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Desert Heat

Blurb

Their love is forbidden by rules, religion and risk. Yet
still they can’t resist.

Captain
Hugh Wilkes is on his last tour of duty in Afghanistan. The British
Army is withdrawing, and Wilkes expects his posting to be
event-free. That is, until he meets his Afghan interpreter, Rustam
Balkhi, who awakens desires in Wilkes that he’d almost forgotten
about, and that won’t be ignored.


 Chapter
One

Captain
Hugh Wilkes sucked in a deep breath, steeling himself for the heat
he was about to be subjected to, though he already knew all the
deep breaths in the world wouldn’t help. Darkness had fallen on
Camp Bastion, in the notorious Helmand Province of Afghanistan, but
there would still be residual warmth left to seep away throughout
the small hours. Then the sun would rise, and it would start all
over again. It was a damn desert, after all. But, all being well,
it would be his last ever tour of the godforsaken place. The
British Army was already preparing to pull out. The manpower had
been reduced drastically over the previous months. It was time to
leave the Afghans to get on with it. They weren’t being
abandoned—far from it—they would still receive aid, training and
money for years to come. But the British Army was no longer needed,
apparently. It was still a volatile place, which would no doubt be
monitored very closely, in case strategies needed to be
reconsidered.

None of
that was down to Wilkes, though. He was here with his platoon for
six months, doing whatever they were ordered to do by their Company
Commander, Major Hunter. It was unlikely they’d be doing any
fighting—they weren’t here for offensive operations. More probably
they’d be accompanying their vehicles, weapons and ammunition
across the country as it was transported to the air base to be sent
back home, or patrolling towns and villages as a show of presence,
to reassure and protect the inhabitants.

There
was only one way to find out. Grabbing his kit, he headed toward
the ramp of the huge C17 aircraft with his colleagues, and followed
them out onto the airstrip. Immediately, he was hit by the
overwhelming smell of aviation fuel. As he moved away from the
airplane this was replaced by the dry atmosphere.

Wilkes
imagined he could feel the grains of sand coating his throat and
tongue. He’d soon get used to it—he always did. Plus, on the bright
side, he’d end up with a nice tan at the end of his deployment.
Mentally, he crossed his fingers for a nice, event-free tour of
duty. Letting his guard down wasn’t going to happen, naturally, he
just hoped it wasn’t necessary. Hoped the insurgents would play
nicely. The country was completely different to how it had been
when Allied forces had gone in after 9/11. Some fantastic progress
had been made, but it still wasn’t completely safe. But then, where
was? People died in picturesque villages in the English
countryside—though generally not courtesy of IEDs, AK-47s or
suicide bombers.

Shoving
the thoughts from his mind, Wilkes walked along the tarmac with the
other members of the platoon, ready to find out where he was
sleeping for the night. A few hours of shut-eye were absolutely
necessary, as he’d no doubt be called to a meeting with his boss,
Major Graham Hunter, first thing in the morning. The last thing he
needed was to be tired and fractious when he was due to talk with
the bombastic old fucker—he barely tolerated him as it was, and
keeping a firm grip on his temper was a must. He was worried that
one day Hunter would make one homophobic comment too many, and
Wilkes wouldn’t be able to bite his tongue. Telling the Major
exactly what he thought of him was something he’d dreamed about
many a time, but he remained realistic—it would be Wilkes that
would end up being given a dressing-down for insubordination, and
no doubt Hunter would make his life hell. Even more than he already
did, anyway. Not to mention if he flew off the handle, he’d be
outing himself at the same time. He’d remained firmly in the closet
ever since he’d joined the army—he wasn’t about to make it general
knowledge now.

Still,
at least once he’d had the meeting with Hunter, he could bugger off
to wherever he was being sent and spend the majority of the next
six months not having to see him. There would be occasional
meetings and frequent contact, obviously, but it was easier to
tolerate the man when he could pull faces and make rude hand
gestures at a handset without anyone seeing.

Wilkes
often wondered if the older man wasn’t actually protesting too
much—did he have something to hide?

Rocking
the boat wasn’t something he wanted to do, though, so he’d continue
to bite his lip and get through the next six months—with any luck
Hunter would retire soon and leave him alone.

Without
even realising it, he’d been lagging behind, and his platoon
sergeant—next in the chain of command after him—had fallen into
step beside him. “All right, boss?” said the younger man, Marcus
Bay. “You’ve barely said a word since we hit the ground. In fact, I
don’t think you’ve said anything at all.”

With a
genuine smile for his long-time friend and colleague, Wilkes
apologised. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be so quiet. Just got a lot on
my mind.” Glancing around to see who was nearby, he lowered his
voice. “Not looking forward to seeing old Hunter tomorrow, for
starters.”

Bay
snorted with derision. “Yeah, I don’t blame you. Fucking pain in
the arse, that bloke. No offence, but I’m glad you’re the one that
has to deal with him. I’d end up chinning him, and that’d be my
career down the toilet sharpish.”

“Oh trust me, I’ve wanted to chin him many a time myself.
Somehow I’ve managed to keep a lid on it.”

Shaking
his head, Bay replied, “I don’t know how you do it. At least he’s
good at his job, though. That’s something. It’s just his attitude
that stinks. Someone needs to tell him that he needs to raise
morale, not treat us all like shit and make us fucking miserable.
Being stuck in the arse end of nowhere, Afghanistan, is bad enough
without him being a cunt.”

Wilkes
couldn’t help the laugh that burst from his lips. “I couldn’t agree
more. But, like you say, at least you don’t have to deal with him.
And even I don’t see him face-to-face all that often. In small
doses, I can just about put up with his bullshit. Let’s hope he
gives the orders quickly tomorrow, so we can get out of
here.”

“Absolutely. Come on then, shall we find out where we’re all
kipping tonight? Then get the lads some scoff. Then I’m going
for what’ll probably be my last decent
shower in weeks.”

“Sounds good to me.”

Heading
off the airstrip and into the base proper, the group of men quickly
made contact with the relevant person, who’d sorted their
accommodation. Apparently, because there were currently more beds
than bodies, they’d be in an accommodation block usually reserved
for civvies, senior officers and VIPs – they’d each have their own
room.

“Woohoo!” Bay whooped and punched the air. His sentiment was
echoed throughout the rest of the team. “Fucking brilliant,” he
said, grinning at his boss. “Not only do I get a decent shower and
a semi-decent meal, I get a whole room to myself. I can walk around
naked and have a luxurious tommy tank. This is shaping up to be the
best tour ever!”

Wilkes
smirked. This was typical Bay—on finding out he had his own room,
his thoughts immediately turned to getting his kit off and
masturbating. Never mind a good night’s sleep without some other
bastard snoring his head off just feet away. No, his sergeant was
much more interested in the wellbeing of his cock and balls. Given
the opportunity, he’d find a willing woman to take back to the room
with him. He brought a whole new meaning to the clichéd phrase
about charming the birds from the trees. If there was a woman
around, Bay would find her, and he’d bed her. No doubt about
it.

Shaking
his head, Wilkes turned to their liaison. “Sorry about that. So,
can you point us in the right direction and we’ll be out of your
way.”











Half an
hour later, Wilkes dumped his bag on the spare bed in his room and
made a half-hearted attempt at unpacking. Not because he couldn’t
be bothered, but because he couldn’t see the point. He wasn’t
staying long. In the end, he emptied the bag, putting everything
back in it that he wouldn’t need that night and the following
morning. His wash kit, clean clothes and book he left neatly lined
up on the mattress.


Frowning, he remembered that he’d almost finished the book.
Hopefully he’d be able to get his hands on one someone else had
done with. Either that or he’d have to swap with one of the other
guys in the platoon when he’d finished his—not an ideal situation,
given some of the shit his close colleagues read. It was down to
them that he’d read some very eclectic stuff—from autobiographies
of people he hadn’t previously heard of, to graphic novels and even
a dirty romance novel one of the guys’ wives had sneaked into his
bag. That last one had actually been passed around like the best
kind of porno magazine. Every single bloke had said, reluctantly,
that although it was mainly a load of mushy crap, that the sex
scenes had been incredibly erotic. They’d found themselves skipping
through pages just to get to the horizontal action.

Being a
hetero romance, the sex scenes hadn’t really done anything for
Wilkes, but he’d been so damn bored and had read every other scrap
of reading material to hand, so he’d been left with no choice. It
was either that or stare at the wall—he could never drop straight
to sleep after getting into bed. He liked to read before sleep,
even if it was only for ten minutes or so. It was a habit he’d
gotten into when he’d discovered a genuine fondness for reading in
his childhood, and had never managed to break. Not that he wanted
to, either—it was a nice way to wind down before heading off to the
land of nod.

Making a
mental note to source another book while he was there, Wilkes
headed off to the mess.


 Chapter
Two

Wilkes
smiled tightly and left his boss’ office. Closing the door behind
him, his whole body sagged with relief. God, he was glad to be out
of there. He’d never known a man so skilled at littering every
conversation with homophobic phrases, even when it was nothing to
do with what was being talked about. Perhaps it was a form of
Tourette’s, or something. Gay-bashing Tourette’s.

Never
mind, he could put it behind him now. He’d been given his orders.
As he’d suspected, he was off to a FOB—Forward Operating Base—near
to a village, where they’d spend the next six months making sure
everyone was behaving themselves and reassuring the locals that
nobody had given up on them. They might also get called on
occasionally to give added protection to convoys ferrying vehicles
and equipment around.

His next
job, before rounding up his men and getting them ready to leave,
was to meet the interpreter that would be coming out to the FOB
with them. The terp, as interpreters were more commonly known,
would be a vital part of their mission. Without him, the platoon
would be reduced to an awful lot of pointing and shouting with the
Afghans, and would be next to useless. Wilkes had picked up some of
the language, but unfortunately didn’t have the time, or the
skills, to learn it fully. Hence the need for a terp.

Heading
for the office he’d been told to go to, Wilkes gave himself a
mental pat on the back. He thought he’d handled Hunter really
well—keeping it professional and completely ignoring the
inappropriate comments. It was the best way all round. Why dignify
the man’s bullshit with a response?

Picking
up his pace, Wilkes soon reached the room he’d been sent to.
Knocking on the door, he waited for a reply before entering.
Crossing over to where two men sat on either side of a desk, he
took a seat when bidden, and nodded politely to the dark-skinned
man to his left, before looking over to the clerk who seemed to be
running the show.

“Captain Wilkes, Sir, I’m Sergeant Shaw. And this is your
interpreter, Rustam Balkhi. He’ll be with you for the duration of
your tour.”

“Thank you, sergeant.” Turning to the terp again, he held out
his hand. “Salaam.
Pleased to meet you, Mr Balkhi. I look forward to working with
you.”

The other man took his hand, and they shook.
“Wa-Alaikum-Salaam. And I you, Captain Wilkes.”


Releasing their grasp, the two men returned their attention
to Sergeant Shaw. After giving them a final briefing, which didn’t
tell Wilkes anything he didn’t already know, they made to leave.
Balkhi picked up a kit bag from beside the door and followed Wilkes
into the corridor.

“Oh,” Wilkes said, closing the door behind them, “you’re all
ready to go, are you?”

Balkhi
nodded. “Yes. I’ve accompanied a few tours of duty with the army
now, so I know what to expect.”

“Great,” Wilkes smiled, and began walking along the corridor,
with his new terp beside him. “So you’re an old hand then, as we
say. Your name,” he spoke carefully, not wanting to get it wrong or
cause offence, “Rustam Balkhi. You’re a Tajik?”

Nodding
again, Balkhi returned Wilkes’ smile. “That is correct. How did you
know?”

With a
shrug, Wilkes said, “I’ve spent enough time in this country to know
whereabouts people are from. Roughly, anyway. It’s a big place!
Maybe you’ve spent enough time with British soldiers to pick up
accents and figure out where they’re from?”

Balkhi
smiled. “You are trying to catch me out?”


Frowning, Wilkes replied, “What do you mean?”

His grin
growing wider, the other man quipped, “Don’t you all come from
London?”


Instantly, Wilkes’ frown morphed into a smile. He’d had a
positive feeling about Balkhi since laying eyes on him, and now his
opinion was cemented. Not only was he experienced, he also had a
good sense of humour. He’d fit right in with the rest of the team,
he was sure.

Wilkes
quirked an eyebrow. “Yes, of course. My mistake. We all come from
London. Everything outside the city is just fields. Nobody lives
there. Just chickens.”


Chuckling, Balkhi said, “You are a funny man.”

“It’s been said.”

“So, where are you from? Or do you really want me to try to
guess from your accent?”

“Yeah, go on. See if you can guess. I’m intrigued.”

“Okay. Well, carry on talking, say some more things and I will
see if I can guess.”

“What do you want me to say?”

Balkhi
thought for a moment. “Do you enjoy reading?”

When
Wilkes nodded, he continued, “Then tell me about the last book you
read, or the book you’re reading now.”

Silently
thanking any deity that might be looking down on him for the fact
he’d long since seen the back of the smutty romance novel, Wilkes
began waxing lyrical about the thriller he was almost finished
with.

The two
of them passed out of the office buildings and walked toward the
accommodation block. The early morning sun was already very warm,
but bearable, and Wilkes tilted his head back to catch the rays on
his face.

“Okay, I think that is enough,” Balkhi said, glancing across at
Wilkes. “You are enjoying the sun?”

Wilkes
had stopped speaking, and he returned the Tajik’s glance as they
continued through the camp. It was fairly quiet, but he still
exchanged nods with those he passed. “At the moment I am. I warn
you, until I get acclimatised again, I’ll probably be moaning about
the heat a lot. I apologise in advance.”

Balkhi
shook his head. “Do not worry. I have lived here for most of my
life, and still I sometimes find the heat unbearable. Anyway,” he
smiled again, his white teeth standing out against the colour of
his skin, “I think I have worked out where you are from, Captain
Wilkes.”

“Okay. So, where am I from?”

“Definitely not London. So you must be from just fields. With
the chickens.” Wilkes noticed dimples in the man’s cheeks. “Well, I
think your fields are in the middle of England somewhere. Perhaps
near to Birmingham?”

Wilkes
raised his eyebrows. Damn, he’d only been messing around—he hadn’t
expected the man to play his silly game, much less come out on top.
“Wow. Okay, you’re right so far. Most British people can’t identify
British accents as well as you, Rustam. Well done. I’m from
Wolverhampton, which isn’t too far from Birmingham.”

Balkhi
gave a little fist pump, and Wilkes smirked. Yes, this guy had
definitely been hanging around the British Army for a while—he had
as many British mannerisms as he did Afghan ones. It was kind of
odd, but heartening at the same time—if two such different cultures
could get on, then maybe there was hope for the rest of the
world.

As they
continued walking, Balkhi quizzed Wilkes some more on the book.
Apparently, in the middle of a desert in a war-torn country, he’d
found a fellow bookworm. It was another big tick against Balkhi’s
name as far as Wilkes was concerned. He figured they’d get along
just fine. Not that it really mattered if they didn’t—it’s not like
he could simply discard one interpreter and ask for another just
because he didn’t get along with him—but it certainly helped if
they could be friendly. It made the whole working relationship so
much easier, particularly since they’d be spending such a lot of
time together over the next few months. Wilkes and the rest of the
platoon were a tight-knit team, so having a terp that would fit in
with them was a definite plus point.

It
didn’t hurt, in Wilkes’ opinion, that Balkhi was easy on the eye.
It was weird that he’d even noticed, though. Despite what some
people thought, just because a man was gay didn’t mean he fancied
every other man. It was stupid—did a straight man fancy every
woman? Or vice versa? Of course not. But that was how some people’s
minds worked. Wilkes hadn’t thought about a single one of his
colleagues in that way since joining the army—not that they were
all hideous or anything, just that they didn’t float his
boat.


Honestly, he’d always thought it was a good thing. He didn’t
need the complication of a crush on a co-worker. Or worse, finding
out that co-worker was gay, too, and felt the same way about him.
No, far better to keep all the sex and relationship stuff firmly
under wraps. If people asked questions, he was as vague as
possible, and if pressed, threw enough disinformation at them to
shut them up. It sucked that he had to do it—he was sure if he told
his platoon about his sexual orientation, none of them would care.
Maybe they’d be a little shocked at first, particularly as he’d
kept it quiet for so long, but he didn’t think anyone would give
him any trouble over it.

It was
mainly Hunter that kept him firmly in the closet. If the news
reached that old bigot’s ears—and it undoubtedly would, as gossip
spread like wildfire in the military—well, Wilkes didn’t really
want to think about what would happen. Nothing good,
anyway.

He shook
his head, trying to uproot the unpleasant thoughts before they took
hold. It was silly, in any case. Yes, Balkhi was kind of cute, but
he was an Afghan, and a Muslim, for Christ’s sake. Both were known
for being even more bigoted than his damn boss. If Wilkes came out,
things wouldn’t exactly be easy—but a Muslim? Things could turn out
very badly for him back home, to put it lightly. That was reason
enough for any gay Muslims that existed to keep quiet about their
sexuality.

It was
all completely irrelevant, anyway. Balkhi was not gay. And even if
he was, there was no way Wilkes was going there—it was just too
risky for all those concerned. Careers, friendships, relationships
and lives would be at stake.

Put it out of your mind. What the hell is wrong with you? The
first sniff of a bloke you’re attracted to and you’re thinking
about the consequences? Ridiculous. Forget about it and get on with
your bloody job, you idiot.


 Chapter
Three

Wilkes and the rest of the platoon dismounted the Mastiff
vehicles and entered the Forward Operating
Base that would be their home for most of the next six months. He
had mixed feelings—the sense of trepidation he always got when he
left the relative safety of Camp Bastion, immense relief to be out
of Hunter’s clutches, and also happiness to be with a group of
people he liked, doing a job he loved. Sometimes it was easy to
lose sight of that fact—he did enjoy what he did for a living. It
had its ups and downs, but so did every job. He’d yet to meet a
single person who didn’t have a single complaint about their job or
career.

Passing
through the gates, he greeted the sentries, exchanging a few extra
words with a rifleman he’d met on an exercise in the UK, then
headed into the compound. It wasn’t huge, but the HESCO-block
surrounded, barbed wire-topped camp was now home.


Immediately, he spotted the officer he was to replace
—another young captain undoubtedly delighted to be heading home at
the end of his tour—and strode over. Captain Tom Wolfe spotted him
and grinned, turning to face his replacement with his hand
outstretched.

“Wilkes? Good to see you, albeit very briefly.”

Wilkes
grasped Wolfe’s hand. “You too. Got time to give me an update on
the situation before you head off? I can’t believe this screw
up—we’re a bloody week late coming out here. So much for a
crossover period.”

Looking
out through the camp’s gate toward the waiting vehicles, Wolfe
said, “Absolutely. We’ve a lot to discuss and not much
time.”

Smiling,
Wilkes replied, “Great.”

Without
another word, the two men headed for the mess tent, grabbed a cup
of tea each and settled down at one of the tables. Wilkes dumped
his bag down by his feet.

“So, how’s it been?” he asked.

Wolfe
pursed his lips. “Quiet, actually. I wondered if the insurgents
might get cocky again now they know we’re pulling out. But on the
other hand, perhaps they’re on best behaviour until we’re actually
gone. Can’t see them wanting to give us any reason to
linger.”

Taking a
sip of the sub-par tea, Wilkes replied, “Well, let’s hope the
latter is true. A quiet six months to top up my tan would be nice.
Looks like you’ve done a good job with yours.”

“Yep,” Wolfe shot back, admiring his outstretched arm, “been in
my bikini every day, turning over every half hour to make sure my
colour is even. I’ve even been swimming in the river, to cool
myself down.”

Wilkes
swallowed his tea quickly before he spluttered it everywhere. You
wouldn’t wash your dog in the local rivers, never mind go swimming
in them. “Sounds like heaven. I can’t wait to get
started.”

Smirking
at each other, they sipped at their drinks for a few moments. A few
other soldiers filed in, both from the platoon that was leaving,
and the one that was replacing them. It seemed they were doing
their own hasty handovers, making the most of the situation that
poor planning had put them in.

“Don’t get too comfortable, lads!” Wolfe shouted. “Get a drink
down ya, go and take care of your business, then get ready to go.
We’re just having a quick debrief.”

There
were murmurs of agreement, and the two captains returned their
attention to each other, making a concerted effort to hide their
smirks. “Right,” Wolfe said quietly, “suppose we’d better actually
do that handover, eh?”

Wilkes
nodded.

“Okay, well, as I said, it’s been quiet. We’ve mostly been
patrolling the village, talking to the people, checking in with the
police, the schoolteachers, you know the drill. We heard a couple
of murmurs about attacks on the FOB, but nothing came of it,
thankfully. Could have been idle gossip, or maybe information
deliberately disseminated to keep us on our toes. Either way, we
haven’t seen hide nor hair of an insurgent for months. Probably all
holed up in the mountains with their Paki friends.”

Letting
all the information sink in, Wilkes nodded again. “Well, let’s hope
it stays that way for the next six months, eh? Then we can all
bugger off home and let them get on with it.”

“Which is what they’ve wanted all along.”

“Any aggro from the locals?”

“Nah, not really. Most of them know what’s good for them, know
we’re there to protect them. We’ve had the occasional insult from a
youth or two, but they’re all mouth.”

“For now. Won’t be long before they’re joining up with their
fathers and brothers and plotting to bomb the shit out of the
infidels.”

“Probably. But the main thing is, the important folk are on our
side—the tribal elders, the police, the politicians. If they hear
any whispers, they’ll let you know.” Wolfe paused, looking around.
“Your terp here yet?”

Wilkes
glanced around the tent. “Should be here somewhere. Picked him up
at Bastion this morning. He’s a nice guy, Balkhi.” Just then, the
man in question entered the mess. “Ah, there he is.” He tried not
to stare at the Tajik as he came in with what he assumed was
Wolfe’s interpreter—given they were the only two not in
uniform.

Too
late—Balkhi’s deep brown eyes met with Wilkes’ blue ones, and they
exchanged a nod of acknowledgement before turning back to their
respective opposites. Wilkes fought to slow his racing pulse and
keep his mind on task.

“All right, is he?” Wolfe queried.

“W—what do you mean?” Wilkes asked, probably a little too
quickly. Christ, had he gone and outed himself with a single
glance?

“The terp. I said is he all right? Good, like.”

“Oh.” Relief seeped into Wilkes’ brain. Calm down, you moron. “Well, I dunno,
really. Only met him a few hours ago. As I said, he seems like a
nice guy. And this isn’t his first tour. Don’t know how many he’s
been on, but he’s no newbie, so I assume he’s good.”


Narrowing his eyes at Balkhi, Wolfe said, “Yeah, I think I
may have seen him before, actually. I’ve not worked with him, but
I’ve probably seen him in passing, either here or at Bastion.
Mine’s been a good ‘un, I have to say.” He pointed with his chin
toward the other Afghan. “Old Juma Zazai there. Professional,
quick, keeps his cool. Couldn’t have asked for better, to be
honest. Trouble is,” he lowered his voice again, “you’re the last
lot coming out here, and you’ve already got your terp, so that poor
fucker is essentially out of a job. He hides it pretty well, but
it’s obvious he’s worried about what’s going to happen
next.”

“His family isn’t supportive?” Wilkes knew the score—the
British Army had recruited interpreters from all over the country
to help them communicate with locals, and often when they returned
to their villages, they were vilified. Even if their families were
okay with them helping the Brits, there was usually at least one
local radical wanting to string them up for helping the
“infidels.”

Wolfe
shrugged. “Far as I can tell, his dad’s dead. His mother and
sisters are okay with it—probably because it’s his damn wages
putting food in their mouths. But his grandparents aren’t happy,
and they’ve got links with some crazy bastards who’d sooner execute
him than let him return to the village and get on with his life. I
dunno what he’s going to do—whether he’ll get his mother and
sisters out and go and live somewhere else, or whether he’ll strike
out on his own. Feel damn sorry for him, to be honest.”

Sucking
his teeth, Wilkes replied, “Can’t he apply for a British passport
or anything? I’ve seen some of this sort of stuff on the news, and
heard about it from others, but not actually known a terp it’s
happened to. He’s done us a huge favour, least we can do is keep
him safe.”

“I know.” Wolfe’s tone was resigned. “I’ve mentioned it to him,
and told him that I’ll do anything I can to help him out, but he
seems to be playing his cards very close to his chest. I can’t
force him to do anything, can I?” Gulping the rest of his tea, he
put the paper cup down a little too hard, crushing the bottom and
causing the dregs to leak onto the table. Grumbling, he swiped the
liquid up and wiped his wet hand on his combats.

“No, mate,” Wilkes said carefully, “you can’t. Sounds to me
like you’re already doing everything you can to help the bloke. I
just hope he takes your advice.”
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