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To Casey, 1980-2001.         

I know you would’ve had an epic love story.

I hope you’d be proud of me. I love and miss you every day.

And to all the little brothers who always smell like their dogs. And to all of the other men and women who sacrifice so much so far away to protect the people they love. 







  
  

[image: image-placeholder]

Trigger and Content Warnings







This book features a couple who meet when they are both serving in Afghanistan. Although I'm a veteran I did not experience this deployment. I have spoken with those who did to capture their feelings, emotions, and the way their deployment affected them and their families.  

This book features what may be described as emotionally intense combat scenes, the death of a sibling, and main characters struggling with PTSD and adjusting to life with a prosthetic limb. 

There are at least five scenes of explicit, open door intimacy, and the occurrence of foul language throughout.
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Playlist





On Spotify – search user GirlWiththeRedBraids 

1.      “Have We Met Before (with Eric Nam)”: Sarah Barrios, Eric Nam                                                                   

2.      “we’ll be fine”: Luz

3.      “You’re the One I Want”: JJ Heller

4.      “In Your Arms”: Blake Rose

5.      “Once in a Lifetime”: Landon Austin

6.      “Can’t Pretend”: Tom Odell

7.      “Never Tear Us Apart”: INXS

8.      “Call You Mine (Acoustic Piano)”: Ben Woodward

9.      “A Soldier’s Memoir”: Mitch Rossell

10. " See I'm Sorry": Seafret

11.  “Say You Won’t Let Go”: James Arthur

12.  “Heal”: Tom Odell

13.  “Brush Fire”: Gracie Abrams

14.  “Half a Man”: Dean Lewis

15.  “butterfly”: Sody

16.  “broken”: Jonah Kagen

17.  “Small Town”: John Mellencamp

18.  “Grace- Acoustic”: Lewis Capaldi

19.  “Is It Just Me”: Emily Burns

20.  “Wishful Drinking (with Sam Hunt)”: Ingrid Andress

21.  “Eager”: Britton

22.  “Your Sweater”: COLE

23.  “Please Notice”: Christian Leave

24.  “What’s Left of You”: Chord Overstreet

25.  “Bruises- Guitar Acoustic”: Lewis Capaldi

26.  “Bird of Prey”: Emily James

27.  “FU In My Head”: Cloudy June

28.  “Break on Me”: Keith Urban

29.  “Hurt No More”: Chase Wright

30.  “Without You”: Oh Wonder

31.   “Keep Me in Your Heart”: The Wailin’ Jennys

32.  "Unlearn (with Gracie Abrams): benny blanco, Gracie Abrams

33.  “Light of a Clear Blue Morning”: The Wailin’ Jennys
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Chapter One





“Have We Met Before (with Eric Nam)”: Sarah Barrios, Eric Nam 

Kandahar Air Base, Afghanistan, 2012

Dex

The bar is hazy with late summer heat and the last rays of the dying day cast long, eerie shadows and throw everything into high relief. I’m mesmerized by the gloom delicately creeping over the street because it reminds me of this documentary I saw on the Nature channel. It was actual footage of a stealthy cheetah circling a herd of ibex. The darkness here will swallow you when you least expect it.

“Dude, did you hear anything I just said?”

I shake my head. I tuned him out because I couldn’t handle all the droning. He hasn’t shut up for at least fifteen minutes. It’s just easier to sit here and ignore his incessant commentary. I’m treating it like the background music for the scrolling screen credits when everyone’s leaving the theater. That way I can let my gaze settle on whatever I want and try to forget that one of the new guys is an obnoxious asshole I’ll have to watch like a hawk. I roll my good luck talisman over my knuckles and scan the restaurant until my eyes land on her. And then she completely absorbs my attention.

She’s staring pensively into the cherry brown depths of her tumbler. Her chocolate waves are bent over the drink in her hand, her fingers tapping out a rhythm on the side of the glass only she can hear. Those tapping fingers are the only sign she’s somewhere besides this oasis of alcohol and music in the middle of the desert. If she had a beer bottle in her hand instead of that glass, she’d be peeling off the label and gazing into the distance at something only she can see. 

She’s an island of calm except for those tapping fingers. They give away her secret. That she’s anything but calm and impervious. She’s so wrapped up in her internal landscape, she’s completely oblivious to the smarmy guy to her right doing his damnedest to get her attention. He’s not in uniform, so he’s probably a civilian contractor. He’s got the florid complexion of a man who likes his whiskey and NASCAR a little too well, and that greasy self-confidence some former high school athletes seem to exude from their pores. His idea of a come-on is probably offering to rent a motel room at the hourly rate. When he slides his chair closer, she raises her head. The look she gives him must have the power to incinerate his intestines because he throws his hands in the air in surrender and stumbles backward. Her silent set-down should deter me, but it doesn’t. Her unapproachability just ensnares me more. She’s an island of serenity and self-containment in the middle of the ribald, raucous laughter spilling all around her. 

We just got back from a reconnaissance mission and even though we didn’t lose anyone this time, my nerves are on edge. We’re off-duty this weekend, and a couple of the guys are releasing their pent-up aggression via darts. Our squad leader, and my best friend, volunteered for extra guard duty so one of the guys could Skype home for his twins’ birthday. Which means I’m stuck here on the Boardwalk at TGIF, babysitting the five guys recently assigned to our unit. I’ve been trying to show them the ropes, but they’re more interested in debating the merits of which college football teams will make it to the playoffs than committing safety protocols to memory. 

I keep my eyes on the woman filling my field of vision and turn to the soldier who’s been trying to lure me into a discussion of The Walking Dead. I can see why it appeals to a lot of people, but it hasn’t grabbed my attention. The apocalyptic setting just hits too close to home. Especially lately. “I’m going to the bar,” I inform him. 

He follows my gaze and guffaws like a wild donkey. “Dude can’t say I blame you. That’s a prime piece,” he slaps me on the shoulder. “Take one for the team.”

I frown at his comment and clench my fists to restrain myself from punching his lights out for the way he’s objectifying her. “It’s not a competition, dude,” my reply’s laced with underlying sarcasm he’s probably too self-absorbed to detect. “And you shouldn’t objectify women like that.” The thought of anyone talking about my sisters like that is like waving a red cloak in front of a bull. I settle for nailing him in the upper arm hard enough to elicit a wince and a grunt. I hope he has a bruise the size of a golf ball.

The jukebox stutters to a stop as I rise from my chair. The last notes of Alan Jackson rhapsodizing about the Chattahoochee screech into the ensuing silence. I concentrate on treading softly while I wait for the next song to drop, because I know my size and appearance can be intimidating and it’ll ease my approach. I’m always trying to escape notice, and the fall of my boots against the concrete floor echoes loudly, like a giant foot flattening a house. My target glances up and watches me with an inscrutable gaze.  

The halo of light dancing around her is like a repellent forcefield full of sharks. I stop a few feet away because I don’t want the snapping jaws to catch me before I have the chance to make my case. She studies me for a moment, her gaze flicking over my body, and shrugs her shoulders.

I take that as indifferent permission to proceed and ease onto the stool next to her. Like the pimpled, gangly, painfully shy fourteen-year-old huddled in the corner during the Homecoming Dance I once was, I clasp my hands in front of me and swivel to face her. “Hi.”

She quirks a dark brow and purses her lips at my greeting, daring me to continue. Now that I’m closer, I want to spend hours just soaking up the way she impacts my solar plexus. She has a plush cupid bow with a divot in her bottom lip I bet she gnaws when she’s nervous with tiny, feral teeth.

“Do you come here often?” I ask her. I want to groan and take back that lame as hell pickup line. There’s no way she’s going to give me the time of day. Let alone flirt back.  

I must’ve found a lucky penny or something I forgot about, or the universe decided I deserve a break. One corner of her irresistible cupid’s bow mouth curls up. An indication she thinks my social ineptitude is charming. “No…but that’s primarily because I’ve only been on base for four days. It might become my favorite hangout. It depends on whether or not I can keep the riff raff at a distance.” She gives me a pointed, measuring look. Letting me know she hasn’t quite decided if I fall into that category.

Her voice is like the crack of caramel over vanilla ice cream after you let it harden into a perfect shell and tap it with your spoon to break it apart. Smooth and sharp. “So you’re not a fan of obnoxious pick-up lines, like the one the guy you shot down five minutes ago used,” I hesitantly observe. “Should I even bother introducing myself?”

Her answering chuckle is low and gusty. It’s like smooth caramel too. Rippling through me. “I’ll admit you intrigue me. I’m not a fan of obnoxious pick-up lines, but I might overlook them if I think it’s the product of social awkwardness instead of douchebaggery.”

“I’m Dex. I hope you think I’m socially awkward instead of a douchebag. I’m with 24 MEU,” I nervously clear my throat. “So you’re active duty?” I ask, hoping I’ll have the chance to try my luck again if I strike out of the game this time.

“I just got here last week and finished my orientation this afternoon,” she smiles. “Your name fits you, Dex. I bet it’s short for something hot and nerdy like Poindexter. You’ve got the nerd-in disguise vibe.”

I blush. I guess I am a nerd. And she definitely doesn’t think I’m a douchebag. But my name isn’t short for Poindexter, thank God. My sisters would never let me live it down. I usually hide my love of reading from other people because they don’t expect it based on my appearance. Apparently I have the whole alpha male who likes his beer and Monday night football and hand me the remote and what’s for dinner thing nailed down. I decide to let my bookworm flag fly. “There is nothing better than a cup of tea and a good book,” I intone with a fake British accent. 

“C.S. Lewis,” she observes. “I’m impressed.”

“If you’re impressed, maybe you’ll introduce yourself.”

She chuckles merrily. “I’ll give you your props, that was smooth.” She holds out her hand. “I’m Mari and I just finished my pre-med program. I thought signing up as a field medic was the perfect way to get practical experience and help pay for medical school.”

I know she expects me to accept her invitation to shake, but I don’t. I decide to channel my suave inner Fitzwilliam Darcy nerd and bracket her wrist as I lift her hand to my lips. I place a gentle kiss just behind her knuckles and hold on, letting our clasped fingers fall to my thigh. “Hi, Mari.”

Her eyes flare into mine like the pop right before someone shoots out a streetlight with a bee bee gun. “Hi, Dex,” she replies with a soft smile that lights up her whole face. 

She signed up for a thankless, grueling, inherently dangerous job. Even though women aren’t technically assigned to combat positions, being a field medic puts you directly in the firing zone. I wonder if she knows what to expect out here where nothing, and everything, makes sense.  “You already know what you signed up for.”

She looks like the kind of woman who knows exactly what she’s doing and exactly what she wants. All the time. 

She firmly nods her head, reassuring us both. “I do. I knew it was the best opportunity I would have to experience the chaos of an emergency room. I signed up as soon as I graduated from James Madison.” 

“Just as I suspected. A badass woman who knows her own mind.” I raise the bottle the bartender slid across the bar to me in her direction. “So you want to be a doctor.” The unbidden portrait of her in a white coat, with a stethoscope hanging around her neck, is suddenly one of the hottest things I’ve ever imagined.

“Yes. It’s all I’ve ever wanted. I want to work in an emergency room.”

That makes her even more of a badass. I imagine a lot of would-be physicians seek out high paying niche careers like plastic surgery. “What made you choose that career path?” I’m genuinely curious.

“I’ve seen firsthand the effects of having to wait for service in an overpacked emergency waiting room. When people are packed in like sardines physicians have to prioritize who gets care – and they don’t always make the right decision because they don’t have enough hands on deck to treat everyone. I want to do everything I can to help change that dynamic. Especially in rural and underserved communities.”

“That’s really admirable,” I’m feeling even more intimidated than I did when I saw her squelch her other admirer to a pulp with her glare. This woman is daunting inside and out, and she’s way out of my league. But I don’t want to go back to the table full of idiots I just left, because the more they drink the more idiotic they become. And I haven’t struck out yet. At least I don’t think I have. “My reasons for joining up are nowhere near as selfless.”

She angles toward me, resting her chin on her hand. “So why’d you join?”

My exhale whistles through my teeth. I’m afraid my reasons for joining will pale in comparison, or sound aimless and shallow. But I don’t want to make myself seem like more than I am. I bite my lip, debating how honest I should be. Her gaze flicks there, and suddenly I know this is my fight to lose. She’s interested. “I joined because I needed a greater purpose. I did okay in high school, but I had a C average because I never really made time to study. So college wasn’t in the cards,” I pause. This last part is what might make me sound shallow. “My family had a path all planned out for me and I wasn’t ready to take it yet,” I confess. 

“And joining the Marines gave you the purpose you were looking for?”

“Yeah, more than I thought it would. Sure there are days when I’m bored out of my mind, but I get the chance to solve real problems and get my hands dirty. And when I lay my head down at night it feels like I’m making the world a safer place for everyone back home. Especially my nieces and nephews.”

She clears her throat. “You like getting your hands dirty?” Her question is low and husky and full of innuendo.

“I love getting my hands dirty,” I rasp out in response, my voice like the rusty crank of gears in my grandpa’s battered ’55 Chevy pickup. I decide to go hell for leather and hold nothing back. “That way they match my dirty talk.”

She blinks, and her eyes darken to liquid smoke. “I’m a big fan of dirty talk,” she assures me. She trails her hand from my elbow to my wrist, her fingers delicately encircling the veins there that seem to ignite beneath her touch.

Her hooded perusal, and the way her curves are aligned with mine on the stool across from me, are silent acknowledgments of the fireworks sparking to life between us. Her inclining body is a mirror image of mine, the air between us an electric mix of languor and thinly veiled impatience. 

She’s disastrously perfect for me. She’s not intimidated by my size or my height. The way she was watching me walk toward her, I think she’s attracted to it instead. 

My height means I’m always ducking when I enter a room, and even a king size bed seems too small. I’ve gotten used to my feet dangling over the edge of every mattress, and my shoulders and upper arms sticking out of the tops of sleeping bags. I’m used to hunching my shoulders and minimizing my space. 

She seems so confident in her skin I don’t think my broad shoulders and brooding behavior will make her uncomfortable. In the past, my partners have complained about my tendency to lapse into long periods of silence because it makes them feel neglected. I don’t think she’d mind those lapses or the way I go quiet sometimes and just observe, or fade into the background. I think she’ll understand why I’m stoic and quiet. That sometimes I feel like a handful of jacks some kid spilled onto the sidewalk. A skittered mess of pieces waiting for someone to make a play that tips me in one direction or another. “Are you a mirage? Something my combat-fried brain conjured out of thin air?”

Her laughter is an abrupt exclamation point. “Excuse me?” She looks both flattered and flustered. 

“It’s just that this is the last place I expected to find you,” I explain. It is. “It’s not a corny line,” I insist when she raises a skeptical brow. “It sounds corny, but it’s the truth.” My eyes haven’t wanted to rest on anything else since I saw her. She’s all long, elegant arms and a dark waterfall of hair that’s trailing over her shoulders, curling below her collarbones. 

“What’s that even supposed to mean? I can’t decide if you’re coming onto me or being a stalker,” her words are low and teasing. Her gaze is trained on me with piercing precision, an inevitable knowing in her dark pupils, the corona of pale amber at the edges flickering in a stray beam of light.

I want to smooth my thumbs over the crease between her brows. 

“I mean I never expected to find the woman of my dreams on a military base in the middle of the desert.”

“That’s a very corny pick-up line. It sounds like Hans Solo trying to annoy Princess Leia,” she chuckles nervously.

I don’t laugh in response; I just raise my brow and cross my arms. My unruffled reaction makes her wriggle in her seat like a worm on a hook. I keep my gaze on her face, sure and steady, absorbing every glorious molecule of her presence. She bends awkwardly toward her drink, the bright tinkle of her laughter faltering to silence. “You weren’t joking,” she gingerly observes.

“No, I don’t joke. Not really. Or when I do, nobody gets it. My friends are always asking if I know how to speak any language other than grunt. If I have a special dictionary,” I ruefully conclude.

“You don’t seem to have trouble talking to me.”

I shrug. “You’re the exception, not the rule. Don’t get me wrong. I can debate stupid shit for hours with my friends. Like the things people do with slip and slides on YouTube, or whether a honey badger would win in a fight against a wolverine. But that’s not really talking.”

She tips her head to the side and taps a tapered, elegant finger against her chin. I want to nip those nails, feel them scraping and sliding into the fine hairs at the base of my neck. “I can’t tell if this is your game, to pretend you’re no good at this while you say all the right things, or if you’re being honest.”

“Give me tonight to prove it to you,” I clench my jaw in anticipation of her answer. 

“Just to be clear, is that an invitation?”

“Only if you want it to be,” I reply. Hell yes, it’s an invitation. I didn’t think I was being subtle.

“What does this invitation entail? What’s the dress code?” 

The dress code I want has a menu that consists of me unwrapping her. I want to ease her loose cotton shirt dress off her shoulders and slide the straps of her bra to her elbows. I want to lick every inch of skin I uncover. I want to see if she tastes like the caramel she sounds like. “The dress code can be whatever you want it to be. We can just chill somewhere and bond over our mutual love of Star Wars,” I clarify. “Which you shouldn’t bother denying because you very accurately referred to the dynamic between Solo and Leia earlier. Or we can decide that clothing’s optional.”

“I’m always up for a Star Wars conversation,” she assures me, her eyes sparkling in the shadows. “I’ll let you know my preference when I get back from the lady’s room.” She lightly touches my shoulder as she slides off the stool and heads for the dark hallway. 
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Chapter Two





“we’ll be fine”: Luz 

Mari

As soon as I see the line for the bathroom, I know I shouldn’t have given up my seat. It’s longer than the queue I stood in for hours to get tickets to see Wicked on Broadway. The bar’s filled with a writhing mass of bodies now, packed together like crayons in one of those big boxes. It’s close and crowded and all you can smell is yeasty beer and guys who went way too heavy on piney aftershave. I’ll be standing here for a while. 

I feel a buzz against my hip and pull my phone out of my pocket. I smile because my big brother finally texted me. 

Elefante: I can’t believe you’re finally here and we’re going to be working together.

Raton: Please restrain yourself when you introduce me in a couple of days. You can’t treat me like your little sister.

Elefante: But you are my little sister. I can’t just turn it off. 

Raton: I want them to treat me like they would any other soldier.

Elefante: No you don’t.

I can feel him frowning as he types. 

Raton: Why not?

Elefante: They need to know you’re off limits and we’re all responsible for protecting you.

Raton: That’ll just make them resent me.

Elefante: If they step out of line they’ll have me to deal with.

He’s so infuriating. I want to bend his thumb back until he begs for mercy like I did when we were kids. He’s never going to acknowledge the fact I’ve grown up. He still thinks it’s his job to shelter me from everything. Even though we’re in the middle of a war zone and that’s going to be impossible.

I’m relieved when I finally reach the door. 

Raton: We’ll discuss it tomorrow.

I turn off my phone so he can’t spend the rest of the night harassing me.

He’s waiting for me when I exit the restroom. He looms from the shadows, but I’m not scared. His picture should be in Webster’s beside the definition of a gentle giant, or as the ad copy for the original Jolly Green Giant. He’s been earnest and unfailingly polite, even though his eyes have been devouring me the last hour. I want to trust my instincts and believe he’s the genuine article – a man who respects a woman as hard as he loves her.

A man who can be lethal when he needs to be, who can go all feral and touch-her-and-I-will-rip-your-throat-out-with-my-bare-hands but prefers foot rubs and binge-watching Star Wars and being used like a cuddly teddy bear. 

A man whose size means he’s had to prove himself to a bunch of idiots who wanted bragging rights because insecure men always want to be the biggest asshole pissing in the pond. A guy who fights because sometimes he doesn’t have a choice, but in an ideal world would only do it for reasons like love and truth and honor. A man who really is protect-you-to-my-dying-breath and I-will-burn-down-the-world-for-you-because-you-are-my-everything. 

He basically said he was here because of his sense of honor and the compulsion to do something meaningful. Because he believes being a soldier is his way to protect those who are more innocent than he is. 

His arms and ankles are crossed and he’s leaning against the wall like he’s the main support beam for the whole building. I can tell that’s who he is and what he does. He just keeps stepping in to lift the loads other people are stooped under. He throws everyone else’s burdens over the monumental shelf of his shoulders, like Atlas carrying the world, and strides forward like all of that crap he’s toting around weighs nothing. 

I’ll never have to ask him to take my burdens. He’ll shoulder them as soon as he senses them. If I let him close enough, his earnest brown eyes will slice through everything on the cusp of pulling me under. Like a Jedi light saber. 

He’s not handsome. He’s compelling instead. Which is even more addicting. His features are too sharp for that. He has what my runway model cousin would call a Roman nose, it’s a little too big and pronounced for the angles of his face. His cheekbones are high, carved blades that make him look like an ascetic medieval monk. His lips are a sinful contrast. They’re too pillowy for the hard edges that make up the rest of him. They’re the deep color of mulberries, like a glass of perfect merlot, and I want to bite into them so I can decide whether they taste more like cherries or plums.

He’s dangerous – but not in the way I expected. He’s the kind of dangerous that makes you take a curve way too fast, that makes you recklessly push the pedal all the way to the floor. He’s the kind of dangerous my grandma called a man who’d make you want to let go of the quarter you’re pressing between your kneecaps. 

“You’re not what I expected to find either,” I admit, resurrecting our earlier conversation as I place my hand on his corded forearm. He tangles our fingers together.

The fluorescent bulb flickers and buzzes and I’m unsteady on my feet – overwhelmed by his nearness and the crackle and pop of distant gunfire that never completely dissipates. I wish I could blame it on the whiskey. I feel cocooned in the hazy perimeter of light illuminating his features. His fingers slide tentatively away from mine. I feel fragilely confident, and very self-aware of how my life will change in this place, of how this place will change me. I wonder if I’ll recognize the reflection in the mirror, if who I am on the inside will be permanently rearranged when I go home. If I’ll make it home.

I could drown in the silent, wishing well pools of his eyes. All gleaming darkness and a hint of vulnerable hesitation I want to taste on the back of my tongue. As if he senses my unease, he drops his arms and lifts a hand toward me. It hovers between us, and I nod, almost imperceptibly. His palm cups my chin, and the lean strength of his fingers stretches along my jaw. 

Those wells of darkness flit over my face as he pulls me inexorably toward him. My heart is fluttering in my throat with a rush of adrenaline and desire. I think I just took the curve too fast and plunged over the cliff. He’s attuned to every flicker of emotion in my expression, and if he sees something that even hints at reluctance, he’ll let go. 

I don’t want him to let go. Even if I seem reluctant. Because I’m not reluctant. I’m hesitant. There’s a difference. 

When I’m standing between his legs, he dips his head toward me and buries his nose behind my ear. His grip moves to my hair, his strong fingers tangling in the long strands and winding them around his wrist. “Whatever shampoo you use reminds me of walking through the orange grove with my grandfather,” he rumbles.

I close my eyes. I can hear the slight tremor in his confession. I remind him of home, of the people he’s here to protect. 

“You smell like vetiver, the way the sunlight warms the damp grass on a summer day. Like me complaining about mowing the yard but secretly loving the responsibility of maneuvering our ancient Lawnboy around the rose bushes.”

“We remind each other of home,” his gaze bores holes into me. He smiles and brushes his thumb across the corner of my mouth. 

That brusque caress feels peremptory, like a claiming it’d be futile to resist. “Yeah, I guess we do.”

I tip my chin up to meet the descent of his lips. The way he’s been looking at me, I expect him to go for the jugular. A hot and heavy make out session while we climb each other against the wall. I should’ve known better. No matter what he says, this quiet mountain exudes confidence despite his earlier awkwardness. He delicately sucks my bottom lip between his and I’m instantly aware he has serious game. 

The faintly chapped edges of his chiseled lips, the top one slightly fuller than the bottom one, flutter over the corners of the smile I can’t hold in. “Are you going to kiss me like you mean it?” I huff into his neck. 

He lifts his head and moves the broad brand of his palm down my neck. His fingers slide into my waves again, and he uses my hair like an anchor. The blunt, slightly jagged edge of his thumbnail scrapes and slides over the hollow of my throat. His eyes are shining in the dim light like he has hellfire burning there. I read this story once about some town in Pennsylvania that had to be abandoned because the coal mine underneath it caught on fire and is still burning to this day. His eyes are like a long burning fire that was hidden far beneath the surface. Until now.  

I instinctively know this kiss isn’t going to be anything like the first one. I brace myself for the impact and the reverberations it will have.

One of his hands is fisted in my hair, holding me still. The other one curves up the entire side of my face, covering it and immobilizing me even more. It feels like I’m completely at his mercy. And even though I know he won’t do anything I don’t want him to do, and we’re clutching each other like one of those couples saying goodbye right before Earth gets hit by a colossal meteor in a movie from the nineties, a curl of anticipation heavily laced with fear settles low in my stomach. 

Time slows down as he bends his head, his gaze searching mine for permission. And maybe for absolution from whatever he’s about to lay on me. 

His teeth abrade my bottom lip, a stinging reprimand to surrender willingly to his invasion. His tongue strokes and twirls around mine and his grip on my hair tightens so I’m achingly aware of the tenuous attachment of every single strand to my scalp. I whimper and he loosens his hold enough to temporarily ease the crick in my neck. I’m still suspended against him, my feet arching out of my strappy gladiator heels as I balance on my tiptoes, my hands braced against the wide swath of his chest.

Our teeth clash together, and he slips his hand from my hair to bracket my waist. He slides it under me and pulls my leg over his hip. The granite length of his arousal grinds against the scrap of drenched polyester satin between my legs. He pushes my upper body backward, and scatters open mouthed kisses over my collarbones, the hollow of my neck and the tops of my breasts. I jerk when he brushes the peter pan collar of my dress aside to bite the skin between the strap and demi-cup of my bra. 

“Get a room!”

The giggling laughter of the two girls that just emerged from the bathroom snaps me back into awareness of our surroundings. 

“So, clothes optional?” He rasps.

I stumble out of his arms, blushing furiously. I’ve never let someone take the reins so quickly. I’ve never been so lost to someone’s touch I was completely oblivious to everything but the possibility of the slide of skin against skin. 

“Maybe we go a little slower?” I manage to croak. 

He clears his throat and clasps the nape of his neck in one of those big hands. “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea,” he agrees.

“My place or yours?”

“Well I share a room in a tin building with three other guys. With only a curtain for privacy.”

“I guess that means it’s up to me.”

“I’m guessing you have a better solution?”

“I’m still in transitional housing and I guess I have what could be considered a studio in one of those tin cans next to the main hospital. All to myself.”

“Then what’re we waiting for?” He turns on his heel, manacling my wrist and towing me in his wake. 

His impatience startles a disbelieving laugh from me. “You don’t even know where you’re going,” I breathlessly protest.

“I know where the hospital is. I can get us there and then it’s up to you to finish navigating.”

I should be knocked out by my own audacity. I’ve never been comfortable with one-night-stands. But there’s something about the immediacy of our situation. All the empty bunkers that decorate our surroundings. The rat-a-tat-tat of machine gun fire. The red flare of rockets in the distance. The men and women walking around in camouflage with rifles slung over their shoulders. It makes my lungs seize up in fear. It makes me want to grasp at every illusory strand of happiness and comfort I can because it might be my last day on earth. Urgency and recklessness underlie every interaction.

He tugs me into place beside him as we duck through the tented exit. The three glasses of Irish whiskey are sloshing around in my stomach, and the mixed smells of barbecue and smoke make the gorge rise in my throat. The world spins just a little bit, and I grip his arm to steady myself against the sudden sensual onslaught. I inhale deeply through my nostrils, and exhale slowly through my diaphragm. He stopped his determined gait when I gripped him, and he’s staring down at me, his face furrowed in concern. I want to smooth the line between his unruly dark brows with the tips of my fingers.

“Are you okay?” He rumbles. His eyes search mine and he strokes my fingers where they’re clasped above his elbow. “We can just talk. That’s not something I can do with a lot of people,” he admits.

I shake my head. “No, it’s okay. My decisions are just coming home to roost. It feels so much more real now, standing here and hearing everything.”

His gaze skates above us to the streak of red in the sky. “Yeah,” he agrees. “This place makes you achingly aware of both your humanity and your mortality,” he casually, profoundly observes. “Come on, let’s go where it’s quieter.”

This time, following in his wake feels like the most natural thing I’ve ever done. Like I’m the little lost girl on a wagon trail and he’s the guide who just rescued me. Like he’s piloting the boat I’m waterskiing behind, making sure the waves won’t make me lose my balance and send me tumbling into the dark water. 

When we emerge from the narrow alley, the grey concrete of the hospital looms out of the darkness. “We’re here.”

I gulp, suddenly inexplicably nervous. “So we are.”

He dips his head toward me, wraps his hand around my chin and tilts my face up. “We either say goodbye, or we talk, or we do other things. But whatever choice you make, I’m going to graciously accept it. Meeting you has made the last six months less bleak. Knowing someone like you exists in the world I’m here to protect is enough to keep me holding on. Even if we never speak or meet again.”

He’s said something completely and utterly perfect again. Even though I think he believes conversation isn’t one of his strengths. “My temporary space is over there.” I point at a metal building about five hundred yards from where we’re standing. 

“Am I leaving you here, or am I coming with you?”

“You’re coming with me. Even though it feels like it’s both the right decision and a very dangerous one.”

“Thank god,” he mutters. “I really wasn’t ready to say goodbye.”
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Chapter Three





“You’re the One I Want”: JJ Heller 

Dex

She watches me as I take in a space that’s basically a shoe box. Nothing more than eight by ten. There’s a rickety looking twin bed in the corner, built in shelving against the wall and a folding chair just to the side of the door. Her duffle bag is open on the floor, her clothes spilling out. 

She blushes when my gaze strays to the open luggage. “I wasn’t expecting company, I apologize for the mess.” She switches on a floor lamp, and we just stand there staring at each other. I wonder if she’s cataloguing the rogue eyebrows my youngest sister swears are a reincarnation of Groucho Marx. I wonder if she’s noticed the grease I can never seem to remove from the crevices of my cuticles. I wonder if she likes tattoos. Because I’m hiding a lot of them underneath my fatigues and military issue brown tee. Every time I get the chance, I commemorate coming back from a mission. And honoring my fellow soldiers who didn’t.

I snort to alleviate the tension. “This is nothing. I think one of the guys I bunk with was raised by a tornado. He’s always scrabbling through piles to find stuff, even though we can’t accumulate much. He always panics when he finds out we’re having an inspection.”

She laughs. “He sounds exactly like my brother. He could never find his homework and he kept his backpack stuffed with all these random scraps of paper.” She braces one hand against the wall and pulls off what I’ve been thinking of as her fuckable shoes, one at a time. I’m mesmerized by the flex of her calf and the little dimple of muscle behind each knee.

Curious about what makes her tick, I put my hands behind my back like I’m at parade rest and turn around to inventory what she has on her shelves. I read every spare minute I have, and I think the books, or lack thereof, in someone’s space say a lot about them. I want to pump my fist and recite the rosary when I see the stack of tattered paperbacks. 

I pick one up. “Darkfever?” I haven’t heard of this one. It looks like one of the paranormal romances my sisters read. I flip it over and read the blurb. It sounds like a fucked-up version of the apocalypse. “So I’m assuming I have part of your romance stash in my hands,” I turn around and raise my brow expectantly. 

She blushes even harder than she did when my gaze landed on her open duffle. She crosses her arms over her chest. “If you’re one of those male chauvinists who talks shit about romance novels you can leave now.”

Her swift fury is adorable. “I’m not. My mom and my sisters all read them,” I look down at the cover. “And I’m in the middle of the third Outlander book, Dragonfly in Amber. I haven’t heard of this one, and I wonder if my family’s read it. I’ll have to quiz my sisters when I Skype them next weekend.”

She looks a little dumbfounded. “You’re reading the Outlander series?”

“Yeah, my oldest sister begged me for years. About three months ago she mailed me the boxed set of the first five books. She even assigned me homework,” I chuckle, thinking about Perdita’s stern admonishment to send her an email every week giving her an update on which chapter I’m on and what I think is going to happen next. “She’s the oldest and can be extremely prickly on the outside. Making me send her that weekly email is her way of letting me know she cares and reassuring herself I’m still okay.”

“I wish my brothers and I had stayed closer after our parents separated. I’m the youngest, and the three of them couldn’t understand why I stayed behind with our mom. Our parents dumped all their hopes and dreams into us like we were empty vessels or something, and it was a lot of pressure. I was always mom’s intermediary because of her mental health struggles and because we lived with my grandma after the divorce. Abuelita’s English was still a little rough and she refused to speak anything but Spanish when we were at home. She said English didn’t articulate her feelings well enough.”

“My grandmother’s exactly the same. Both of my parents were born here, but my grandparents immigrated to Florida in the thirties to work in the orange groves.”

“My dad and my other brothers run a vineyard in Virginia. My grandparents actually started it small scale when they immigrated from Puerto Rico in the 1950s.” 

“Does that mean you’ve done cool shit like stomping grapes?”

She laughs. “I know a little, but only because I used to follow them around everywhere when I spent summers there. Most of the year I was in Michigan with our mom. I’m nowhere near as knowledgeable as you’re imagining.”

“I think you’re just being modest. I bet you know everything there is to know about the entire process.” I can hear the golden retriever tongue lolling out eagerness in my voice. “I bet you watched that I Love Lucy episode a thousand times.”

She blushes. “My grandpa always had that one cable channel on that only showed fifties and sixties sitcoms, so at least that many times. And I begged my brothers and my dad to let me do it. They rolled their eyes whenever I asked and told me what they did was nothing like that.”

“I’ve never pulped oranges, and I’ve only picked them a couple of times. But my grandpa was always tickled when I asked questions or begged to try something.” I’m angry on her behalf, that they excluded her and didn’t appreciate her curiosity. “I still bet you could pick out the perfect bottle of Malbec for my gramps. I can give you his email address. He’s an ornery old shit and he’d get a kick out of getting an email from a girl he’d call muy bonita.”

“So you think I’m pretty.” She coyly remarks, fluttering her lashes. 

I’m suddenly like that statue of the thinking man, watching the dusky flick of those ridiculously long eyelashes sweep over her apple cheeks. 

She must see behind my arrested expression, because she lifts the book I forgot I was holding from my hand. “Would you like to borrow it?”

“What’s it about besides a fairy war?”

“I’m dying to talk about it with someone,” she sheepishly confesses. “It’s my favorite series. It’s about this salty, grumpy, manipulative, mysterious hero who owns a bookstore and this sheltered American girl who comes to Dublin to look for her missing sister. He ends up saving her from her ignorance of the Fae, and she has this hidden legacy she’s completely clueless about.”

“Then this isn’t your first time reading it?

She giggles. “No, it’s like the twenty-seventh time I’ve read it.”

“So I should definitely read it?” I tease.

“Please?!” She widens her eyes and clasps her hands in front of her. “I’ve read the entire Outlander series so far too, if you ever want to talk about it,” she shyly offers.

“Well, I can tell you I want to beat Black Jack Randall with a tire iron,” I confess. I want to take it back as soon as the words leave my mouth. I don’t normally share my intense hatred of fictional characters. I honestly think a tire iron might be too light of a punishment for that bastard.

“He’s the villainest of villains, so I agree. I wanted Claire to steal one of those long, stainless steel surgical needles from the twentieth century and stab him in the eye.”

I’m relieved she understands the level of my loathing. “The way he’s so focused on tormenting them, it’s so sick and twisted. It makes me wonder what the full extent of his backstory is, you know? I mean what makes people that evil and selfish?”

“He’s definitely obsessive. And obviously a destructive narcissist. That’s how the Prince of the Fae is in the Fever series.”

“Why do we find such dark characters so compelling?” I wonder out loud.

“Maybe because we want to believe that level of evil really doesn’t exist. Maybe so we can consume manufactured, Hollywood versions of it so if we’re ever proven wrong, we know how to react and how to kill it. Like if we have Buffy’s ninja skills and stake, it can’t hurt us.”

“If you’re here long enough, you’ll be staring evil straight in the face,” I warn. “And it’s nothing like Hollywood.”

“I know. That’s what I’m afraid of. That the world will lose its shimmer for me.”

We talk for hours about our favorite books. We take turns coming up with imaginary playlists for the characters we feel the most attached to and what we decide to call slaylists for the songs we would play at the funerals of the characters we hate. We muse over how hard it must be to put words on paper and wonder if writers ever run out of ideas. 

For the first time in my life I feel comfortable sharing my fears and misgivings about this tour and my future, about how difficult it will be to adjust to civilian life when I get back. “I don’t know what I’ll do,” I admit. “My dad’s been running the family garage for thirty years, but he and mom want to retire to Florida because of her rheumatoid arthritis.”

“And they want you to take over the family business.”

“Yeah, that’s what they want. But I don’t know if it’s what I want. I honestly haven’t thought that far ahead,” I confide. 

“Why not?”

“I’m afraid thinking about what comes next is going to jinx me. What if a pine box is in my immediate future?” My voice cracks, and I nervously clear my throat. I blink to dispel the tears suddenly flooding my eyes.

Her hands cup my clenched fist, and she lifts herself so she’s straddling my lap. “No,” she fiercely commands. “You can’t think like that.”

“You know it’s a possibility,” I calmly retort.

“Yes, I knew how dangerous it was when I signed up. But we can’t dwell on it. That’s like dwelling on the rapidly melting polar ice caps or widening income discrepancies. It’s a future we can’t know, and if we let thinking about it dominate our actions, it can become defeatist. Or self-fulfilling.”

“Sometimes it’s hard to think about anything else. Especially when we’re out on patrol and every dune and clump of trees is a hiding place for someone who wants to kill me and every step I take could detonate something that either ends my life or irrevocably changes it.”

“That doesn’t mean you can’t be hopeful for the future. Hope is one of the things that makes us human,” she earnestly asserts.

“Hope’s also something that can kill you,” I argue. 

Her expression darkens. “Please explain that load of crap.”

“If you’re hopeful, you believe the best of people when you shouldn’t. Even though you’ve been proven wrong so many times you should’ve learned your lesson.”

“That’s happened to you,” she frames it as a certainty, not a question. 

I can’t hold back the sigh that rattles through me. “Yes. We’ve had so many Afghan allies who turned out not to be allies at all,” I run my hand down my face. “I can’t blame them though. Most of the time they’re just ensuring the safety of their families. And sometimes what the Taliban promises them is too tempting.”

She tips her head to the side and bites her lip in concentration. “Isn’t that why we’re here? I mean I know not every place we insert ourselves is going to turn into a shining example of democracy, but maybe we’re at least ensuring they have more than one choice about their future?”

“How do you understand so much when you just got here? When you’re so young? What are you, like twenty-three?”

She slaps me in the chest. “Almost twenty-four,” she corrects. “And remember, my brother’s been here on and off for nine years. He’s a very faithful and thorough letter writer. I’ve done everything I can to be his support system and keep his spirits up.”

“He’s lucky to have you,” I acknowledge. “My family does what they can, but they have their own problems.”

“Are they okay?”

“Mom and Pop just want to retire. My sister and her two kids are living with them because her trailer burned down last winter. It’s a miracle she and my nieces didn’t die from carbon monoxide poisoning.”

“They had a kerosene heater?” 

“Yeah. The only thing that saved them was her really smart German Shepherd. Knocks busted the screen door open and dragged them all outside when they were half asleep.”

“That’s one amazing dog,” she observes in awe. “And his name is Knocks?”

“You have no idea. I’m convinced he’s actually human,” I chuckle. “When her deadbeat husband left, it’s like he decided he was the man of the house. My five-year-old niece Riley named him when she was three. When they brought him home from the pound and my sister told her he came from a puppy mill and said he needed all their love because he definitely came from the school of hard knocks,” I shrug. “The name stuck.”

“That’s both weird and amazing. I want a dog like Knocks.”

“He’s definitely one of a kind.”

“Maybe that’s what I’ll hope is at the end of my rainbow when this tour is over.”

“You should hope for whatever your heart desires,” I tell her as I skate my hand along the bottom of her jaw and push her waves behind her ear. When I dip my head she leans forward to meet my lips.

This kiss is nothing like the one we shared hours ago in the dark hallway of a crowded bar. It’s infused with a sweetness so saccharine and tart it hurts my teeth. Like I just swallowed a whole sleeve of Smarties. She lets me mold my lips to hers like I’m sculpting the next David or painting the Sistine Chapel. I want to be careful and reverent. I want to coax and worship. I want to show her I fully realize what a masterpiece she is. 

I’m sitting up on the twin bed, my back braced against the wall. My ankles are hanging off the edge even though I have my knees slightly bent. There’s not really room for both of us, and she’s been sprawled across me, a warm, irresistible weight. I’ve been hard for hours, and I’ve been shifting so she can’t tell exactly how much I want to dispense with conversation and bend her over. She leans forward, straddling me, her chest almost plastered to mine, my arms loosely draped over her shoulders. 

She’s incandescent and I want to stay here forever. “This isn’t going to be the only time I see you, is it?” I murmur as I reluctantly draw away.

“It’d better not be. I’m here because of my brother and he can be overbearing and insufferable sometimes. I’m going to need someone to vent to.”

“Your brother’s that annoying?” I laugh in disbelief. “And I’m the perfect person for the job?”

“Yes, he’s that annoying,” she confirms with a deliberate nod. “He treats me like I’m still the six-year-old kid who fell off the monkey bars and chipped her tooth. I’m definitely going to need my own personal Vent Meister. I want it to be you.”

I brush my hand through her waves again, watching them sift through my fingers like rippling silk. “You shouldn’t judge him so harshly, maybe he doesn’t know any other way to be. This place can make you irrational.”

“Doesn’t every relationship need to evolve?” 

“Well, yes. But I’m the same way with my little sister. Even though she’s a mom and really had her shit together until the fire,” I close my eyes when I remember the devastation written across her face. “That was a setback she wasn’t expecting.”

“So I should be more forgiving?” she asks in exasperation.

“I think you should try,” I agree. “Just give him a little grace and continue to stand your ground. Maybe he’ll surprise you.”

“I’m still highly skeptical,” she informs me. “But I’m also really sleepy.”

“So am I,” I admit. “We just got off tour and your bed’s more comfortable than mine and you smell like home.”

“In other words, you want to fall asleep while we snuggle?”

Suddenly bashful, I just shake my head in response.

She climbs from her perch in my lap and lays down to my left, facing the wall with her back toward me. “Will you be the big spoon?” She quietly asks. 

“Yes,” I want nothing more in this moment than to be her big spoon. Well I do, but we’re both exhausted. I cinch my arm around her waist and haul her against me, so our legs are entwined, and my face is buried in her hair. I gently kiss the crown of her head and she shivers in response, nestling even closer.
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