explain it. Didn’t have the words to explain the emptiness inside him that consumed every waking moment when he wasn’t over there. And worse, he didn’t ever want her to see the emptiness he tried so hard to hide from her.


She believed he’d come home. As long as she continued to believe that, his world would continue to exist.


She brushed her thumb over his bottom lip. She blinked rapidly and the sight of her tears almost penetrated the cold empty space where his heart had been. “I just wish it got a little easier waiting for you, that’s all.” Her fingers wrapped around his dog tags, her thumb sliding along the chain. “But we’ll be here when you get back. We always are.”


He ran his fingers lightly over her face. The lie he’d told his wife so often sat like a concrete wall between them. She didn’t know that he’d volunteered for this deployment, for so many others, and he had no way of killing the lie without killing their marriage. “Don’t go getting a deployment boyfriend while I’m gone.”


“I don’t think you have to worry about that.” Laura wrapped her arms around him, nuzzling his neck. They stood for a long moment before Laura eased away.


Trent swallowed and let her go. Again.


Five hours later, Trent kissed his wife good-bye for the fourth time in six years. His four-year-old son and two-year-old daughter were getting antsy, climbing up and down the bleachers nonstop. As he walked away from the gym where he and the rest of his unit had checked in for the deployment, he glanced up at her in the stands. She was steady. Stoic. Trying valiantly not to join the ranks of the wives and children who were crying as their soldiers left them, assault packs and weapons in hand. God but he wished he didn’t have to go. That he was man enough to stay home and fix whatever was broken inside him. Wished that he was man enough to need her more than the heady, uncertain terror of war.


“You ready, sir?”


Trent glanced over at First Sarn’t Roy Story, a man who’d taught Trent the right way to kick in doors and the difference between knowing when to wipe a nose or whip an ass. The war was lined into Story’s leathery face. Fifteen years as an infantryman that had started in Mogadishu and continued with the long slog through Iraq.


“Are we ever really ready for this?” Trent asked, taking one more long look at his wife and kids. And then he turned away, needing to harden his heart for the battles to come.


Outside, Trent climbed aboard the bus that would take them to the airfield. Spouses filed out from the gym along the sidewalk. In the seat behind him, Sergeant Vic Carponti was harassing one of Trent’s platoon sergeants, Sergeant First Class Shane Garrison. He almost smiled. With those two around, things would never be dull.


He scanned the crowd, searching for his wife amongst the blurry faces of other people’s spouses lining the sidewalk. There. She held her vigil in front of a light pole, a tiny hand in each of hers. Beside her, Ethan stood bravely, tears streaming down his face. He held a tiny salute, his mouth pressed into a flat line as he tried to be a tough little man. Emma waved brightly at the bus, still too little to fully understand that Daddy was leaving for longer than a trip to the grocery store.


He looked away but it was far, far too late. When he closed his eyes, the image of his small family was seared onto his retinas as the bus pulled out of the parking lot and headed for the airfield.


“Never gets any easier, does it?” Story asked quietly, sucking on the end of an unlit cigar while he fiddled with a light on his helmet. There was little love left between Story and his wife. Story deployed to avoid his wife.


But Trent deployed to avoid his life. Because life back in the rear was too complicated, too loud, too chaotic. War was simpler.


The scar on his chest ached and he rubbed it, wishing he could forget the way his family looked as the bus pulled away.


He closed his eyes, trying to put them out of his mind. He didn’t want to remember his wife with her cheeks streaked with tears or the raw grief in her eyes. He wanted to remember her face as she slept curled into his side. Or laughing with their kids. He needed to carry those memories into war with him. Because that was all that would steel him against the long hours and bone-crushing fatigue to come.


He had soldiers to command. His family would be there when he came home.


He hoped.















Chapter One
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Fort Irwin, California 2008


One year later…


Trent walked out of the ops tent, needing a few minutes to himself. They’d just sent word that the wife of a kid in one of the companies was in the hospital. She was going into labor while her husband was enjoying the fun and sun of the National Training Center.


At least the kid wasn’t deployed. He’d be able to get home quickly. Sure, not as quickly as if he was back at Fort Hood, but still. It beat the hell out of trying to get home from Iraq.


The notification was something simple, and yet it had struck Trent that yet another soldier was going to miss the birth of his child because of the army.


He knew exactly how that felt, and right then a thousand bitter memories rose up, reminding him of everything he’d willingly squandered. The resurrected hurt was so raw, the regret so powerful, he nearly choked on it.


He should have been used to the hurt by now, but lately it seemed to be getting worse. It overwhelmed the dead space inside him, forcing him to feel things he didn’t want—and wasn’t ready—to feel.


He didn’t know how to feel them, how to deal with them. So for the moment he sat outside the ops tent and let the raging emotions storm inside him. Until he could get them under control. Until he could function again.


It had been happening more and more this year. The things he’d stuffed away had started having a nasty habit of reappearing when he least expected them.


He was starting to get comfortable with the crazy, but at least now he was starting to recognize the warning signs. Which was why he was sitting outside the ops tent.


“So your BFF Marshall is looking for you.” Story walked out of the ops tent, a smirk on his face that only meant bad things for Trent. It was so strange calling him “master sergeant” instead of “first sergeant,” but Story wasn’t a first sergeant anymore. Just like Trent was no longer a commander.


Trent sat on the hood of a Humvee, smoking a cigar and contemplating his sixth cup of coffee since he’d come on shift twelve hours ago. He pushed his glasses up higher on his nose then glanced over as Story hopped up next to him.


Since they’d both been fired more than a year ago, they’d been hanging out on the staff together, responsible for nothing but PowerPoint slides. Funny how getting fired meant giving up the hard jobs in the army. You still got to stay in the army, but you just weren’t trusted with taking care of soldiers anymore. It was a punishment, being put in the easy jobs. Trent would have given anything to get his old job as a company commander back, but that wasn’t going to happen so he and Story and Iaconelli kept each other sane and avoided the new commander. Captain James T. Marshall the Third drove everyone fucking crazy.


“Should I be worried?” Trent asked dryly, adjusting his glasses again. He’d long ago given up getting upset when Marshall attempted to piss in his cornflakes. Marshall had been tapped to take over Trent’s company when he’d gotten himself fired and Marshall took great pleasure in reminding everyone that he was fixing all the things that Trent had screwed up. It grated on Trent’s last nerve every time the words, “Well sir, I’m still fixing the mess I was left when I took over” came out of Marshall’s mouth at staff meetings, but what could Trent say? He had gotten fired. It didn’t matter why. He supposed part of his penance for being a shitty commander was having to listen to Marshall without knocking his teeth out. He’d leave that for Story and a few of the captains like Ben Teague who were leading the insurgency on the staff. Trent had other things on his mind.


Like his wife. His two kids. The house that was no longer his.


He cleared his throat and tried to listen to Story.


“I don’t know,” Story said. “Marshall wasn’t screaming so I think maybe you should be okay?”


Sergeant First Class Reza Iaconelli, one of Trent’s former platoon sergeants, stepped out of the ops tent. “No, you should definitely hide,” he said, interrupting the conversation. “He’s bitching about having to transport you back to the rear early and he’s pretty cranky.”


Iaconelli was a big man: broad shoulders and built like an ox. He was steadfast and solid downrange but when they got home? Yeah, that’s when things went to shit for Iaconelli. He’d never met a bottle of alcohol that he didn’t like. He was lucky he still had a career but the sergeant major liked him. Trent respected his ability in combat enough to overlook any personal failings. Trent was the last one to judge someone’s personal failings.


He reined his thoughts back to the present and the feeling that flittered in the dead space around his heart. “I’m getting sent back?”


Iaconelli shrugged. “Maybe they’re finally going to court-martial your sorry ass,” he said lightly.


Trent flipped him off. “That would be nice, actually. If they’d at least get the damn thing over with. If I never see Lieutenant Jason Randall ever again, it will be too soon.”


“He is a special little fuckstick, that is for certain,” Iaconelli said, staring at the end of his cigar for a moment.


Iaconelli may or may not have threatened to kill LT Randall downrange. Twice. But all of Randall’s interpersonal hostility had been a sideshow, a distraction to keep Trent or anyone else from figuring out that he had been selling sensitive items and funneling the money to bribe the Iraqis to stop blowing their boys up. Randall had finally gotten caught and now was determined to take down Trent and anyone else he could with him. Iaconelli chopped the tip off his cigar and sucked on the end while he tried to light it.


“Too bad I won’t be around for his court-martial,” Story said.


“Did you get reassigned?” Iaconelli asked Story.


“Yeah. I’m deploying again in about two weeks. As soon as we get back from here,” he said.


“Your wife isn’t going to be happy,” Trent said quietly.


“Actually, she’s going to be thrilled. It’ll give her a chance to find her some twenty-year-old boy toy to keep her busy while I’m gone.” Story spat into the dust.


“So you’re still married because…?” Iaconelli sucked on the end of his cigar.


“Because it’s too fucking expensive to get divorced,” Story said. “I’ll take care of it after this next deployment. I’ll save up some money first, though.”


“Sure you will,” Trent said. “You’ve been saying that since ’04.”


It was Story’s turn to flip Trent off. “At least I’m willing to accept my marriage is over.”


Trent rubbed his heart, knowing his first sergeant hadn’t meant to score such a direct hit. At least not with malice. “Yeah well, my divorce is complicated.”


“These things always are.” Iaconelli leaned against the truck. “Which is why I’ve never gotten married.”


Trent snorted and was going to make a crack but Marshall took that opportunity to step into the darkness outside the ops tent. “Davila, you’re going back to Fort Hood.”


Trent glanced at his watch. “It’s four-thirty in the morning.”


“And you’re going to be on a plane in three hours. Pack your shit.” Marshall turned to stalk off, mumbling about pain in the ass captains and not having enough time for this shit.


Iaconelli blew a smoke ring into the darkness. “God but he is such a charmer.”


Trent sat there long after Story and Iaconelli went back into the ops tent.


He wanted to go home. But now that it was happening, fear slithered down his spine.


It had started slow. One day he’d wake up, dreaming about Laura. Other times, he’d be in the mess tent and he’d think he heard her laugh. He’d hear a kid giggling on the TV and he’d look up, expecting to see Ethan or Emma.


Always, though, he was alone. He’d wanted it that way for so long. He’d wanted quiet when they’d been running around his feet, shrieking and bickering like kids did. He’d craved silence at the end of the day when someone would get out of bed for a glass of water.


He’d certainly gotten the silence and the solitude.


And the oppressive emptiness of it all ate away at him. He’d thrown himself into work here in the California desert. He’d pulled eighteen hour days gladly. The longer he spent away from the war, the less he felt its siren call, luring him back. And somehow, work wasn’t enough anymore. Nothing he did pushed away the aching need to get to the one place he simply didn’t belong: home.


He was back in the States but he couldn’t go home. Not with an investigation hanging over his head and the potential for a very long jail sentence standing in front of him. And the worst part about the entire court-martial was that his brigade commander was changing command soon. If Colonel Richter left before the case was resolved, Trent would be at the mercy of the new commander—a new man with no loyalty to the soldiers he’d put in leadership positions.


It was not a comfortable place to be. The power plays between the senior officers never ended well for junior officers, and Trent? Trent was caught right now. He had to trust that Colonel Richter would take care of this before he left.


But a year after Trent had been sent home, Trent was running low on trust and patience.


Patience had never been his strong suit. Every other time he’d been home, he’d been prepping to go back to war. This time, the year had stretched in front of him like an unending slog.


It was the longest time he’d spent in the States since he’d gotten shot. It had taken him almost that long to realize just how badly he’d fucked up everything in his life that was supposed to be important.


His marriage. His kids. His family.


If there was a grade lower than an F at being a husband or a dad, he’d earned it. He’d come home from Iraq nearly a year ago—pending a court-martial and a divorce. And since then, nothing had happened. The case had been stuck in investigation mode forever. And the divorce? He just wasn’t able to sign the papers. His life had been frozen in carbonite on all counts.


The investigation had moved slower than molasses in winter. And he was glad.


Because standing out here in the California desert, he’d come to a conclusion. He wanted his family back. He wanted his wife back. When she’d slapped him with divorce papers last year, he’d refused to sign them, hoping that the investigation would go away and that he could fix things with her. But that hope had proved futile. The distance between them was too much. The warmth he remembered was gone, but still, he’d been unable to let her go. He couldn’t. Sure, they spoke on the phone or when he saw her at the office, but they were a few stolen minutes here, a quick chat about the kids. There was nothing there to give him hope that he could fix things with her.


He’d volunteered to train soldiers anywhere he could so that he didn’t have to face the cold emptiness of the reality that he was no longer welcome in his own home. And if he volunteered, someone else wouldn’t have to.


Now? Now he sat in the middle of the California desert and thought about the new dad who wouldn’t be there for the birth of his child. He looked down at his wedding ring and thought of all the time he’d willingly given up.


He was a goddamned fool. He wanted her back. Damn it, he wanted his life back. The life with this woman who had once smiled and laughed with him and wrapped herself around him while she slept. Who was as beautiful changing Emma’s diaper as she was dressed up in an evening gown for the Cav ball. This woman who used to ask about his day when he called home at two in the morning, even after she’d been up half the night with one of the kids.


He sobered, his hands trembling at the thought of his children and the tiny family that had grown while he’d been away. The tiny family that overwhelmed him and terrified him and dropped him to his knees with a need so strong, it crushed his lungs until he could not breathe. He didn’t know how to feel good, but he knew he’d never figure it out without them.


He had no clue where to start. He had no idea how to be a father to his kids. Or a husband to a wife who could barely look at him.


Trent hopped off the top of the truck. He had a phone call to make.


Because it looked like he was getting exactly what he wanted.


And it was time to figure out how to be the man his family needed him to be.


Fort Hood


“Son of a bi-iscuit!”


“Bad Mommy!”


Laura Davila wrapped her scraped and bleeding knuckles in a paper towel and prayed to the patron saint of army wives for patience. Her six-year-old dishwasher was currently spread in carefully laid out pieces across the kitchen floor and counters. And now the cavernous white interior was splattered with her blood. Awesome.


Her son Ethan looked up at her with disapproval in his dark brown eyes, and Laura flinched. “Sorry, honey. Mommy just hurt herself.”


“You said a bad word.” This from her daughter, Emma. “Agent Chaos said you’re not allowed to say those words.”


Laura glared at the fat brown hamster that was clutched in her daughter’s hands. Agent Chaos looked up at her with disapproving beady brown eyes. Sitting there, silently judging her.


She had joked with Trent that he should buy the kids a hamster when he returned from his latest deployment. By the time he came back, things between them had already crumbled but he still remembered the damn hamster. He’d bought not one, but two of the stinking, smelly creatures. The hamster cuteness factor did not override the pain in the ass factor of having to clean their cages every other day to keep the smell from overpowering the entire house.


Maybe if Trent had been around more over the last year, she wouldn’t have minded them so much. But instead of sitting at Fort Hood and working in an office like any other officer who was under investigation, he’d volunteered for several rotations at the National Training Center in Fort Irwin. He’d spent more time there than at Fort Hood over the last year. He might as well have just moved there.


She took a deep breath and pressed on her throbbing knuckles, focusing on the pain so that she wouldn’t feel the tension that squeezed her heart every time she thought about her husband. She regretted sending him the divorce papers. She could admit that now, but she’d done the only thing she could at the time.


She could still remember that stupid flare of hope when he’d stood in her office that day. Hope that maybe, finally, he had come home to her.


But he hadn’t.


And as time had ticked by and he’d refused to sign the papers and let her go, she’d moved beyond regret. Now, she wanted to move on with her life. Maybe someday she’d be able to think of Trent without the hurt and frustration that kept reminding her of everything she’d lost.


“You have to pay us each a quarter,” Ethan said, stroking the fat orange hamster in his hands. Laura was seriously thinking about buying a cat—that would solve the hamster problem quickly enough. But it would be just one more thing to clean up after.


And she wasn’t really up for the trauma of finding a dead hamster under the bed.


She could only imagine the therapy bills.


She pursed her lips and counted to ten… thousand. “Okay guys, why don’t you go play in the garage or something? Mommy has too many parts in here, and I don’t want you to get hurt.”


Or move anything. But she didn’t say that out loud, because that would only encourage them to run off with some vital component that would take her three days to identify and two more days to find online and order. A new dishwasher was not in the budget at the moment. Besides, she wanted to see if she could actually fix the thing herself.


She shooed the kids and their accompanying hamsters out of the kitchen and made her way through the master bedroom to the cache of Band-Aids she hid in her bathroom. The kids were all too eager to use every bandage in the house if she let them, which always meant that she couldn’t find a Band-Aid when she really needed one. She’d resorted to hiding them like they were some kind of precious commodity. In her house, they were.


Laura pulled down the shoebox that held the first aid kit. She held her breath as she cleaned the cuts on her knuckles with iodine, then wrapped gauze halfway down her fingers, covering the empty space where her wedding and engagement rings had once been.


She paused, staring at her ring finger. Blood pooled on the pale band of skin there, as if her finger refused to forget the rings that had been there since forever.


Her finger might not forget the rings but that didn’t mean it was a marriage worth waiting for. No amount of waiting or wishful thinking was going to change that. Trent had seen to that. And broken her heart all over again.


She knew in her heart that they were finished. He had lied to her so many times about his deployments. That alone had destroyed her trust in him. And then there was the rest of it…


She was ready for the pain to stop. Ready for her heart to stop waiting for the phone to ring. Waiting, so desperately for her heart to stop beating for a man who was never coming home.


A spike of melancholy pressed on her lungs. Damn it, what was wrong with her today? She was past mourning the death of her marriage. At least she kept telling herself that. So when was it going to stop hurting?


She briefly considered a shot of vodka to numb the pain, but that wasn’t really a good idea since she was alone with the kids. She barely ever had a drink these days. She sighed and glanced wistfully at the discreet box on the top shelf in the bathroom closet. Droughts were not limited to alcohol.


She had gotten used to it, this new normal. While the kids were vibrant chaos, full of life and joy, the married part of her life was… well, it simply was. There was nothing there anymore. No joy. No hatred. Just silence and cold detachment overlying a dull aching sadness.


She simply wanted it to be over. And damn Trent to hell for dragging it out when he wasn’t even willing to fight for them. And the silence between them? Between her and the man she’d thought she’d love for the rest of her life?


She sat on the edge of their bed, one finger rubbing absently over the bruised knuckles and her empty ring finger. She could hear the kids shrieking in the garage. One of the hamsters had gotten away. She smiled. She really didn’t mind them, not when the kids loved the judgmental little beasts so much. It was a gesture of kindness from a man who couldn’t be a father. She knew that.


It didn’t make it hurt any less. She’d married him knowing what she was getting into, thinking her love for him was strong enough to withstand whatever the army could throw at them. Knowing that the army was a demanding job, that he’d be gone a lot. But that first deployment had done something to him, something deeper than just the visible scars on his body.


Once she never would have thought the silence would grow too loud or that his empty side of the bed would become too heavy to bear. Once she would have waited forever for him to come home to her.


But forever was a long time.


And her faith in their love had died long ago on some distant battlefield.















Chapter Two
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Eight hours and a flight from hell later, Trent left his duffle bag in the operations office before walking down the halls of the Reaper Brigade headquarters. It was late summer in Fort Hood, Texas and it was mid to high nineties every day.


It had been a hot summer and an even hotter fall. The heat, Trent could deal with. He’d been in Kuwait when the temperature had hit one hundred and thirty-two. Ninety was a cold front.


But it was the cold from the office at the end of the hall he feared.


He was glad he’d been called back to Fort Hood. He’d let his mind drift the entire flight home. What would happen if he walked into Laura’s office? He hadn’t gotten through to her before he’d gotten on the plane home. She didn’t know he was here.


It gave him a little more time to figure out what to say. How to ask for a chance. Maybe not to be the father of the year but maybe for a chance just to be a dad. If he could figure that out.


He rubbed his thumb over the smooth edge of his wedding band. Laura was an entirely different challenge.


He’d hurt her. Badly. And he had no idea how to fix it.


Maybe he could start with asking her if he could sleep on the couch. Because if he stayed at Fort Hood for more than a few weeks, he was going to have to find a more permanent place to stay than crashing at Shane and Jen’s. The thought of asking Laura if he could come home sent a cold sweat prickling over his skin.


The likelihood of her allowing him through the front door for more than a short visit with the kids was snuggled up between slim and none. He had a better chance of hitting an IED and blowing the hell out of his truck in the middle of Highway 190 in Killeen than he had of getting her to agree to that.


Not that he blamed her.


At least she let him see the kids. And even that was a challenge. He didn’t know how to be a father to the two small kids who’d morphed from babies to mindless banshees with needs and wants and an uncanny ability to strike all the right nerves and detonate his patience.


No matter how much he wished things were different, when it came to his family, he’d been a failure—and he was determined to fix things. No matter how much he wanted to be a bigger man and let his wife go, he simply could not bring himself to sign the papers that left him cold and empty. He’d tried. And each time, he’d put them away, choosing to wait just one more day, hoping that someday, he’d find the right words to explain to Laura why he’d had to go. To put the ragged emptiness into some form she could understand. He’d never wanted her to see that part of him, the dead part that walked and talked but felt nothing. He was alive. He should have been grateful.


Instead, the emptiness had swallowed everything, leaving him hollow. Until the only thing that felt right was the war.


He didn’t want her to know that side of it. Never wanted her to see him for what he was—a burned-out warrior who was only good at one thing. God but he didn’t want her to see what he’d become.


He glanced at his watch. Right on time for the brilliant end to his career. Shoving aside the worries from home, he walked through the headquarters that had been his sanctuary from the tribulations of real life.


The headquarters was largely empty as most of the rear detachment staff had already left for the day. Apparently the staff were taking the new post commander’s directive about being out of the office by five p.m. seriously and since they were the “lucky” ones who’d escaped the National Training Center, they were apparently skipping out of real work, too. That wouldn’t last, though. About a week would go by before they all realized they couldn’t get anything done when everyone left that early. He turned into a conference room and rapped his knuckles on the doorframe.


Major Patrick MacLean looked up from his laptop screen and nodded at the chair next to him at the conference room table, motioning for Trent to take a seat. Trent sat and waited silently for Patrick to finish writing an e-mail.


Trent had known Patrick for years, since they’d both been lieutenants on another brigade staff a lifetime ago. His friend’s dark blue eyes were lined with stress and strain. Patrick often said that being an army lawyer was slowly but surely sucking the life out of him. He only saw the bad parts of the army. He never got to see the Soldier of the Year, except when said Soldier of the Year was being charged with something terrible, like aggravated assault or misuse of his government travel card.


Because there was nothing worse than misuse of the government travel card. He’d seen men killed, subordinates abused, but the fastest way to end a career was to get caught defrauding the government. He pushed his glasses up on the top of his head. He wasn’t sure what that said about the organization he’d sacrificed everything for, but it didn’t leave a good feeling in the pit of his gut.


Trent wished he was being charged with simple misconduct—simple fraud where he could be sent on his way and avoid the lengthy investigation. Instead, the allegations against him seemed like a cruel twist on reality—and a complex, year-long investigation to boot.


“How was your flight?” Patrick asked as he closed the lid of his laptop.


“Terrible. We sat on the jetway for two hours before we took off.” Trent sucked in a hard breath through his nose, pushing down the riot of emotions churning inside him. “What’s so important that I had to be yanked off the training mission three days early?” Not that Trent was complaining. But it was fear that filled the emptiness inside him now.


Fear that Laura had really gotten over him and let him go when he’d finally gotten his head out of his ass.


Fear that he’d truly lost everything.


Patrick rocked back in his chair. “First off, you should be at home, spending time with your family instead of volunteering for training mission after training mission, but we’ll get to that in a minute.”


Trent sighed. “I know.”


Patrick lifted a single brow and started to say something. Then he snapped his mouth closed, opened a file, and slid the contents toward Trent. “We’re getting ready to start the Article 32 hearing.”


“That’s the one where they decide if there’s enough evidence to go to trial, right?”


“Got it in one. The prosecution at division wants a guilty plea, but I didn’t accept it.” Patrick slid a second manila folder across the desk. “You’re in a world of shit, Trent, but we’ve got a good chance at beating this thing.”


Trent snorted and shook his head quietly. “What makes you say that?”


“The witnesses against you are crap, for starters. Your former lieutenant Randall has very limited credibility, no matter who his daddy is, especially since he married his subordinate.”


“Speak English?”


“Your lieutenant says you harassed one of your soldiers. That soldier is corroborating his story but since they got married, it looks like they’re just backing up each other’s stories instead of independently testifying to true events.”


Trent frowned. “So the fact that my lieutenant was sleeping with one of his subordinates ruins his credibility?”


“More or less.” Patrick sighed. “Ready for the heavy lifting? I need to go over what you’re being charged with.”


Trent braced himself. Then nodded once.


“I’ll read through the specific violations of the Uniform Code of Military Justice first. We can go into the specifics of each charge after that.” He flipped over the first sheet. “In that, on or about Fifteen October 2007, you were derelict in your duties to wit—”


Patrick’s voice faded as the memory reached up and took hold, sucking him down into a swirling vortex.


“Sir, I don’t understand.”


“You’re under investigation, Trent.” Colonel Richter, the brigade commander himself, had broken the news to Trent. He was a man Trent had admired since they’d first rolled into combat together, six years prior. A man he looked up to.


“Am I being relieved, sir?”


“I’m sorry, son.”


A man who was relieving him from command. Taking the responsibility, the honor of being a company commander away from him.


“Sir?”


“You’re missing sensitive items that no one can account for. Your company funds have come up short on their audit. You’ve lost control of your officers and your soldiers. And your parts clerk Adorno has made an allegation of inappropriate conduct against you.” Colonel Richter shook his head slowly.


“Adorno, sir? I rarely even see her. She works in the motor pool.”


“She was recently pulled up to the company ops?” Colonel Richter asked.


“Yes, because she was having problems in the motor pool.”


“And she worked long hours, alone in the company ops with just you.”


Trent closed his eyes, seeing how neatly the trap had been sprung around him. He’d never even looked at that soldier funny and yet, simply because he’d been alone with her, the allegations were enough. “Sir—”


“I can’t leave you in the job. I’ve lost faith in your ability to command.”


“Sir, this is all bullshit. I accept responsibility for the missing items but you can’t take me out of command in the middle of the fight. With Garrison and Carponti being wounded, I’ve lost two key leaders in my company. Give me time to build the new team. Please, sir. Don’t do this.”


Colonel Richter held up one hand. “I’ve made up my decision. You’re restricted from any unsecure communications while the investigation is ongoing. Do not attempt to contact Adorno. Do not attempt to contact Lieutenant Randall. Let the investigation run its course.”


Panic. Fear. Humiliation.


All of it rose up again now, circling like vultures over the kill as Patrick finished listing the charges against him. He’d waited months for the investigation to be complete.


He’d done what he was told. He hadn’t called anyone—not even his wife. He’d let the investigation run its course. But he’d had no idea that in doing so, he’d nailed the coffin of his marriage shut. The letter had come from Laura a few weeks later, ripping out his soul and smashing it into the dusty, dried up desert earth. He’d lost everything in ninety-seven days.


“Are you listening to me?” Patrick asked.


Trent looked up. “Yeah. Sorry. What?”


“I said the only thing they have that has any legs is the inappropriate conduct allegation. Everything else, I’ve already got enough to rip their case to shreds.”


Trent flipped through the documents Patrick handed him. “If the case against me is so flimsy, why are they going to all of this effort? What’s the point?”


“You want my honest opinion?”


Patrick leaned forward and rubbed his hands over his face. His blue eyes were sharp and weary. “You’re the sacrificial lamb.”


“Meaning what?” Trent pushed his glasses to the top of his head.


“Lieutenant Randall is one very well-connected lieutenant. His father is connected to every powerful four-star general officer in the army. If you take the fall for this, Randall gets to continue the family name.”


The bitterness roared back and this time, it brought its friends anger and hatred. Oh, but he hated that selfish, lying bastard lieutenant. Trent had been working round the clock to try and keep his boys safe and Randall? Randall had been getting blow jobs in the motor pool from Adorno instead of doing his fucking job.


And yet, Adorno had accused Trent of inappropriate conduct when nothing, nothing, even remotely close to inappropriate had happened. Oh the irony; it galled.


“Lieutenant Randall stole weapons and traded them for cash. That was his crime and his alone. Your crime was your failure as a commander to be aware of your subordinate’s actions,” Patrick said quietly. “The accusations against you are very serious. And unless we can prove that Randall and his wife are lying—that you didn’t know about what he was doing, and weren’t a part of it—he’s intent on taking you down to lessen his punishment. He pleas down his punishment to testify against you. As the commander, you’re a bigger fish.”


“So then the inappropriate conduct allegations against me are just icing on the cake?”


“It’s an attack on your character. Do you have any proof that Randall and Adorno were already involved during the deployment?”


“Sure. I’ve got YouTube videos of him and Adorno doing the nasty in a Porta-Potty.” He swore viciously and tossed his glasses on the table. “Of course not.”


“YouTube videos would probably help. At this point, a grainy cell phone photo might do the trick.”


“I don’t see how we can fix this,” Trent muttered, rubbing his eyes.


“You should have more faith in me than that.”


“Yeah, well, my faith is in short supply these days.”


Trent scrubbed his hands over his face in frustration. From the moment his commander had called him into the office and told him he was being investigated for dereliction of duty, maltreatment of subordinates, sexual misconduct, and a litany of other really bad things that Trent would have never dreamed of, let alone done, his faith in the very military he’d devoted his life to at the expense of all others had been shaken to the core.


The endless deployments, the constant strain to be everything a leader was supposed to be to his men, seemed somehow empty. Futile.


Pointless.


Patrick leaned forward, his mouth set in a grim line. He slid a business card across the table. “I have a plan.”


Trent pushed his glasses on and read the card. “Captain Emily Lindberg. Licensed Clinical Psychiatrist.” He looked up at Patrick. “What the hell is this?”


“Tomorrow, you’re going to call Emily and schedule an appointment. She’s expecting your call.”


Trent tossed the card onto the table. It floated a bit before it settled next to the folder. “For what?” The words stuck in his throat, dry and harsh as the desert against his skin.


“You didn’t hear the part about the wronged hero to your stressed out villain? I need a doc—an army doc—to give you a clean bill of health before we go to this Article 32 hearing. No unexplained anger. No urge to kick puppies. None of that.”


Trent folded his arms across his chest. “So I got a little stressed as a commander. Someone told me once if you’re swimming as fast as you can and you’re barely keeping your head above water, you’re probably contributing to the organization.”


Patrick shook his head slowly. “Not in this case. We need to show that you were busy commanding your formation and your lieutenant took advantage of that busyness. Not your poor stress management techniques.”


Trent frowned. “What exactly are you getting at?”


“Nothing more than what I’ve said.” Patrick looked away, suddenly fascinated by the folders in front of him. “Call her. This needs to happen sooner rather than later.”


Trent said nothing for a long moment. He bounced one leg, wrestling with the hundred thousand questions that burned inside him. “So what about the other allegations?” he finally asked.


Patrick scrubbed both hands over his face before releasing a harsh breath. “Here’s how you have to handle this… you’re not going to like it, but hear me out.” He paused before speaking again. “I’m going to need you to play nice with your wife.”


Trent went utterly still. “What do you mean, play nice?” he whispered. The emotions inside him twisted and swirled violently.


“I need you to pretend like you two aren’t getting divorced. That you love each other. That you can’t live without her.”


Trent shoved away from the table and pushed to his feet. He stared at the photos in the glass case behind him of the last deployment. “I can’t put Laura in this position,” he said after a moment. “I won’t.” He paused. “It won’t work anyway. Everyone knows she’s taken off her wedding rings.”


“The officers on the board will be from this brigade but that doesn’t mean we can’t make this a believable lie. It’s them we have to convince. No one else.”


Trent rubbed the scar over his heart. It ached where he touched it. A dense fire that fucking hurt. If he asked her to do this, he would destroy any chance he had of winning her back.


But goddamn it, he couldn’t win her back if he went to jail.


“Listen to me. When this whole nightmare first reared its head, you told me you didn’t want to drag her through a court-martial, right?”


Trent turned back to face him and nodded, unease twisting in his belly.


“The only way to keep this from going to court-martial is to stop it at the Article 32 level—before it gets to court. We don’t do that by attacking Randall and Adorno. We do that by showing the officers on the board that you’re a good soldier, a good officer, and a good husband and father. That you wouldn’t dream of cheating on your wife. That’s how we beat this.”


Trent shook his head slowly, holding his breath until his lungs felt like they’d burst. “Patrick, I’ve known you a long time, and you’ve never suggested anything half as fucked up as this.”


Patrick scrubbed one hand over his mouth. “I know. And I hate that I’m asking you to do it. But if you don’t want to watch someone else raising your kids because you’re in jail, you and Laura need to start looking like a happy husband and wife. And every single officer sitting in that Article 32 hearing needs to believe that it’s true.”


There was no way he could ask Laura to do this. He’d lost her ages ago, when the rumors about the missing weapons and Adorno had spiraled out of control. When she’d lost faith in him—in them. Not that he blamed her. But goddamn it, that didn’t make it hurt any less. She’d ripped his soul out with those papers. There was too much distance between them now for him to ask her for something like this.


But that wasn’t the real reason. He didn’t want to do this to her. It would hurt her all over again and he’d done enough of that. There had to be another way.


“You need to figure out another plan,” Trent said, keeping his voice low. “I won’t ask her to lie for me. I won’t risk her future. She’s been through enough.”


“Laura’s job as the family readiness liaison is not at risk here. Believe me, she’s valued here. They pretty much got down on their knees and begged her to stay when she tried to quit last year.”


“That’s not the issue,” Trent said quietly. Please don’t ask me to do this to my wife.


Patrick looked at him, his blue eyes filled with sympathy at Trent’s unspoken plea. “I know what I’m asking you, Trent.”


“Then you know why I won’t do it.” He stood abruptly, pushing his glasses down and pinching the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. “Find another way to keep me out of jail. I won’t use Laura like that.”


For a training holiday, the office was ridiculously busy. Normally on training holidays, the only people in the office were her and the commander. Sometimes the sergeant major. There certainly wasn’t the constant stream of soldiers and spouses that she’d already seen this morning. They were looking for information on when their family members were due back from NTC. Laura knew that and she was doing the best she could pushing out the information that she had as soon as she had it.


Apparently that wasn’t good enough. If one more eighteen-year-old spouse stomped into her office, Laura was liable to lose her furry little mind. Just because the Internet existed did not mean communication was either instantaneous or flawless. But you couldn’t tell some people that.


Laura clenched her pencil in both hands and pasted on a calm smile. Maybe if she held it long enough, it would bleed over into her mood and she wouldn’t feel as stabby as she felt right then.


Not damn likely. She loved her job as the brigade’s family readiness liaison, but sometimes it took everything she had. Some spouses were more trying than others but it was her job to keep the Family Readiness Group running smoothly no matter who the current leadership was. Some days she felt like she made a difference; other days it was absolutely exhausting. But she had a purpose. And she loved it.


Except for moments like this.


When the woman who had accused her husband of inappropriate conduct sat across from her and pretended like it was just another meeting. Like Laura didn’t know who the young soldier was.


Laura wanted to break something. To scream and rail at the insanity of the world that would have this young woman sitting across from her. Instead, she smiled. Her expression could have cracked glass.


“PFC Adorno, I can’t give you the phone number and I’m not calling the brigade commander over your husband’s cat.”


“Do you know who my husband works for?”


With that single sentence, Laura’s patience inched closer to snapping. She forced her smile wider.


“PFC Adorno, I don’t really give a flying leap if your husband is on the brigade commander’s personal security detail. A cat having kittens is not a reason to call the brigade commander while they are in the maneuver box at the National Training Center.”


One would think that after all this time, years into the war, families and spouses especially would understand how things worked.


PFC Adorno, however, turned a deep shade of pink beneath her too-thick foundation. Laura had half a mind to ask her if her makeup was in accordance with regulation but she managed to keep that comment to herself. Barely. She was supposed to be the mature adult here.


As a soldier, PFC Adorno should know how these things worked. And yet, there she was, sitting in Laura’s office, asking about a phone call to her husband because of kittens.


“I’m calling the inspector general. I’ll have your job.”


Laura didn’t even blink. She reached into the stack of cards on her desk and handed one to PFC Adorno. “Here’s the number. Please spell my name correctly.”


She’d been threatened with the IG one too many times to let this latest addition to the roster upset her too much. Half the time, the threats were empty anyway.


PFC Adorno looked like her head was about to explode. She sucked in an outraged breath, then stalked out of Laura’s office.


The air was instantly clearer and Laura inhaled a deep breath. Did that soldier honestly think Laura didn’t know who she was? Or did she not realize that Laura was her former commander’s wife? Dear God in heaven, Laura needed to rail and scream at the heavens.


Instead, she released a deep sigh and tossed the pencil on her desk. It wasn’t nearly as satisfying as say, stabbing something violently and repeatedly, but then again the army as an employer tended to frown on fits of violence. Didn’t look good on the performance review.


She rubbed her eyes and wished—not for the first time—that she’d slept better. But she’d gotten used to the fatigue that haunted her, keeping her awake at night and rising with her in the morning.


The stress in her life was not work-related.


She was the Family Readiness Group Liaison for Death Dealer battalion, a job she’d taken before her marriage had gone to hell and before she’d gotten run down by life, the war, and everything else.


She covered her face with her palms and just breathed. She was so goddamned tired. The mistakes she’d made haunted her, reminding her that her current predicament was as much her fault as it was her husband’s. She should have been stronger. Should have been able to wait for him until he came home.


She shouldn’t have let the war break her.


She glanced at the picture on her desk, the picture of the lie she’d lived for far too long. Her husband, holding their daughter, their son between them. A smile on his face, love in her eyes.


Yes, once she’d been part of a happy family. At least that’s what she’d told herself. But the lies and the war had wormed their way into the marriage and destroyed her faith in the man she’d pledged to wait for. She didn’t know why she left the picture on her desk when she’d taken her rings off. It wasn’t like people didn’t know.


But something about that picture made her unable to put it away.


She closed her eyes, wishing she could forget the way he looked. Wishing she could forget the way he’d made her laugh and feel, once upon a time. He was out at NTC now too but not as someone who would be deploying. The army wouldn’t let him leave Fort Hood, at least not until the charges against him were fully investigated.


And since the investigation had been ongoing for the last six months, she was starting to wonder if it was ever going to be finished. Her family—her life—was in limbo.


Her heart? Her heart didn’t matter anymore. She’d given up trying to piece it back together. Trent had broken her one too many times.


Running off to war, leaving her alone.


Lying to her about the most important things.


She breathed deeply and focused on three p.m., when she could head out to pick up the kids at Shane and Jen’s. She loved Jen, she really did, but especially on days like today when Hayley, Laura’s babysitter, called in “sick” when she was clearly anything but so she could spend stolen time with her new husband. Laura would have preferred that Hayley be honest about it, but she couldn’t really blame her. She’d just gotten married and even though Laura’s newlywed days were a distant memory, she could still remember all the hope and promise of that first year.


“Whoever pissed you off, it’s not the keyboard’s fault.”


Laura looked up as Patrick walked in and sat down. “Hey. How’s Natalie?”


“She’s good. Getting bigger and bossier every day.” Natalie and Ethan were in school together. Natalie wasn’t technically Patrick’s daughter but she was in every way that mattered. Patrick and her mom were in an on again-off again disaster of a relationship but Sammy had continued to let Patrick be active in Natalie’s life.


Patrick was a good man. Sammy didn’t know what she was giving up.


Or maybe she did. Sometimes, being a good man simply wasn’t enough to keep a relationship together.


“So, to what do I owe the honor of this visit?” she asked, minimizing her e-mail to be able to focus.


“Don’t throw me out of the office,” he said, trying to keep his voice light. “But I need to talk to you about Trent’s case.”


Laura leaned back in her chair, folding her arms over her chest, and started counting to ten.


“I know you’re having a hard time with him.”


Laura sucked on her top lip for a moment before answering. “I wouldn’t necessarily call filing for divorce a hard time.”


“And that’s what I need to talk to you about.”


“Patrick…”


“Just hear me out, okay?”


She ground her teeth but after a moment nodded.


“Listen, there’s no case against Trent. It’s weak at best. With the Article 32 about to start, we have a good chance of getting it stopped here before it goes to court-martial. But I need to plant doubt that the allegations against him are true.” He met her gaze. “I need you to do that.”


Laura chewed on her bottom lip, playing his words over and over in her head, not understanding what he was asking of her. “What do you mean, you need to plant doubt?”


“The primary witness against your husband, PFC Adorno—”


“Oh, we’ve met,” Laura said dryly.


Patrick’s smile was humorless. “Yes, well, that’s part of the prosecution’s problem. She’s alleging that Trent was inappropriate but the problem is that she and Lieutenant Randall were caught in their shenanigans downrange.”


Laura frowned. “So you think this is a ploy to get herself out of trouble?”


“Her and her husband. If they were working together to steal the missing weapons systems, then what better way to get out of trouble than to make this stuff up against Trent? Takes the focus off her and her husband completely.” Patrick leaned forward, tapping his index finger on the desk. “If I can cast Trent as a sympathetic family man who would never do anything like what she’s alleging, this case is all but dismissed. I’m not attacking her. All I have to do is make Trent look better than the story she’s telling and we’ve got a win.”


“And you need me to paint on a happy face and be the loving wife.”


Patrick shook his head. “No, I need you to be one half of a loving couple. And I need you to do it publicly where everyone can see it—in the PX, in the chow hall, everywhere. I need the officers on this board to believe exactly what I’ll be telling them on the day of the hearing.”


She looked down at her empty ring finger, absently rubbing the bare skin beneath the bandage. “Everyone knows that we’re having problems, Patrick.”


“Then make sure everyone knows you’ve fixed it.” He leaned back. “I wouldn’t ask you to do this if I didn’t think it was our best shot at getting this whole thing thrown out.”


She looked up at him. “Why didn’t Trent ask me to do this?”


Patrick swallowed and looked away. “He refused to drag you into this,” he said quietly. “For what it’s worth, I don’t in a million years believe the allegations against Trent. I don’t think he would ever, ever be unfaithful to you.”


Laura pressed her lips together in a flat line. “You’re wrong, Patrick. He’s been cheating on me for years. It was just with the army instead of another woman.”


“Laura—”


“Let me think about it,” she said quickly. “I won’t say no out of hand but I can’t make this decision on a whim.”


Patrick leaned across the desk, gripping her hand. “I know this is hard for you, Laura. I know what I’m asking you to do.”


She said nothing for a long moment and he gave her a sympathetic but firm smile. “Give it some thought, okay?”


When she was alone, she sat there, staring at the picture of her family. Wondering how she was going to bring him back into the kids’ lives and then rip him out again. What he was asking wasn’t fair. He had no idea what this was going to do to her family.


She glanced at the photo on her desk as she typed furiously, trying to get ahead of the flood of e-mails in her inbox.


There was a quiet rap on her office door. “I’m not here,” she said quickly, looking up.


Her fingers froze on the keyboard. Her heart stopped in her chest.


Trent stood in the doorway. He had a duffle bag slung over his shoulder. His glasses hid the darkness of his eyes. There was a streak of dirt on his cheek. An assault pack hung limply from his left hand.


A thousand emotions ripped through her all at once, rioting for supremacy as she drank in the sight of her husband.


Ex-husband, she reminded herself. Or at least he was supposed to be.


She wished that this were a normal homecoming. One where she would rush across the small space and crash into him. His arms would come around her and she would inhale the strong spicy scent of his skin. Feel the heat of his touch. Savor that first, wild kiss.


Instead she had this. This empty chasm between them, echoing with loneliness.


And she had no idea how to cross it.
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