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			1 
Shuddered at the Image


			The windowpane captured the reflection of London’s back in the evening sun as she dressed for work. Grabbing a shirt off the dresser, she shuddered at the image. The sight horrified and tormented London since Blake had inflicted the lesions that crisscrossed her skin.


			Flicking the calendar by her bedside, she bent over to pull on a slant heel Ariat bootie. Eight years, eleven months, and twenty-two days. I’m still alive, asshole. 


			Without mirrors, London rarely saw the scars. Raised earthworm-shaped scars marked her, a constant reminder of Blake’s claim on her life and the blade he’d used to brand his girls. Not seeing them didn’t keep her from calculating the days as a reminder.


			A deep breath, a glance at the clock, and she shoved her nightmare into the past. “I am alone. Alone is safe.” 


			With one foot thrust into a bootie, she ran out the door of her rooftop apartment, down two flights of stairs, hobbling into the Whiskey River Saloon below, before pulling on the second boot. She passed through the doors as the Whiskey Boys, the bar’s only band, covered George Strait’s “I Hate Everything.”


			A deep breath, a glance at the clock, and she shoved her nightmare into the past. “I am alone. Alone is safe.”  


			Late, again. 


			Foul-faced Claire Paczynski glared at London with a Jekyll-to-Hyde transformation. The head chef and overseer of the saloon, Claire, hated London’s lackadaisical attitude. Her scowl grew more intense, creating deep lines around her eyes, as London skittered past into Joe’s office. Joe Park managed the paperwork, and London catered drinks to thirsty American soldiers stationed at the Harry S. Truman Marine Base in Cheondochon, South Korea.


			This month was her sixth working at the saloon, a cover-up to the trio’s true purpose in Asia to rid the world of a super engine or die trying. She hated the job, serving drinks to sloppy soldiers who’d left their manners in the States. Men who would die for one another yet still considered women entertainment. 


			Around ten, London noticed six Korean soldiers arrive, easy targets since few locals showed up at the Whiskey River. They sat in Claire’s section between the entrance and the bar.  


			London studied the men while she set a round of beers on a nearby table, watching for any clue her cover had been compromised. With the last Michelob placed, a callused hand covered hers, drawing her attention back to the soldier at her side. 


			She gave the man a playful smile and bent close. “Do you like me, sergeant?” Her long fingers, tendrils of affection, caressed his jutted bristly jawline. The cocky gunnery sergeant’s pronounced dimples deepened, then vanished as London’s finger pressed into a point between his jaw and neck. “You’re new here, aren’t you?” 


			Unable to release the hold he’d taken on her wrist and his body paralyzed by pain, he grunted.  


			London bent closer, eyes a hurricane of sea-green, and whispered, “Death by honor is found on the battlefield.” Learn it, creep.


			The confrontation went unnoticed by the noisy crowd. London straightened and carried the tray back to the bar, having reduced the proud soldier to a shriveled version of himself.


			That’s how her evening, every evening, went. A night of lascivious gestures, her nostrils clogging with the pungent stench of yeast and bourbon. The work-worn hands of men that touched her, their greedy eyes hidden behind fake smiles, while country songs urged the customers towards a night of frenzy and ill-repute. 


			Claire pulled London’s tray across the bar and removed the empty mugs. “What happened over there?” 


			London leaned against the bar. With her back to Claire and her attention drawn toward the Korean soldiers, she asked, “What?” 


			“That soldier looks pale.” 


			After a quick glance at the pale sergeant, London said, “Perhaps,” and tossed a handful of bills on the counter. “He’s new here. So,” she hung onto the ‘o,’ “I introduced myself.” 


			Claire unkinked the money. “Stupid bitch. We need happy customers to keep this dump hole going.” 


			London swiveled the stool, unfazed by Claire’s hatred, and placed bent arms on the bar, pulling the change under with an unmanicured hand. “What’s with the local clan?” 


			Claire’s anger dwindled to a mild disgust as she bent forward. “I’m wondering the same thing. You think they’re watching us?” 


			London shrugged. 


			The lead mustang sat straight in his chair, a hand on his beer. She enjoyed referring to all men as mustangs, not just this one.  


			When they arrived, London noticed he wasn’t the loftiest of the bunch but displayed an air of command with ease and confidence. The tallest, a burly soldier with arms the size of a 1966 Lamborghini Miura’s headlights, stood around six-foot-three.


			Lifting the tray of shot glasses and a bottle of Wild Turkey, London took mental notes of each man around the table until she settled on the youngest and found him watching her. 


			An instant smile warmed his pretty-boy features. 


			His charm might make other women flush, but her skin crawled with disgust, which bordered on the threshold of hate. With a thud she slammed a whisky bottle on a nearby table. Too busy to give the strangers more thought, she tended to her tables, grateful when she balanced her last tray of empty bottles for the night.  


			Joe had come out of his office and was busy wiping the bar. “Tips good?” 


			“Never.”  


			Wiping down the bar was Joe’s nightly ritual—a way to study the crowd. 


			He understood people in a way London couldn’t. He saw them as opportunities, while London saw the men as wild horses, clamping their opponent’s necks as they drove them to the earth. Injury and death risked for mating rights. 


			She smelled one of them approaching now, a young colt with an overpowering scent of testosterone, a mixture of vanilla and cheese. The smell overwhelmed her nostrils as he grew closer. 


			At her side, he drew in a long breath. His exhale reminded her of a stallion’s victorious snort. His intended reward? London. 


			“When does your shift end?” 


			London tucked her roll back into its pouch and, pushing the tray away, turned. A masculine arm covered in light hair blocked her path, his hand on her waist. Private Nelson leaned in. “Come on, baby. I’ve been asking for weeks. Let’s make tonight unforgettable.”  


			Assessing the situation, London gauged the distance from her knee to the private’s groin. She’d killed men more like bull elephants in musth. To subdue this one . . . Simple. “If you don’t remove your hand from my waist, this night will earn number one on your most embarrassing moments. One . . .” 


			Private Tony Nelson’s arm dropped, and his body stiffened. His face contorted in obvious pain. 


			Her rescuer? The lead Korean mustang.


			London watched Nelson struggle, unable to free himself from the enemy who held him. Satisfaction rose in her throat, a sickening pleasure rushed through her veins. 


			She delighted in the scene the way she often relished a good comic book. London admitted she admired the lead mustang, who stood six inches shorter than the six-foot-five sergeant, appreciating his unclear style and undisputable technique as she asked, “Do you need help?”


			He winked. His dark eyes penetrated her inner thoughts as if he understood her. When he spoke, his soft accent carried a menacing tone as the private’s pupils widened. “Koreans respect customs, and customs call for respect. You disrespect lady.” His minimal English difficult to decipher but his simple message resonated.  


			London stared at Nelson, amused by the twist of pain on his face, though unsure what method her rescuer used. A crippling twist of the private’s arm? Hmmm . . . Interesting. Rather than wait for an apology, she took a second look at those dark irises and turned to wipe tables. 


			As she moved through the remaining customers, the Boys, as they were affectionately called, performed “Meant to Be,” by Bebe Rexha and Florida Georgia Line. She stole a glimpse at the dark-skinned man. He stood at the cash register. When he scanned the room, their eyes locked. 


			London shivered and questioned for a second time whether he’d been assigned to track her. Flat monolids broke the connection. He handed Joe money and tucked his wallet into a back pocket. As he walked out the door, he turned to look at her again. The look kindled a long-forgotten passion deep in the layers of London’s fortified wall.  


			A customer yelled, “Come on baby, get me a beer!” 


			Shaken, the trance broke. “Sorry, soldier. My shift is over. If you’re thirsty, I hear the Korean bars stay open all night.” 


			Minutes later, she walked past the soft-spoken commander’s empty seat. He’d left, but the residue of his presence lingered. 


			The stallion, without a name, or knowing what he drank, had stepped inside the repressed responses of her subconscious and out again, leaving behind a lingering longing. A visceral uniting that demanded exploration. A blood bonding, perhaps. Will one, or both of us, perish? 


			Mesmerized, she wondered how this man had rattled her. Her. Of all people. She detested men, so how had he stepped into her life like a footprint in the mud and made himself a part of her?  


			Later, as she lay in bed, thoughts of him ran through her mind. She covered her eyes. 


			His gaze had held her captive. She wanted to see him. Hoped she’d see him. Even tingled with anticipation at the thought of battling a man she recognized as an equal in skill. If not to kill him . . . Why? Because he saved me? She curled on herself with a deep, cynical guffaw. 


			A hero. Me? Really? What do I need with a hero?  


			Staring at the ceiling, she imagined him standing there. Humor, not hate, had twinkled in the depth of his whisky-brown eyes. Nor had those eyes roamed to her breasts. His pupils, normal. She jolted upright, heart hammering against her ribs.  


			He saw me. He knows who I am.     


			Shaken and vulnerable, London pulled the covers over her head, cocooning herself within its protective shell.  


			Stupid girl. You’re a killer.  


			She focused, crushing hope. The job mattered. Not this. Dead, none of this would matter. Not this place, the job, nor him. 


			Fingers spread––tips pressed against the blanket, imaginary blood ran across her hands and onto visions of her semen-covered belly. 


			Screaming, she pulled the blanket tight around her head, cutting off any air that might seep through the fibers. 


			Can I survive him? 


		


	

		

			2 
Jingle of the Doorbell


			The Boys played louder than usual this night, but London’s ears prickled with each jingle of the doorbell. She took another peek. 


			Not him. 


			She’d worked every night for two weeks in this hellhole, naively thinking he’d return. 


			Stupid mustang.


			Jaw clenched, she stalked into the kitchen. A rack of cups exited the conveyor dishwasher. She pulled one out, dislocating several more, and left them. Hot, she pitched it across the room and grabbed another off the rack. Waste of time. A blast of cool air from the refrigerator did nothing to dispel her foul mood as she poured orange juice. 


			The bell jingled again. 


			I’m not running this time. Leaning against the counter, she held the cool drink to her cheek.


			That bell chiming man is already forgotten.  


			Pizza dough spun on Claire’s hand and landed with a ‘flop’ on the large stainless-steel countertop. “Talk to me, girl.” 


			“Talk?”


			Red sauce spread with ease over the dough, followed by a handful of pepperonis. London’s relationship with Claire had proven to be rocky, despite their years together. Claire loved Joe, while Joe, although he kept his emotions hidden, loved London. Claire pumped London for information. “Why aren’t you out workin’?”


			“Uh . . .” Plucking an oversized grape, London popped it into her mouth and watched Claire with lackluster eyes. Indifferent to the older woman’s hollow concern, she popped another and answered. “Research.” 


			“Spill it. What research?” 


			“You know, memorizing mountains, rivers. Stuff like that.” 


			“Stuff like that, huh?” Claire scooped the pizza up on a pizza peel and slid it inside a brick oven before she grabbed a fresh wad of dough. “If you got all this memorizing to do, whatcha’ doin’ in the bar every night?” 


			London tossed the empty cup into a sink of soapy water. “I got bored.” She grabbed an empty tray and went back into the bar.


			At the sound of wood grating against wood, London twisted, briefly coming face to face with a careless bar patron as she turned. To stop the tray from tumbling, she tilted right into the arms of the man who kept her ears tuned for the bell. 


			Staring into his whisky eyes, London’s surprise turned to fury as powerful hands held her steady. 


			“Aigoo . . . Okay, you?” 


			A calm exterior belied the muddled mess she held inside. “Sure.” . . . are you?  She grabbed the tottering tray with her empty hand and straightened. “I’m fine.” 


			His hands slid from her hips. “Fine.” 


			Rigid with unwanted stimuli as one emotion pinged off the next, London stepped aside to let him and his men pass. At the rear of the line, Pretty-boy smiled.


			“Excuse me, Miss.” His English sounded rehearsed. 


			The six men in military uniform walked to a corner table and removed their black berets as they sat. 


			Shit.


			Each cap displayed a silver star dead center. Special forces. That explained how her hero overcame Private Nelson, a broad and tall man, with a chest comparable to a silver-back gorilla. 


			She tasted bile as she set the tray on a nearby table. Wobbly knees threatened to buckle as she pulled out an ordering pad and pen. Her eyes glued to the pad, she asked, “What can I get you?” 


			Unlike other tables, where customers order in quick succession, these men waited for their leader to order first. The lead stallion wore three diamonds on his epaulets. A commander.  


			“Coors Light.”  


			A shaky pen pressed against the pad as London focused. His eyes met hers. “Uh . . . I’m sorry, but could you . . .?” 


			Lips, plump and pleasing, seized her attention as the commander answered a second time. “Coors Light.” 


			She stood fixed, staring, and wondered if his lips had ever seen the sun. A paper chaser in the special forces? Impossible. Paper chasers don’t charge to save ladies in distress. Ladies in distress? London giggled and shifted her eyes to the black panther patch stitched into his right sleeve. “I’m sorry. What did you order?” 


			“Cass.”


			When the Commander asked for a Korean beer, London’s stress level took a momentary reprieve. Irritated with her absentmindedness and his flippant attitude, she cracked, “Sorry, we carry Bud, Bud Light, Coors, Coors Light, Miller, Michelob, and Pabst Blue Ribbon . . . American beers.” With a wave of her arm, she hid her discomfort by adding a touch of western sass. “We’re an American bar.” 


			The Commander’s expression softened as he flashed a toothy grin. He’s teasing. It worked. Flustered, London broke her stance ready to knock the chair out from under him. 


			The lead stallion winked. Her knees quavered a second time. 


			Toying with her, he ordered again. “Coors Light.” 


			The other men chuckled before ordering according to rank.  


			Raw and angered, London repeated their order. “Okay, two Bud Light, one Pabst Blue Ribbon, and three Coors Light.” Without waiting for confirmation, she tucked the notepad in her apron and turned toward the bar. Afraid her legs might falter, she grabbed the back of a chair, glanced over her shoulder to see him watching, and grimaced. Inhaling, her training holding her together, she walked to the bar. After slapping the order on the counter, she left the room. 


			In the kitchen, London crossed to the sink, with dishes piled high as the new hire managed the spray valve. “Move.” She shoved him aside and turned off the hot water. 


			The boy soaked himself as water sprayed from the valve. “Hey!” Cursing in Korean, he took three steps backwards, his rubber gloves dripping water and soap bubbles on the floor. 


			“Take a break, kid.” London leaned over the sink, one hand clutching her stomach. The tips of her hair immersed in soapy suds, she heard the boy pull off his gloves and slap them against the drying rack.  


			She splashed cold water against her face, hard and fast, willing an unscratchable itch to settle. Early in her training, she’d used this method to calm her fear when challenging a bigger comrade. Unfortunately, this time, it didn’t work. 


			As a seasoned killer, a similar itch, a mix of pain and excitement, one that defied fear, swelled each time she faced an enemy, but this scratch frightened her. Maybe, just maybe, the mustang shares destiny with me. A date, of sorts. Maybe a death date. 


			Did fate’s hand demand the dark stallion’s death? Or was she the one to die? Remembering the ease with which he had handled Private Nelson, the way he’d confidently winked, she knew he was formidable. London shivered with fear and anticipation.  


			A fight with him could prove to be her last.  


			An ending she’d waited years to embrace. 


			She splashed her face a second time and pulled a scratchy paper towel off the roll. Nerves. Yeah, that’s right, it’s nerves.


		


	

		

			3 
Weekend Shift at the Bar


			After a week in the field gathering data for one final mission, London hurried back to her apartment for a weekend shift at the bar. She tossed her rucksack against the bedroom wall, ran scalding hot water in the tub, and stripped off her clothes. Before stepping into the tub, she turned the control valve to cold, careful to step where the water ran. 


			Bronze skin glistened as soap bubbles slid between small breasts. A quick scrub was all she required, although given her time in the field and the toll it took, she would’ve enjoyed a long soak. 


			Stepping out of the bath, water rivulets dripped onto the floor, leaving prints across the tile as she entered the bedroom. Instead of air-drying, she tugged clean clothes over damp skin, sure Joe awaited her report. The shirt clung to her well-toned physique. 


			With her next shift in thirty minutes, the clock clicked over, relentless in its mindless countdown. 


			Wet shoulder-length hair spun into two braids, gave her a Laura Ingalls appeal. A product of the Tennessee mountains, London, though not stunning, carried a youthful beauty with long lashes and a trim torso. Her legs were her finest feature, long for her height and athletic. Back home, her dad had called her “Grasshopper.” 


			When she burst into Joe’s office next to the saloon’s kitchen, he looked at the clock and cocked one brow. “You’re late.” 


			“Back off.” She plopped into the hard-backed chair across from him. “I covered over a hundred miles of terrain this week.” She lifted a leg and dropped an agate green Ariat boot on his desk. “Not by air, may I remind you, but by foot. I don’t fly. I leave prints.” London giggled, the lyrics of old songs ruminating in her head. 


			She’d listened to old songs hundreds of times back in the Smokies. The woman who’d taken London in after her mom abandoned her, loved music. Betty hadn’t talked much, but endless songs kept the silence bearable.  


			Joe tilted forward, making his chair creak. He glared at London over his glasses. “I don’t get it.” 


			“An old joke between me and Lady Green. Dainty women are light on their feet, dancing around the light of the moon, like in the song, Buffalo Gals. Nothin’ dainty about me.” 


			“What are Buffalo Gals?” 


			London unrolled the map she’d drawn from her ruck and stretched it across Joe’s desk. “Instead of me detailing old iconic folk songs, let me show you what I found.” 


			An hour passed before Claire stood at the office door, scowling. Angry over having to serve a packed bar, Claire shoved a tray into London’s hands when she stood. “Table seven.”


			London lifted the server tray to her shoulder and scanned the room. Her throat tightened when she saw him. For the past week, he’d haunted her thoughts, frightening the shit out of her. Field work demanded concentration, and every minute out of the game, death kissed her ass. The subject of her possible annihilation sat in the corner between his minions. 


			Determined to ignore the special forces unit, London walked to table seven and delivered their beers. Silver-back signaled. London pretended to not notice. 


			Claire waited on Silver-back’s crew, while London ran ragged to tend to a full house. 


			Private Nelson sat with his buddies at table ten near the band. London delivered the table’s third round and felt Tony’s hand on her hip. She slapped it away, noticing Nelson’s smirk directed toward the stallion.  


			“Are you lookin’ for trouble, Private? Didn’t learn anything the last time you touched me, huh?” 


			Nelson’s glassy blue eyes studied the length of her and snickered. “That local boy won’t save you tonight, baby.” His hand landed back on her hip, where she swiped it a second time. “Last time, he caught me by surprise, but that won’t happen again. When tonight ends,” his index finger slid beneath London’s shirt as he licked his lips, “You’re mine.” 


			A Cheshire cat smile crossed her lips as she went in close. “You’ll be passed out by then.” To finish the creep off early, she added a pocket-sized piece of information to fuel his rage. Closer, so their eyes were even, she whispered, “And the local commander will share my bed tonight.” 


			Tony’s eyes changed from a crystal blue to a storm-filled gray.  


			Rising, London walked over to the corner table. 


			The stallion’s eyes rose to meet hers. He seemed to anticipate her request as he set his beer on the table. 


			Ignoring the burning hatred mingled with a flutter of anticipation, she said, “I owe you a dance.” 


			He stood. 


			The breadth of his shoulders up close surprised London, an impenetrable wall that tapered to slim hips and long, sturdy legs. Without speaking, he led the way to the dance floor, his service uniform neat and pressed. Before turning to face her, he nodded to the lead singer. 


			Every nerve ending a firecracker, London accepted his hand. In close, his warmth and their overt body connection gave her the collywobbles. She squeezed her innards, praying a bathroom break didn’t end their dance. Anything less and Nelson might not recognize her utter disrespect for the private.


			The singer started strumming the opening bars of a slow tune on his acoustic guitar. 


			London pulled away. “I don’t . . .” 


			The stallion eased her back, his wide palm covering the small of her back as the band sang, “Me and You,” by Kenny Chesney. 


			It’s warm. Comforting. Safe. 


			Neither spoke. Body to body, London felt his power. Riddled with anxiety and sweet mercy, she moved against him, unable to step away and terrified to stay. One dance turned into two. He sang to her, not with the country twang of the lead singer, but with a pleasing tenor, as lyrical as the geomungo, a stringed instrument she’d once enjoyed on the streets of Seoul. 


			When the music ended, Claire yelled, “London!” 


			Her trance broken, London glared at Claire, whose expression could pass for Satan’s hairless cat, thankful for the woman’s intervention. 


			“You got customers needin’ a drink.” 


			London remained frozen, her eyes locked with the stallion’s, dazzled by his mustang smile. When his hand slipped from her waist, its disappearing warmth left an emotional slice where his touch lingered. He bowed and turned to his table, stroking her fingers as he passed. The touch, his undeclared words. 


			Claire grabbed London’s hand and pulled her into the kitchen. “You fool girl. What are you thinkin’?”


			Air filled London’s lungs as she broke Claire’s hold. “It was a dance.” 


			“A dance?” Claire snatched a towel and dried her hands. “Humph. From the bar, the signals were electric.” 


			London overheard a minion call the mustang, Commander. “Forget it, Claire. It was a dance. In seven years we’ve known one another, when have I ever gotten involved?”


			Intimidated by the change in London’s posture, Claire shrugged, taking two steps back as London continued. 


			“Are we close?” 


			Claire didn’t answer. 


			London took a step, her poise alone a physical threat. “I asked you, are we friends?” 


			Claire shook her head, powerless to argue. 


			Inches from Claire’s face, London said, “No.” She allowed the answer to linger on her lips. “So don’t try and figure me out. I know my job. You . . .,” she pointed a finger at Claire, “are here to assist me. Don’t pretend we go deeper than that.” Striding into the saloon, London inhaled before twisting back to Claire. Her girlish smile, bright and innocent, masked the hidden malice behind lowered lids. “Lighten up.” And she went back to work.


		


	

		

			4 
Anticipated His Approach


			London noticed Private Nelson watching her three aisles back at the local grocery chain and anticipated his approach. She grabbed a bag of brussels sprouts as the clang of their colliding carts arrested her movement. 


			A shadow loomed. 


			“I’m off duty, private.” 


			Tony’s colossal frame presented an unwelcome wall as he leaned against the front of her cart. She gave him a contemptuous smirk. Oblivious of her disdain, he smiled back, and said, “You knew it was me?” 


			“Have you seen combat, Private?” 


			Tony straightened. “Sure.” 


			London furrowed her brow and squinted. “You survived?” Without waiting for a response, she separated their carts and rolled to the check-out. 


			Tony tagged along like a shadow. As she laid a handful of items on the conveyor belt, he hovered behind. “You shrug me off, yet you’ll dance with that Korean local.” He leaned in close, his upper chest lightly touching her back. The tone of his voice turned menacing. “He ain’t one of us, baby. You and me, we’re cut from the same cloth. Red, white, and blue. You get it? You’re mine.” 


			London made a slow, deliberate turn, her eyes locked on his. Tony’s cocky smile faltered and then faded as she pulled him to eye level, one hand crushing his balls. “I’m not who you think I am.” Her tone had a sinister edge. “Shock and pain. Isn’t that what they teach you in the military?” 


			He didn’t move. He didn’t breathe. His back hunched at an odd angle, hands out to the side like a gunslinger ready to draw. Tears rolled, his frozen face thawing as deep agony set in, the kind of agony that makes a man feel hollow. His face scrunched, as if constipated, begging relief. 


			“I enjoy hurting people who touch me. Next time you judge my life choices, I suggest you mull that over.” 


			Her release was as instant as her grasp. Thick-skulled brute. 


			Calm, she faced the cashier, her anger morphing into a twinkling smile, exposing a single dimple. “How much?” Her voice with laced charm she didn’t feel. 


			The adolescent girl, mouth agape, stared, eyes wide until London repeated her question. The girl’s gaze darted from London to the check-out screen and back. Her voice trembled. “Fifty-five thousand won.”


			London held out the money and grasped the girl’s shaky hands. “It’s okay. I can’t hurt a big guy like the private here. He put on a show for your sake.” 


			Once outside, ready to walk the two blocks to her apartment carrying four bags, a jeep braked, obstructing her path. The Commander jumped out the side of a doorless 1953 Willy. London eyed it appreciatively. Gliding her fingers along the willow green polly fender, she asked, “Where’d you get this?” 


			“A hobby.” 


			Placing both hands on the warm hood, she nodded. “She looks good for a World War ll relic.” 


			The Commander looked up. “Who?”


			London giggled. “The Willy.” 


			“She?” 


			“Yes. Willy is a girl. Tell me you haven’t ever gendered a vehicle?” 


			“Why would I?” He took her bags, placing them on the back seat before climbing in. Patting the bucket seat next to him, he said, “Come on, I’m hungry.” 


			Leaning over the side, she retrieved her bags. “I can’t.” Amused by his surprise, she asked, “You gotta’ name?” 


			“Commander Kim. You?” 


			London lifted her bags in defense. “Whoa, soldier, don’t move too fast.” 


			She stepped away. 


			The Commander jumped out and ran around to the passenger side. “One meal.” 


			“I can’t.” 


			“Why?” 


			She glanced over her shoulder. “My food will spoil.” 


			“Vegetables? 


			“How . . .” Taking a deep breath, London emptied her lungs. Arguing was a waste of time. She dismissed him with, “Never mind.” Her smile held tight. “When I’m home, I prefer the quality stuff.”


			“When you’re not home?” 


			“I eat whatever I can find. Snake isn’t bad.” 


			“You need spicy soup,” clasping her free hand. 


			She felt small and defenseless, but warm before wrenching away. 


			“Look,” he said, pointing to a restaurant across the street. “Soup, quality stuff.” 


			London removed her cap, wiped her brow, and turned toward home. “It’s ninety degrees out here.” 


			A hand on her arm, he gently steered her back to the jeep. “Today is malbok.” 


			“Malbok?” 


			He counted. “Chobok, jungbok, and malbok are hottest days of year. We eat spicy soup, ‘fight fire with fire.’ Hot soup makes body and stomach same temperature. Samgyetang medicine.” 


			“Medicine? Right.” Second guessing her skills against the Commander’s, London climbed into the passenger seat hoping to discover more about his interest in her. If needed, I think I can take him. She felt no immediate threat. At least, not yet. “Okay. One bowl. I can use a little balance between my stomach and body.” She looked for the seat belt. 


			“Old vehicle. No seat belt.” 


			“Right.” I know. “Do you always speak in so few words?” 


			The jeep’s engine revved. “Yes. Quick explicit commands prevent misunderstandings. Also, English is not much. I learn in quick time.” 


			“How long have you been studying?” she asked. 


			His brow rose. “One month.”


			For me? London felt her first true inkling of a threat. The words snagged something deep inside––instincts she couldn’t fight. It wasn’t physical. It went deeper, threading through parts of her she’d sealed off. 


			Worse was the urge to welcome it. 


			That, more than anything, made her want to run.  


			The raspy engine sounded like an old refrigerator compressor as they left the parking lot and made a U-turn, parking in front of a small dump of a building. A rectangular metal plaque above the door read, “Soup,” in bold Korean letters. When he didn’t grab his keys, London did. 


			Inside, the Commander surveyed the room. He called the server, ‘auntie,’ and asked for a window seat. 


			Seated at a small round table in the front corner, the woman handed them menus. 


			“Soju?” she asked.


			Auntie’s Hangul is different from the commanders, possibly from a distant Province. 


			The Commander answered, speaking in the same dialect, “Insam supeu du geuleus.”


			Hungry, London said, “Ginseng soup? Yum.” 


			“You speak Korean?” 


			In Hangul, the Commander’s native tongue, she answered, “I speak several languages. French, German, Arabic, Swahili to name a few. Korean happens to be one of them.” 


			“Why didn’t you tell me?” 


			“You didn’t ask.” 


			The ‘auntie’ placed a bottle of soju with two glasses on the table.  


			Shoving the glass aside, London asked for water. “I don’t drink.” 


			“You work in a bar, but you do not drink? Why?” 


			London shrugged. “Maybe I don’t care for the flavor.” 


			The Commander poured himself a cup, turned his head and swallowed. Setting the cup on the table, he said, “That man, the one who keeps bothering you. I saw.” 


			“In the grocery store?” Crap. 


			“Yes.” 


			“Oh! That explains how you knew . . .”  Any argument rushing out of her, she said, “Forget it.” The image confronting Private Nelson heating her cheeks. “You didn’t see . . .” London fumbled over her words, “me, uh . . .” 


			He clenched his fist and lowered it. “How do Americans say, squeezing the bollocks?” 


			She choked. “You mean cracking his nuts.” 


			“Yeah.” 


			“I didn’t crack them.” She paused, lifting her chin defiantly. “Let’s call it a warm-up to the big event.” 


			His laugh was hearty, the kind that burns calories. 


			The soup arrived, steaming hot. It smelled earthy, like a rotting log in the forest. London raised her spoon, scooped rice, soaked it in the soup and ate, sure the Commander watched. Leaning over her bowl, she peeked from under her lashes. “What?” 


			“That night,” he spoke in Korean. London guessed what night he referred to. “You didn’t need my help. What a way to emasculate a guy.” 


			“Then, I guess we’re even.” 


			His first spoonful stopped midair. “How?”  


			“You witnessed me being less of a lady.” 


			He downed another shot of soju and plunked the glass on the table. “Perfect lady you may not be, but you’re woman enough for me.” 


			There was that tingle again, the one she’d felt when the Commander grabbed her waist. She hoped this wasn’t a grim omen, since experiencing something similar the first time she’d killed a man. “Tell me about yourself, Commander,” enjoying his pleasure at her show of respect. 


			As he talked about his childhood, London watched him. She liked the way his quiet hands moved, like a dancing cobra, yet powerful like a tiger. He’d killed before, maybe more than once, and would kill again. And now, he wanted to defend her, a killer. The thought . . . Intrigued. 


		


	

		

			5 
The Mildew-Ridden Window


			Leaning against the mildew-ridden window, London propped her feet on an empty chair as she listened to the Commander.


			“I was a chubby kid, spending my free time reading military biographies.” 


			“Chubby?” she asked. Her eyes swept across his chest. An exquisite portrait nipped at her mind of a full, muscular chest harmoniously sinking into an aesthetically pleasing torso. The vision caught her breath, leaving her hungry for more. Stunned by her thoughts, London snapped back, keeping her eyes above his neckline. 


			“Grandfather visited too many street vendors. Seems I have a weakness for ttoekbokki and Bungeo-ppang.” 


			London’s legs dropped to the floor as she leaned on the table. “I tried ttoekbokki once. The red chili pepper sauce made my mouth numb.” She swallowed a spoonful of soup, biting into tender chicken stuffed with infused rice. The king’s nut, the ginkgo, and sweet-smelling red dates enhanced the rich broth. “What’s fish bread?” 


			“Bungeo-ppang is a fish-shaped waffle with red-bean paste in the middle. It’s a popular street food in the winter.” 


			London admired the Commander’s rigid posture, and the way he remained relaxed and engaging, making her unconventional seating an embarrassment. 


			“We have that in America. Only it’s tubular shaped, filled with white cream and called a Twinkie.” She took a sip of water. “Did you and your grandfather spend much time together?” 


			“My grandparents raised me after Mom died of cancer. Her name was Sodam. It means ‘a sunny lady.’” 


			“What happened?”


			“Breast cancer. I was still in elementary school and remember little things, like the butterfly embroidery on the sleeve against the white of her hanbok. I remember how its wings began beating as it lifted off the sleeve and flew away as they closed the casket. After her death, Dad chose alcohol for comfort, so my grandparents stepped up.” 


			London felt an odd urge to comfort him but pushed it away. Instead, she feigned indifference. “Too bad. Some people suck at parenting.” 


			The Commander poured himself another cup of soju, the country’s rice wine, and took a swallow before he asked, “Did you live with your parents?”


			“Nah.” She leaned back against the window. “Dad died in Desert Storm.” She fiddled with the edge of her glass, surprised by her desire to be truthful. “He was a pilot.” She looked up. “A good one too.” Her eyes shifted to the window where a family passed by, and back to her water.


			“He loved tinkering with old cars and revving up a rebuilt engine.” 


			“Where’s your mom?” 


			Her sea-blue eyes turned dark purple. “My Mom?” 


			The Commander studied her, like he’d done the first time they’d met. Her stiffened posture hinted at hidden secrets. He hid his grin behind the glass of soju, remembering how her angry purple eyes softened when he’d winked. A sucker for the wounded. Even then, he’d hoped to learn more about the damsel who didn’t need him, but clearly wanted him. 


			Unable to bear his direct gaze, London focused on the server across the room. “Last time I saw Mom, she kicked me out after her prick of a boyfriend came on to me. I guess I’d be round fifteen.” 


			His warm hand covers hers. 


			She jerked it away. “No big deal, I planned to run away anyhow.” She turned her attention back to the server busily waiting on another table. “Mom’s a social butterfly. She just prefers a man’s attention over her only child. Hell, more than anything. She favors men with money and power and thrives on self-importance and manly indulgence.” London lowered her gaze and chuckled. “Sometimes she gets her pants on fire and forgets she’s still on the ground. Anyway,” she raised her head, her face impassive. “I got in the way.” 


			“Where did you live?” 


			“The streets frightened me, so I headed into the woods. Bears aren’t as scary as people. Trees suit me. It must be because I’m part Cherokee on Dad’s side. Duda, my grandfather, was the Chief of his tribe.” 


			“Cherokee?” 


			“Cowboys and Indians?” 


			“Oh. Indians have black hair. Is the blonde natural?” 


			“You bet.” Their server returned with another bottle of soju and removed their empty bowls. 


			“Mom is from Denmark. An Island in the Baltic Sea. Duda also married a blonde. So, tell me. Why did you enter the Special Forces?” 


			“I’m fond of sleeping.”


			London leaned back, crossing her arms. “Sleeping?” 


			“Grandma wanted me to become famous and sing. But sleeping is a priority.” 


			The pleasing tenor of his voice had appealed to her. The stage would have suited him. “Don’t K-pop singers sleep?”


			“A little.” 


			“And Special Forces Commanders sleep often?” 


			His eyes twinkled when he smiled. “Some.” His phone rang. London listened, recognizing the same brief answers and respectful tone her dad had used with his commanding officer. Closing the phone, he placed a cap on his head and stood. “I’m sorry. May I take you home?” 


			“Nah. I’ll get my groceries and walk.” 


			He paid the bill and met her next to the jeep. 


			London tossed him the keys, earning a questioning glance, and grabbed two bags in each hand. She backed away from the vehicle, hesitation in her step as she watched him climb in and turn the key. 


			Shoving the gearshift into first, he glanced over at her. “Will you tell me your name now?” 


			London shifted her position away, then turned back. “London. My name is London.” 


			The name rang true. Her body language told him it was a lie. 


			The top of his head disappeared as he drove off. Shoulda’ lied. Too late now. London questioned his attention toward her. Did he have intel on who and what she was? Doubtful, since her mission was top secret. Still, he was suspicious. She’d have to be careful. The thought of taking him out in the line of duty produced an unfamiliar ache. Regret?


		


	

		

			6 
Willy Sat at the Gas Pump


			When London stepped out of the 7-Eleven, six miles outside Cheondochon, a week later, Willy sat at the gas pump. The Commander got out and walked toward her. Wearing hiking gear and being this close to the North Korean border, she wondered if she’d heightened his suspicions. 


			With his hat in hand and sunglasses hiding his eyes, she caught his smile and assumed he intended it for her. As they neared each other, he said, “Hello, London.” 


			She liked the way he emphasized the ‘don’ pronouncing it as ‘dawn.’ He slapped the cap between his hands as he spoke. “What brings you this far west?” 


			“Nothing much . . . I’m searching for tigers.” 


			He grinned. “No tigers around here.” 


			London popped the tab of her soda, took a swallow, and wiped her cheek. She must have looked a mess and wanted to run. “That’s what the experts say, but I don’t believe it.” 


			“Why tigers?” 


			“I’m a photographer.” She pulled the camera strap from her shoulder, holding a Sony a99 camera out for him. 


			The Commander studied the camera. “Is that why you are in Korea? To photograph a tiger?” 


			“You bet.” London pulled the strap back onto her shoulder and tucked the camera under her arm. “Serving pays the bills, but my genuine passion is in the button’s click. What brings you west?” 


			“Gas.” He pointed to the station. “Cheapest in town.” 


			She giggled. “Of course. How stupid . . .” 


			“Not stupid. I foolishly spend my savings each time I come. I’m addicted to 7-Eleven cold brew.” 


			“I figured you for hot coffee. Well . . .” She nodded and stepped past him. 


			His hand stopped her with a light touch to the arm. 


			She pulled back, questioning his intentions. 


			“I’ll give you a lift,” he pointed to Willy. “That is, after I get my brew.” 


			She wanted to accept his offer, although being alone with him terrified her. 


			He leaned in close and whispered, “I may have information you want.” 


			“What information?” Slender fingers wrapped the handle of a short blade scout knife. The knife hung horizontally against her back, attached to a worn leather belt. As she waited for his answer, her mind raced through the motions of deploying the knife and slashing his throat. Is this the moment? So soon?  


			“Come with me, and I might tell you.”  


			With no threat of a counteroffensive, she released the handle. Conscious of his eyes on her, she turned her back to him. After tossing her ruck in the rear seat, she jumped in. Eyes forward, he was visible in her peripheral. “You won. Now, go get your cold brew.” Better to wait. 


			The Commander placed his cap back on his head and strode into the station. 


			London liked the way he walked. His step, purposeful. He screamed leader.


			In the three and a half minutes he was in the store, she found the wallet he must have intentionally left behind. Why? Inside, she discovered he was twenty-nine with a level two valid ROK driver’s license, giving him authorization to drive any motorized vehicle. A standard issue pistol rested in the glove compartment with the safety on and a small martial arts knife lay under the dash. When she reached under the driver’s seat, she found a combat knife. 


			By the time he climbed into the jeep, she was half asleep. Sleep, a vital part of keeping her strength, came quickly. She’d trained for weeks to catch her zzz’s whenever and wherever needed. She’d once slept suspended from the Octavio Frias de Oliveira Bridge. The next morning she’d rescued an agent from the “Crimes of May” murders in Brazil. 


			Just as her breathing deepened, Willy roared to life, catching the summer breeze as they drove along the two-lane highway. Her head back, she absorbed the sun as the wind whipped through her hair. Later, she’d regret the tangles, but for now, this was her idea of peace. 


			With an air of indifference, she asked, “So, what have you got that I want?” 


			“A tiger.” 


			All pretense ended, London squirmed like a child before closing the distance between them, her face inches from his. “You know where there’s a tiger?” 


			He winked. “Not just one.” 


			His devilish grin made her squirm with anticipation. 


			His eyes on the road, he said, “A den. Mom with two cubs.” 


			London stood, clinging to the windshield, and ‘whooped’ seeing the Commander’s eyes darting from the road to her. 


			“Sit, please. You will get yourself killed.”


			London snickered as she contemplated dying from a vehicular accident in her line of work. “If I sit, will you take me?”


			“Depends.” 


			She dropped back into the seat. “On what?” 


			“You off Saturday?” Willy slowed. The Commander glanced at London. “Are you an experienced hiker?” 


			“Experienced?” She turned toward the windowless door. “I guess I am.” 


			“Good, this Saturday then. I drive. You bring lunch.” 


			The twenty-minute drive back to the saloon gave London the opportunity to ask the Commander a barrage of questions. Like why he preferred cold brew over hot coffee and whether he prefers beer or soju. He answered her questions, asking none of his own, an attribute London appreciated. The past or present didn’t hinder their time together, while the two enjoyed the jeep, the wind, and each other. Right before they reached the Whiskey River Saloon, London said, “Drop me off here. I prefer to walk the rest of the way.” 


			“I do not mind driving . . .” 


			“Joe and Claire are at the saloon by now. Being seen together . . .” She shook her head. “I’d rather not.” The Commander’s brows rose. “It’s nothing personal,” she told him. “I prefer to keep to myself. If people saw us together . . .” 


			He pulled up to the curb and put the jeep in park. “Too late to play that card.” 


			London knew he referred to the dance and winced, uncomfortable that she’d insulted him and regretting her rash decision. When walking a tightrope, she was a pro at halting forward progress. “Right, the dance. That was to piss off Nelson.” She smirked. “It worked too.” Jumping out of the jeep, she pulled her rucksack and camera from the seat and walked away without a backward glance.


		


	

		

			7 
Regretted Her Words


			The Commander didn’t come to the Whiskey River Saloon that night. London worried he might be angry and refused to take her to photograph the tigers. She collapsed on the bed’s quilted blanket and regretted her words, knowing she’d repeat the offense if a similar situation arose.


			Pushing away the guilt, her hands pressed against the stitching.


			I didn’t ask him to misunderstand a dance. It was one stupid dance, not a confession. People fight. Big deal. I punched Nelson in the gut. Surely, the Commander can tell the difference. Right?


			Even as she spoke, the uneasiness of regret nagged at her, the same sickly gut-twister she got after lying. 


			She recalled the Commander’s hands on her waistline. His touch, the sandalwood fragrance of his hair, the warmth of his body, brought with them sensations she hadn’t experienced since . . . Blake.


			Memories of a different time flooded her mind back to a time of fear and loneliness, when love had both healed and broken her innocence.


			“Baby, come on.” Blake’s light kisses ignited butterflies in her belly. 


			Desperate for love and safety, Sarah clung to him.


			Blake’s forehead pressed against hers as he spoke in a low, breathy tone. “We’re good together. You don’t need that old woman. Come stay with me.” 


			Sarah no longer wished to resist his pleas. The image of the old woman alone, searching the woods, angry . . . scared . . . a painful reminder of the days after Sarah had learned her dad’s plane crashed, gave her the strength to back out of Blake’s arms.


			“I can’t, Blake. She needs me. If I left—”


			Long fingers raked through Blake’s thick blond hair; his eyes screwed into narrow slits. “What about me?” He turned his back, then swept back around. His arms thrust to each side, he stepped into her. “I need you!” 


			His aggression forced Sarah to take a step backwards, the mountain air seeping beneath her clothes as she shivered in the darkness. “I love you . . .”


			Eyebrows drawn together, his hands stuffed inside jean pockets that hung low over his hips, Blake said, “If you loved me, you wouldn’t give a damn about that old lady. You’d be mine.


			Sarah slipped her hands around his waist, hugging him. “I don’t give a damn about her. It’s you I love.” Sarah choked on her lies. The old woman had taken her in, fed her, accepted her as family. “Give me a chance to say ‘goodbye.’ Please. After that, I promise. I’ll pack my things and leave.”


			Blake’s grip on her arms made them throb. “Tonight.” His arms dropped. “Or forget it.”


			Sarah cried, “Not tonight. I can’t. Please don’t ask.”


			“If you love me, prove it. Come with me.”


			Fear of losing Blake had driven her actions that night. Their love had once felt like a full moon, shining its glow on a path that led her from darkness. She’d wanted to trust him. She’d needed his love. After convincing her, the mumbling old woman didn’t care. She had agreed to go.


			That single damning decision had manifested London into a suicidal stealth killer. To hide her shame, she covered her face with the sleeve of her sweater.


			Tormented by the memory of Blake’s lifeless face and blood-soaked body, London left the apartment. She didn’t cry. She ran. Running blocked memories. The sweat washed away the Commander’s warmth. Back then, a year of dwelling in the woods, fending for herself, had left her vulnerable. No longer young or innocent, Blake had turned her into a killer. The Commander could do nothing to change it.


			Sprinting down the sidewalk, she tried to focus on her pace, estimating a time of four minutes ten seconds for the previous mile. As she sprinted, her crippled mind envisioned the Commander lying next to her, their bodies connected, skin against skin. It had been so long since she’d felt loved.


			Determined to defeat these unwanted urges, she ran harder, challenging her Achilles tendons while focusing on the Commander’s expected future betrayal. Wrought with anxiety, she screamed into the night, “You can’t fool me!” Her feet slammed hard against the pavement before abruptly stopping. Bent over, hands pressed against her knees, she gulped air as she screamed, “I’m not that . . .” huh “pathetic . . .” phoo “little girl . . .” huh “anymore . . .” phoo.


			A sudden stitch ripped a muscle beneath her rib cage and forced London to straighten. Sensing someone nearby, she turned. A man of middle age in a black suit, his hair pulled tight in a samurai ponytail, tattoos covered both hands. On the right side of his neck, she saw a black serpent scale with dark purple shading and recognized his connection with the most formidable gang in South Korea, The Black Scales. 


			The Serpent’s gang member. She looked around. And I’m alone.


			Greed and lust spread across his face the way ink flows from an octopus.


			Arms stretching, London leaned to her left. “Give me a second,” she told him. “I’ve got a nasty side-kicker to work out. Then I’ll be ready.”


			“Don’t need to wait, Lady.” His menacing words slurred. “I’m ready now.” His hand caressed the swell of his penis pressing against his jeans.


			London inhaled deeply as she stretched. Her hammering heart forced oxygen to her muscles as they recuperated from the run. She stretched left, holding up her index finger, asking for one more minute.


			The man’s eyes shifted to her tilted face. “What are you? A freak?”


			Hands pressed together at chest level; London rotated at the waistline. “I’m the woman of your dreams and soon to be your worst nightmare.”
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