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Chapter 1

Matte black steel slid into place with a click that echoed in the small room. The scent of gun oil filled the room, tugging at memories darker times. The magazine slid into the pistol's grip and, with a slap to the bottom of it, was seated into position. A flick of the release let the slide snap forward into position, loading a 9mm round into the chamber.

He held the gun in his hand and looked it over. The finish was dull on purpose, to prevent glare and make it less conspicuous. It had a thin profile thanks to the magazine accepting a single row of bullets and a short barrel to make it easier to conceal.

The grip was worn from countless hours of use. Drawing, aiming, firing, and holstering. Then doing it over and over again on the range and off. It had a scratch on the slide from a time when he'd hit the ground hard, his pistol between his hip and the rocky ground in Syria. The same time that—

He started, forcing his mind back on the present and not the past. He stared at the gun, resuming his trek across his Smith and Wesson M&P pistol. The trigger was tweaked to break at just under five pounds of pull. His sights were aftermarket, giving it a bright green three dot sighting system.

"There are many like it, but this one is mine," he whispered, quoting one of his favorite childhood movies.

The bang of a door shutting made him jerk. He stared down the sights of his pistol and lowered them before a voice called out to him. "I'm home! Tom? Thomas? Where are you?"

He lowered his pistol and slipped it into the holster he had tucked on the inside of the waistband of his pants. "Bedroom," he called out. "You get out early?"

"Yes," his girlfriend called, her voice getting louder as she walked through the apartment. She opened the bedroom door as she finished explaining, "They had enough people so I offered to leave early. I figured with you having the week off we could—"

Her nostrils flared as she smelled the lubricating oil and her eyes went to the mess on his desk behind him. The cleaning kit was spread out and dirty wads of paper towel and his cleaning rags were scattered on the desk. He knew his guns bothered her, but he pretended the gorilla wasn't in the room. "Rach? What's wrong."

She shook her head. "Nothing... Did I interrupt you?"

He shrugged. "I was going to go the range, that's all."

"I thought you cleaned it after you shot it?"

He shrugged again. "Yeah. figured I'd do it before. I like to be sure. Take care of your equipment and it'll take care of you."

She snorted. "That's why I keep spare batteries around for my vibrator."

Thomas chuckled. "You've got me for that."

"Not when you're working your night shift hitch."

Tom nodded. Better a battery operated boyfriend than another man, he supposed. Besides, his work on the rig kept him busy as he rotated from a solid week of twelve hour day shifts to seven twelve hour night shifts. Sometimes even when he did come home at night he was too wiped out to be of much use to her.

She forced a smile on her face and said, "So, which idea did you like for this weekend? Camping or heading to Corpus Christi?"

"Yeah, uh, about that... Uh, I can't do either. I got a call."

Her shoulders dropped and her lips parted. "A call? What's that mean? What kind of call?"

"A buddy of mine needs some help," he mumbled.

"A buddy? Oh hell no, you are not ruining our weekend because somebody needs a couch moved! Which friend is it?"

"Justin."

"Justin? I... wait, who's Justin? I haven't met him. Do you work with him?"

He hesitated before answering. "I used to."

"Used to? Oh. So not at the rig? Was he... did you serve with him?"

Tom nodded.

She frowned. Her shoulders rose and fell as she took in a breath and let it out. "Okay. Well, what's he need? Can I help too? That was we can at least spend time together."

Tom heard himself speak but he couldn't make out the words. They felt empty and impossible. Like someone else had said them, even though it wasn't something that could really happen.  "He's dead."

Rachel's eyes widened and, for the first time since he'd met her, she didn't know what to say. She gathered her thoughts and nodded before coming forward and hugging him. "Oh Tom... I'm sorry. I didn't— Why did you say something sooner? Is the funeral this weekend?"

"Tomorrow," he mumbled.

"What happened?" she asked.

He shook his head, unable to repeat what he'd been told.

"Tom?"

He opened his eyes and saw her brown eyes staring at him. They were big and round. Open and filled with compassion for him. For him. Not Justin. She didn't know Justin and she didn't care about him. She was only worried about him, and probably only because he'd ruined her weekend getaway plans.

"You never talk about the Army," she said. "Was he on your, uh, team?"

"Medic," Tom said. "He was a sergeant and kind of in charge of us."

"Was he still in the Army?"

Tom shook his head. "He'd gotten out and gone to school to finish his degree."

"Oh, well good for him. What happened to him?"

Tom shook his head. "I don't know."

"You don't know? But he's dead?"

He nodded. "I got the call from Lieutenant Singer. Captain now, I guess."

"She didn't know?"

He hesitated and shook his head. "Doesn't make sense," he said.

Rachel's eyes narrowed. "Okay," she said. "Well, where's the funeral?"

"New Mexico. I'll be back on Sunday. Monday at the latest."

"What? No! I'm coming with you. I'll call in on Monday if I have to."

"You don't need to. This isn't your thing. I know—"

"You're my thing," she said. "Just because I don't like guns and the army and everything that's happened doesn't mean I don't want to hear about it. This is your life, Tom, and it's a part of you. I love you. I accept that, even if I don't like it. If we're going to make this work between us, then I have to love that part of you too."

Tom turned away and saw the mess on his desk. He moved to clean it up, needing something to do to keep him busy. The routine kept his mind from thinking. Kept him from remembering.

"Tom? Talk to me, please."

He hesitated before snapping the lid shut on his cleaning kit.

"Baby, who's there when you wake up in the middle of the night shouting? I am. It tears me up not knowing what's hurting you inside, but I hold you and talk to you until you calm down. I love you, baby. Let me help you. Please."

Without turning around Tom said, "He killed himself."

Rachel's gasp was like a gunshot in the room. 

He grabbed the dirty papers and balled them up in his fist. He turned and stepped around her, heading through the door and not stopping until he tossed the scraps in the trash. Rachel caught up to him and grabbed his hand, stopping him.

"Rach... stop. Okay? Just let me be."

"Let you be? No! Damn it, stop trying to be so fucking tough! You're not. I let you believe it, but you're not. I see all the things you do. The way you look when there's a loud noise. The way your eyes are always looking around. I thought it would get better over time— it's supposed to, isn't it? But it doesn't. I walk on eggshells around you and try to find ways to force you to relax and have fun. It's harder and harder. Now this... I wanted some time for just us. No people. No troubles. Just you and me focused on each other."

"Until some dumb soldier had to go and kill himself and ruin it for you," Tom growled.

Rachel's mouth dropped.

Tom pulled his hand free and turned away. "I... I'm going to the range."

Rachel watched him jam his feet into his shoes and head out the apartment door. When he pulled it shut hard enough to make it bang she jumped. The first tear ran down her cheek. She waited, standing in the same spot and hoping that he'd come back. His truck rumbled to life in the parking lot, stealing her last hope.


Chapter 2

Tom's hand rested on the doorknob to his apartment. He waited, hoping that Rachel was... was what? Asleep? Gone? Waiting for him? He didn't know.

He'd gone to the range, just like he'd said. Two boxes of ammo later his nerves had been settled but he wasn't sure what to do. Rachel wanted to know things. Thing that she wouldn't like— things he didn't like. The follow-up trip to the bar hadn't helped either.

He twisted the knob and pushed the door open. He couldn’t stand in the hallway all night.

Rachel stiffened in her seated position on the couch. She was a bundle of anxious energy, ready to jump to her feet and, if he had to make a guess, run away. She was nervous and afraid... of him.

"Christ, Rach," he breathed.

She opened her mouth, releasing the lip she'd sucked between her teeth. "It's late. Are you okay?"

He took in a breath, ready to retort, and realized he hadn't expected her question. He let it out and shook his head, surprised into honesty.

"Can we talk?"

He swallowed and glanced around. The range was closed now and he had nowhere to go. Back to the bar? Why, they'd be closing soon. That left him without many options. Besides, maybe she didn't want to talk about that. Maybe...

"Sure," he said.

She forced a smile that she didn't feel. "I packed a bag for you. It's on your bed," she said.

"For me?"

"For your trip," she said.

"Oh. Um, thanks."

"Want to sit?" she asked and patted the couch beside her.

Tom grunted and moved to sit beside her. He shifted to get comfortable and a turned to face her. "Okay. So I'm sorry I left earlier. I didn't... I wasn't ready to talk about it."

She nodded. "I don't understand, but that's okay. We don't have to."

It was easy to understand, all you had to do was experience the shit he'd seen. Not all of it, even. Just once would be enough. One time where—

"Doc was my sergeant," he blurted, forcing himself to action rather than thoughts. He'd learned that much. Don't think about the bad times. Don't remember them, and when you can't help it, think about something else. Do something else.

She nodded and twisted on the couch to face him. "Doc?"

"That's what we called him. He was a medic. Best medic in the Army, too."

"Oh, okay. Was he your boss?"

"Sort of, I was a corporal but we were both part of a search and rescue team. Because he was a medic, he was outside my chain of command. Didn't matter though, he had the stripes and even if he didn't we all did anything he asked. Hell, medics are special, I saw lots of officers and even a major once do what Doc told them once without thinking twice."

Rachel smiled. "Sounds like he knew what he was doing."

"Yeah, he kept his cool. Always did. Helped the rest of us too," he said before running out of things to say. There was more, tons of it, but he didn't know what more to say.

After several seconds of silence Rachel spoke. "You said he went back to school after he got out?"

Tom nodded. "Yeah, he did. Finished up and became a therapist."

"A therapist? Really? That's good. Did you, ever, uh, talk to him?"

Tom stiffened on the couch. He glanced around and felt how hot his t-shirt felt. "Is the air working? It feels hot in here."

Rachel winced and glanced at the wall unit next to the window. It was set to low now that the sun had fallen. Texas nights were almost as cool as the days were hot, especially in early June. "Yes, it's working."

"Okay," he said. He took a deep breath and nodded. "Yeah, we talked some. He lives over in New Mexico. Lived, I guess. Christ, I can't believe he's gone. He was more alive than any of us!"

She nodded and reached over to placed her hand on his. She gave his fingers a squeeze. "Sometimes people do that to hide how they really feel inside."

Tom shook his head. "It just wasn't like him. I mean, he was always willing to help people. He risked his neck more times than I can count to save somebody. Risked all our necks, but we went along with it. You couldn't stop yourself, really. He had a mission. A calling, almost. We couldn't turn our backs on him and still call ourselves men."

"Maybe he'd had enough?" she asked.

Tom scowled.

"I don't know," she added. "I'm just saying, you know, that maybe he reached his limit? We can only carry so much. Maybe he couldn't bear any more."

Tom clamped his teeth together to keep from screaming at her that she didn't know what the fuck she was talking about. There was no way he would go out that way. Carter was a rock. And rocks don't break... or they aren't supposed to.

"Everyone has a breaking point," he muttered, paraphrasing her.

Rachel nodded. "It doesn't mean that all the good things he did don't count though. Maybe he just felt he couldn't take anymore. That he'd done enough."

He stared at her hand on top of his, her white fingers contrasting against his brown ones. "Done enough?" he repeated. Done enough, or felt enough? No more memories. No more nightmares.

Rachel squeezed his hand again. "Go to the funeral. Pay your respects. I won't get in your way."

He blinked and looked at her. "You're not—"

"I don't want to make it more difficult for you. I don't know what's bothering you, but I don't want to make it harder for you. I'll be here when you get back. I love you, Thomas, and I want to be with you."

Tom's brow creased. "I hear a, 'but,' coming."

A sad smile graced her lips. "No. I don't want to give you an ultimatum right now, I know I'll lose," she said. "So I'll be here when you get back."

"That's when I get it?"

"I— we— need to work on things if this is going to work between us, that's all. I want you to be happy. I want us to be happy."

Tom nodded. "Okay... I can do that."

She sat up taller and smiled. "You can? You mean it?"

He returned her smile. "I do. I'll try. You deserve it for putting up with my shit."

"Not shit. Baggage. We've all got it, baby. Whatever it is, you earned it and it's real. I'm here for you, no matter what happened. I promise."

Tom blinked back the tingle in his eyes that threatened to spill down his cheeks. He nodded and coughed, forcing his throat to obey. "It's a date."


Chapter 3

Tom stared into the ground. The service was over and the casket lowered. He clenched his fingers into a fist, grinding the dirt between them before he lifted his arm and tossed the handful onto the top of the casket.

He stood still a moment longer before whispering, "Rest easy, brother."

Tom stepped back and watched a steady line of men and women, many of them in uniform, pay their respects to Sergeant Carter's final resting place. Tom watched them and focused on breathing. Deep, steady breaths that kept his muscles busy and his mind focused. It was like shooting, in a sense. Each breath tensed his body and then when he let it out, he was at rest. Ready to act. To pull a trigger. Except in this case his action was to draw another breath.

"He saved your life?"

Tom jumped. He twisted to his right, where a woman in a suit and slacks stood a little more than a foot away from him. He hadn't even noticed her until now. She reached up and removed her dark sunglasses, pulling a strand of dark hair out of place until she tucked it back in with her other hand.

"Sorry, I didn't mean to startle you. I hate funerals. I'm Allison. Ally, if you prefer."

Tom's mind reeled from her sudden appearance and fast but smooth words. "Uh, hi. No problem— about startling me, I mean. I'm Thomas— Tom."

She nodded and glanced at his dress uniform. "Corporal, I see. Active duty?"

He shook his head. "Former service. Sergeant Carter and I served on a search and rescue crew during a deployment. You?"

"I never met him," she said. "My dad did. Told me he was a hell of a guy that did a lot of good though. I'm sorry for your loss."

Tom looked at her again, surprised to hear that her father knew him but she didn't. He started by dropping his eyes to her expensive looking footwear. They weren't flats or anything with a heel, they were something else. Polished black, but the sole was soft and had tread on it. He'd never seen anything like it, but it triggered a warning in his head.

Tom lifted his eyes up her black slacks to her jacket and the off white blouse visible beneath it. He met her bright brown eyes again and realized just how pretty they were. "Thanks. Wasn't just mine though, the whole world lost a good man."

She smiled. "So I keep hearing. I wish I could have met him. My dad said he knew him from Afghanistan, but that was a long time ago. You don't look that old?"

Tom smiled. "Syria," he said. "Not that far back. Doc kept reenlisting because he wanted to help us poor sons of bitches out. Oh! Sorry, miss, I shouldn't have said that."

She smiled. "Don't worry, Tom, I say worse than that when my alarm goes off every morning."

Tom returned her smile and then glanced back at the dwindling procession past the grave. The conversation had stalled and he wasn't sure if he should start it up. Or what he would say if he should.

"Where's your dad?" he blurted out, grabbing the first thing that came to mind.

Ally tried to fight back a smile as he realized how stupid he sounded, but it only made her blush along with him. She pointed at the man at the rear of the line. "That's him. You can't miss him, he's the only one with a hat on."

Tom followed her gaze and saw that man she spoke of instantly. He was old, probably fifty or maybe even sixty. In spite of that, he had a straight back and a thick chest under his Army dress uniform. The hat she talked about was the only thing that wasn't standard. He wore a brown boonie hat that had seen its share of use. The lack of hair on the man's neck and around his ears explained the hat. The New Mexico sun was too hot on a bald head to go uncovered for long.

"So what do you do now, if you're not in the service anymore?"

Tom turned his attention back to her. "I work on a rig off the gulf coast," he said.

"A roughneck?" she asked.

He winced. "No, those guys get the rough work, they do the grunt work on the rig. I'm in maintenance."

"Oh, skilled trades. That's cool."

He tried not to let his chest puff up too much at how genuine her compliment sounded. "You? Wait, can I guess?"

Her lopsided smile lifted one eyebrow. "Go ahead."

"Government," he said. "Army civilian corp.?"

"Not bad," she complimented him again. "I work with my dad though."

"Oh yeah? What's he do?"

"Federal Marshal."

Tom spun around at the gruff male voice behind him. Her dad was standing there, towering over him even though he was only a little taller than Tom.

"Holy— I'm sorry, sir, I didn't see you there!"

"Don't call me sir, son, I work for a living."

Tom wasn't sure if he should laugh or apologize, so he sputtered instead.

"Dad, this is Corporal Tom..."

"Thomas," Tom managed to supply. "Thomas Larter."

"Carl Waters," the old man said and thrust out a hand so tanned it hid most of the scar tissue caused by a life of action.

Tom glanced at ribbons and medals on Carl's dress uniform and lost track of what they all meant. More important, his eye caught both the Delta Force arrowhead and the Rangers emblem. "Sergeant," he said, stiffening out of instinct and respect.

"At ease, Corporal," Carl rumbled. "Told you I work for a living."

"Well, you are an officer now," Ally teased him. "Marshal Waters."

Carl scowled at his daughter and then ignored her. "Doc Carter save your hide?"

"No. Well, probably, but not on purpose. I was one of the door gunners on the S&R chopper he managed to set himself up with."

Carl chuckled. "Never did figure out how he managed to get a crew and stick with them no matter where he went. That man had some pull, must have saved a general at some point or something."

Tom chuckled. "Yeah he did. I remember him shouting down Major Connelly once and the Major didn't do a thing about it."

Carl smiled and glanced at the grave behind him. The workers were moving to fill it, signaling the service was well and truly over.

"Come on, Tom. I'll buy you a drink. Any man good enough for Carter to want on his team is good enough for me."

Tom's eyes widened and he glanced at Allison. He was supposed to head back, not get caught up in reminiscing. Rachel was waiting for him.

Ally winked at him. "Ooh, escorted by two strong men in uniform. Finally, I can drink in peace!"

Tom found himself smiling before he realized it. He nodded and said, "I'll need to change, let me stop by my motel room and—"

"You can wear your uniform, we're not doing anything stupid," Allison said. "Don't worry, we're federal agents."

Tom glanced at Carl and saw him studying him. Tom sucked in a breath and nodded. "All right, my truck's over there. I'll follow you."

"Better yet, I'll ride with you, that way you can't get lost."

Carl sent a hard look at his daughter and then shrugged. "My truck's the dark green Chevy over there."

"You're a Chevy guy?" Tom asked while admiring Carl's truck while they walked towards the parked vehicles.

"It's what I drive and it had everything I needed at the time," Carl said. "That mean you're into Fords?"

"Got a deal on it, that's all. It's treated me well though," Tom paused and glanced at Allison. "I hope you'll pardon the mess, I wasn't expecting anyone to hitch a ride."

She gave him another one of her infectious smiles and said, "Oh, trust me, I'm sure I've seen a lot worse."

Tom smiled back because he couldn't help himself. He was glad Rachel wasn't here, she'd probably be screaming at him about the veteran's daughter. He glanced over at Carl and noticed the man looking everywhere, his eyes constantly moving and never pausing. He'd been a member of two special ops units, a feat Tom didn't even know was possible. If Allison wasn't dangerous enough Carl would more than make up the difference.


Chapter 4

Tom held the door open to let Allison into The Rattler first. He followed her in and glanced around the dimly lit bar. It consisted of two rooms, one with a counter running along the walls with high barstools. Four pool tables in the middle provided entertainment, as well as two dart boards on one wall. The other room held tables, booths, and the actual bar. Sergeant Waters was sitting at table with his back near the corner and his back to a wall.

Allison waved and headed towards him, stepping around tables and chairs with just enough sway in her hips to make it hard for Tom to keep his eyes off her ass. He put a smile on his face as he reached the table and Allison took the chair next to her father – and also with her back to the wall.

He glanced down at the two remaining chairs and chose the one next to Allison. He pulled it out and sat down before focusing on the two federal agents. Allison glanced at her dad and raised an eyebrow as he settled in.

"What's that for?" Tom asked.

"You ever heard of a dead man's hand?" Carl asked.

Tom frowned. "Heard of it, but I don't know where or why. What is it?"

"Two pair, aces and eights. Both black," Carl said.

Tom looked back and forth between the two before saying, "Uh, okay. Are we playing poker or something?"

"It's what Wild Bill Hickok had in his hand when he was killed," Carl explained. "For some reason nobody knows— overconfidence, maybe— he took the open chair at a table that put his back to the room and the door. Jack McCall walked up behind him and put a bullet in the back of his head."

Tom twisted in his chair and looked behind him. He relaxed and turned back around. "That's the chair I've got?" he asked.

Carl nodded and Allison offered him a sympathetic smile.

Tom looked at the other chair and then shrugged. "Nobody's got it in for me that I know of, I think I'm safe."

"That's what Hickok thought," Carl mused. He shrugged and shifted his eyes to the approaching waitress. He smiled at her as she approached, highlighting some scar tissue on his face Tom hadn't noticed before.

"Hi there, I'm Ashley. We've got rattlesnake stew on special and our Snakebite cocktail is half off until five."

"Snakebite?" Tom blurted out. "What's that?"

She laughed. "Well, this placed is called The Rattler, what'd you expect? It's mescal and cinnamon whiskey in a Dos Equis."

Tom's eyes widened. 

"Sounds good," Allison said. "I'll try it."

Tom grimaced. "I'll stick with a beer, Coors if you got it, or Miller."

She scribbled it down and turned to Carl.

"Jim Beam," Carl said. "On the rocks."

She nodded and started to turn away, then laughed and realized she still had the menus tucked under her arm. She handed them out and said, "Sorry about that! You just missed the lunch menu."

They flipped through their menus before Allison lowered hers to the table. "I'm so glad that was over, I hate funerals."

Tom lowered his and met her warm brown eyes.

"I mean, it was a nice service and all. Just so sad. Especially someone like that," she said.

Tom found himself nodding. "Yeah. Doc was... he was a one of a kind. Never met someone he wasn't willing to help."

"Patched what was left of my team up once," Carl said. "Crazy sumbitch didn't care that we were still being shot at."

"Jesus," Allison breathed.

"That was Doc Carter," Tom agreed. "Every time he jumped off that chopper I swore I was never going to let him do it again."

"Every time?" Allison asked. She grinned. "Sounds like you didn't have any luck stopping him."

He shook his head. "Best I could do was give him some cover with my M240."

"You were a crew chief as a corporal?" Carl asked.

Tom shook his head. "No, the chief was on the other side. I got it because I was good at it, I guess. Doc made the suggestion early on and it just kind of stuck."

The waitress returned with their drinks, stalling the conversation. "Are you ready to order?"

"Just buried a hero," Carl said. "That's best done on an empty stomach."

Her eyes widened and dropped to Tomas. "Oh. I'm sorry. I...um..."

"It's okay," Tom said.

She offered an apologetic smile and beat a quick retreat.

"Did he ever get hurt?" Allison asked. "Sergeant Carter, I mean."

Tom's eyes darted around as he dug through his memories. "No, he never did."

"So you did a good job," she said and dropped her hand on his arm. She let it linger a moment before pulling it back and taking her drink in hand. She sipped the murky liquid and let out a throaty purr when she set it down. "That's got a bite, all right!"

"I don't know about that," Tom said, his eyes dropping to her drink as the memories he'd touched slithered in his mind, threatening to rise out of the dark pit he kept them in. "Luck had as much to do with it as anything."

"What about you? Did you ever get hurt?"

Tom jerked his eyes up to her. Her brown eyes were so soft and warm. Caring. He grabbed his beer and took a drink. The beer was cold and helped him pull himself together. "No... never."

"That's good," she said and smiled. "So Sergeant Carter never had to work on you."

He started to shake his head and then hesitated. He completed the gesture and smiled before taking another drink. "No. We just stayed in touch after he got out."

Carl swept his hat off his head and set it on the table beside his drink. Tom barely hid his gasp as he saw the scars that ran across the Marshal's bald scalp. They were faded but still plain as day, especially the lines over his right temple.

Carl smiled. "I waited until I got out of the service to get shot to hell."

"Sorry," Tom said. "I didn't mean to—"

Carl waved it away. "No, don't worry about it. I'm used to it."

Tom nodded. "Did that, uh, happen because you're a Marshal?"

Carl considered the question. "Not really. Most of it was before that. My daughter shot me and everything kind of went to hell for a while after that."

Tom whipped his head around to Allison, but she was holding her hands up. "Hey, don't blame me. I couldn't have made that shot."

"But... oh, do you have another daughter?"

Carl nodded. "Yeah, sort of."

"Sort of?" Allison scoffed. "To hear him tell it, the sun rose in the morning  and the moon at night because of her."

"And she shot you?"

"I told her to," Carl said.

Tom blinked as he stared at the veteran across the table from him. Speechless, he lifted his glass and drank from it until it was empty. He set the glass down and let out his breath.

"Hell of a shot," Carl said. "Should have killed me. I guess it did, but they pulled me back and put me back together."

"They?"

"Her father's company. Her real father, I mean."

Tom turned and saw the waitress watching them. He waved at her and pointed at his glass. She nodded and turned to grab another beer.

"So that one's not your real daughter, but Allison is?"

"Ally," Allison corrected him. "And Carl and Jessie saved my ass when I was a screwed up kid. They adopted me not to long after and, well, my life ain't perfect, but everything I am I owe to him."

Carl's cheeks darkened but he didn't try to stop her.

"Okay... So this other daughter? What happened to her?"

Carl smirked. "I tracked her down and tried to kill her. Between her and Jessie, they talked me out of it and helped me get my head sorted out. Turns out having a .308 in your head can screw with your memories."

"Wait— who's Jessie?"

Ally chuckled and said, "He's not going to believe this."

Tom frowned while Carl dug into his pocket and pulled out his smartphone. He unlocked it and brought up a picture, then slid it across the table. Tom's eyes narrowed further as he picked up the phone.

The waitress returned and set the new beer on the table. She glanced at Allison and Carl and asked, "Anybody else need a refi— hey, that's Jizzie Banks!"

Tom looked at Carl and then back down at the picture of the gorgeous blond that was naked from the waist up. She had her arms wrapped across her chest in a teasing pose made all the more tantalizing because one nipple wasn't quite covered by her arm. "You're fucking with me," he insisted.

"Call her," Carl said. "Put it on speaker."

"I'm not going to call her!"

Allison grabbed the phone out of his hands and tapped the voice recognition button. "Call Jessie... speakerphone," she said.

A second passed before the phone began ringing. It rang twice before she answered. "Hey baby, how did the funeral go?"

"Good," Carl said.

"Why am I on speaker? Where are you?"

"The Rattler," Carl said. "It's a bar in Las Cruces. Ally's here too and—"

"Ally!" Jessie squealed. "I miss you, sweetie! God, this movie is taking forever. I can't wait to— fuck it. You know what, I'm the boss. I'm flying back this week. They can do without me for a few days."

"Jess, you've got another audience too," Carl said. "Corporal Thomas Larter, a friend of Doc Carter."

"Oh! Hi there Corporal. I'm sorry about your friend. I never met him but I've heard he was the best."

Tom clamped his mouth shut and nodded. Then he realized she couldn't see him. "He was," he managed to say.

"Wait a minute," Jessie said. "Carl, what's this all about? Why'd you call me? Are you bragging about your wife again."

Allison laughed. Carl blushed and then smiled. "A little. I was explaining a little about us to Tom."

"I'm sorry for my husband, Tom. Yes, I'm Jizzie Banks, but my real name is Jessie Waters," she said. "Ally is our daughter, and yes, I really am sorry to hear about your friend. I lost friends when  I was in the Army too. Like I said, I'm going to come visit as soon as I can, I'd love to meet you."

"Uh...me too," Tom mumbled.

"Hey Jess, send me your flight data and I'll pick you up," Carl said. "Gonna go now, okay?"

"You bet I will. You better be ready for me when I get there too, it's been almost two weeks without you and I'm dying to feel your—"

Carl cursed as he grabbed the phone and took it off speaker. "Uh huh," he mumbled. "Me too. Now knock that shit off. Yeah, I love you too."

Tom jerked his eyes over to the laughing Allison. "Is she serious?" he whispered while Carl ended the call.

Ally nodded. "Totally serious," she said. "If you're on her good side, she'll go to the ends of the earth for you. If you're not... the ends of the earth aren't far enough to hide from her."

"And the part about, uh—"

Allison laughed again. "Oh yeah. Mom's a total perv and a major sex-fiend. You have no idea how good it was when I went to college and didn't hear her screaming all the time."

Carl groaned while Tom stared at her with an open mouth.

Allison shrugged. "Sick thing is, I soon figured out I missed it. Not hearing them having sex so much as just knowing how real they were and how much they cared about each other. The world needs more of that... and I hope I find something like it someday too."

"Hey," Carl growled. "Wait like I did, until you're in your forties or fifties."

Allison tilted her head and looked up at the ceiling fan spinning above them. "Okay, let's see, mom was twenty eight when she met you, and that would have made you thirty nine, not forty, right? So... since I'm twenty seven now, I need to find a man in his thirties. Tom, how old did you say you were?"

Tom sprayed the beer crossing his lips across the table.


Chapter 5

When the laughter died and the waitress brought napkins to clean up the mess Allison couldn't stop grinning at Tom. Carl spared him further embarrassment by raising his glass. "To Doc Carter."

Tom raised his glass and waited for Ally to join them. They tossed them back and set them down, chasing the humor away and replacing it with a somber mood. Ashley hurried over, seeing three empty glasses, and gathered them up. "Another round?"

"Tom and I will take another," Ally said.

"You don't want one?" the waitress asked Carl.
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