



[image: cover]





 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


[image: ]



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


[image: ]

 

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidences are either products of the author's imagination or used fictitiously.

 

Copyright ©2025 by Bayou Queen Publishing and all contributing author. All rights reserved.

 

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the express written permission of the publisher.

 

 

Cover by Angel Nyx

 

 

AI Disclaimer: This book does not contain any elements of AI content. All art was designed by real artists, and all of the words were written by the authors.

 


[image: ]

 

 

To all those who have ever worn the uniform, put on their boots, and picked up their weapon to fight for democracy and to keep all those back home safe, thank you. Your sacrifices haven’t gone unnoticed. We see you and we will never forget.
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A blast rattles the night sky as streaks of green trace downward, creating an image reminiscent of a weeping willow. Moments later, another boom, and a crimson dandelion-poof shape sprawls out from the center. Cheers rise from the crowd in the park, along with squeals of glee, and a blanket of laughter fills the air. 

Against my will, my body reacts very differently. 

With each festive display, the memories come rushing back in waves—sand-colored, blood-slick waves. Boots pounding pavement. Dust clawing at my throat. Explosions blooming like red flowers in a field where nothing should grow. Screaming—always screaming.

I thought I could handle this. The Fourth of July—hell’s own holiday. 

My body goes rigid, my eyes squeeze shut, and my heart races—not out of enjoyment, but sheer terror. There’s no room for ‘oohs and ahhs’ amidst the vice grip of fear that surrounds me, envelopes me, crushing me under the weight of the past. It’s as if memory alone has the power to threaten my very existence, to turn me to dust, to human remains. Sometimes I feel like that already.

But it doesn’t, I tell myself. Not here. Not now. Not me. I’m safe. This isn’t dangerous.

I jerk my head from side to side, trying to shake off the visions that invade my mind, to cut them loose, but they stick harder than shrapnel. They only ever pause. They never leave for good.

“Easy,” I whisper. “Calm down.” 

I don’t say it to my dog, even though he is here beside me, as faithful now as he was back then. Sensing the shift as the fireworks begin, Charley leans against me, ears flicking as he presses his body weight into me. I drop my hand down to his warm body from my armrests, running it across his back and feeling the coarse fur between my fingers before sinking them deeper into his soft undercoat. The German Shepherd lifts a paw and rests it on my leg—my one leg. The other is sitting in a carbon socket back home in my apartment, collecting dust. 

Oh. The other other one? 
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Long gone. Blown to smithereens, I guess you could say… 

I remember waking up in the hospital after it all went down. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been unconscious, but my head pounded and my eyelids felt heavy. They flickered several times as I grew accustomed to the harsh light. Everything about my body felt strange. It was numb and itchy, and the whole world seemed blurred around the edges. 

As I reached beneath my blanket to scratch at the relentless tingling sensation on my leg, I screamed. There, in the place where my limb should have been, was emptiness. It was void of any human parts—no skin, no bone. Yet the phantom limb still haunted its former body, aching, twitching, pretending to exist.

I screamed, the sound echoing against the hospital walls, bringing doctors and nurses running. They held me down as I thrashed and sobbed, realizing such a loss was catastrophic to every part of my life without fully processing that I was lucky to be alive.

In those moments, all that mattered was that my leg was gone. Lost somewhere amidst the other human remains and carnage, probably scattered along the edge of some dusty, nameless street somewhere in the Middle East. Tossed aside when it couldn’t be saved. Its presence there was meaningless. Just another partial casualty in a country that took everything from so many, but that doesn’t even make the news anymore. All in the name of “stabilization!” 

Was I angry? You bet I was. That was my fucking leg. 
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It still itches, sometimes, a phantom extremity that never lets me forget that it was once there, and now it’s not. 

As the people around me wait, eyes wide, for the rest of the show, I shift in my wheelchair. I press the palm of my free hand, the one that isn’t petting Charley, against the armrest to ground myself. They tell me it helps to touch something real—but what do they know? The members of my “mental health support team” still have all their body parts. How could they ever expect to understand?

Another firework cracks high overhead. I cringe, and my ears ring. Ducking my head, I take a long breath, deep in, deep out, and try to count like they showed me at the veteran’s hospital so many times, but I only drag the air that tastes like sulfur and smells of gunpowder deeper into my lungs. Ugh. That taste… different, but also all too familiar. Uncomfortable. Traumatic, even. At least, that’s what I’ve been told it was. It is. 

Post-traumatic stress disorder. Lucky me.

Suddenly, Charley raises his head, presses his ears back, and grips my arm gently in his mouth. He doesn’t bite down, just holds my wrist between his jaws, catching my focus and attempting to direct it elsewhere just as a rough voice pierces the air—

“Captain Lane?”

I snap to attention. I haven’t heard those words in what feels like a lifetime.

“Harper?”

The sound of my name, but especially the voice, carves straight through the noise. My eyes widen. Impossible. No way. It’s not possible that he could find me here. Just in case, I shift my gaze upward. As it turns out, it is possible.

Ethan Cole. 

He stands before me, looking older than I remember, his beard scruffier, his eyes darker. Ethan is the last person I ever thought I’d see again. And the last person I want to see right now. But… he’s unmistakably there. Haunting and familiar. 

Ethan Cole—the man I once dragged out from under a burning Humvee. The man whose life cost me my leg. Who almost cost me my dog.

Oh, no. Not today. 

I push hard on the wheel rims, pulling myself away from where he stands. 

“Harper, wait,” he pleads, his voice gentle. “Please?”

“Not now.” The words come out harsher than I’d intended, but I don’t want to do this here, or now. Or ever, for that matter. I make a quick turn, gripping Charley’s leash tightly, leading him away from the fireworks—away from Ethan.  

Charley lingers a moment, glancing behind, seemingly torn, then trots along at my side as I roll away. The sound of Ethan’s voice follows like a ghost at my heels—oh, my heel. Singular—as we make our escape: 

“Good to see you’re alive.” 

For a moment, I freeze. Surely, he’d known I’d survived? Surely, they’d told him about my leg? They had to have told him, right? Someone had to have told him.
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The air pressed down heavy and dry, hot enough that the wind even burned when it wasn’t blowing the sand into the corners of our mouths and up our noses. I’d never forget the sand. It found its way into everything—boots, helmets, M4 magazines, and into the most private parts of my uniform that no one but me accessed during my deployment. No time for screwing around. Too risky.

“Left side clear,” Diaz’s voice crackled through my radio.

“Copy,” I answered. My arm lifted, signaling the squad forward. My shoulders ached under the weight of the Kevlar, but I kept my stride steady. As a woman, sometimes I felt as if I had to work harder to maintain the image of a strong leader, but it was worth it. My squad respected me. We were a tight-knit team, and I trusted any one of them with my life.

The convoy crept along behind us, engines rumbling low. Beside me, Charley padded silently, ears pricked, nose testing the air. He was better at reading the street than most of us. One twitch of his muscles could mean an IED, an ambush, or… sometimes just a goat that got a little too close to a garbage fire. Either way, he was more effective at sensing when something was off than any of the rest of us.

Several steps behind him, Ethan Cole followed.

He wore the same dust-stained tan uniform the rest of us did, minus the gun. Instead of weaponry, his camera hung at his chest like an extra limb, a notebook bulging from his cargo pocket. He stumbled as the ground shifted, caught himself, and straightened, clearly hoping I hadn’t noticed.

“Keep up, Cole,” I said without looking back, a slight upward arc forming around the corners of my mouth.

“I’m keeping, I’m keeping,” he muttered. His voice had that reporter’s cadence. It remained calm and collected, even when he was so obviously out of his element. I often wondered what it would take to make him lose his cool.

I let my lips twitch, but I didn’t give him the satisfaction of a smile. My squad already teased me about “babysitting the journalist.” They weren’t wrong, honestly. Ethan had insisted on embedding with our unit to write about what “stabilization operations” meant on the ground. But he wasn’t combat-trained. And though he tried to keep invisible, a civilian among us was never invisible. In fact, it changed everything. It was an added risk.

The streets were narrow and lined with crumbling concrete buildings. Laundry flapped overhead, shirts faded to pale ghosts of the fabrics they once were, children’s trousers stitched and re-stitched, then handed down to the next. A boy with eyes too big for his face peered out from a doorway as we passed. I lifted my chin in acknowledgment but didn’t wave. If you wave once, you’re expected to wave to everyone… and then, you miss the things you should have noticed. The person. The bag. The odd silences. The out-of-place vehicle. It’s too much of a risk to be friendly here. 

Charley stiffened, and my heart tightened. His ears pinned forward, hackles rising. Uh oh. Bad news?

I halted, raised my fist, and watched Charley closely. The squad froze instantly on my command. I had good people with me. Silence stretched long and heavy like a curtain as we waited. The quiet remained until a dog barked in the distance, the smell of diesel and freshly baked bread tangling in the air as we waited for someone to assess the situation.

“Clear,” Diaz finally whispered, but he didn’t sound convinced.

Still, Charley eased down, tail low, and I gave the signal to move. My body didn’t unclench, though. Too soon. Not yet. When I glanced at Ethan, he was scribbling something in his notebook with his head down. I wanted to snatch it from his hands. 

“Eyes up, Cole,” I snapped.

He looked up immediately, sheepish, sliding the notebook away. “Sorry. Just—” His gaze darted to the bakery. “The smell reminded me of home. My mom always baked when she was nervous.”

The words snagged me unexpectedly. For a second, I remembered my own kitchen back home, the yeasty sweetness that meant everything was normal. Then the image cracked and faded from my mind just as quickly as it had formed. Duty called. I was back in the heat, sweat burning the corners of my eyes.

“You can write about bread later,” I said, somewhat sharper than I’d intended.

He nodded, falling silent and pressing his lips together. Still, I caught the way his mouth tilted, like even being scolded amused him. 

We passed the bakery where the bread scent had originated, steam curling out through its broken door. Diaz loved the pastries there. Sometimes, he’d purchase a large bag of mixed baked goods, bring them back to the camp, and then distribute the little cookies and cakes out to the team. A miniature celebration in the midst of our lives of chaos. In those moments, everything felt normal—at least as normal as it could feel to be traveling in tanks on a half-destroyed road in a country that felt a world away from home. 

But, then again, we all signed up for this. Well, maybe not this exactly—but we signed up for something. 

I tried my best to listen for the sounds that did not want to be heard over the mundane, everyday hum of life going by. The women at the market bartered fiercely over bruised tomatoes and grain. The hose from the water station leaked into a puddle that shimmered like oil. I did my best to tune it all out, seeking more elusive, more dangerous signs.

“Cap,” Hansen’s voice came in over the net, low. “Picking up chatter. Two clicks north. Not solid.”

I stopped, scanning the rooftops. Satellite dishes gleamed like metal sunflowers. A flash of something on the third floor—a glint, but gone too fast. I narrowed my eyes. Could’ve been glass. Could’ve been worse. Nothing concrete, but there were rarely telltale signs, only subtle hints.

“Copy,” I said. “We’re in and out.”

Ethan edged closer, careful not to step in front of me. He wasn’t stupid. Just… too earnest. His voice dropped. “You really think people notice us like this?”

“Every single one of them notices,” I said flatly. “They notice where our eyes go. Where our boots step. Who we stop for. Who we don’t. They notice everything.”

“And you?”

“I notice them noticing.”

He gave me a small, rueful smile. “Guess I’m writing about that tonight.”

“Guess you are,” I said, but I didn’t hate the thought. It was simply the truth. I always had a fondness for the truth—seeing and telling the reality of a situation, no matter how harsh or uncomfortable. 

Charley pulled forward, his tail flicking with restless energy. I raised a hand, signaling the squad to close in tighter. My pulse quickened. Some part of me was so in tune with Charley that I could never imagine being separated from him. He had saved all of our lives on countless occasions already, and we all owed him a great deal of appreciation, which is why I looked away whenever the others treated him to pastries from Diaz’s bag. They knew it, too.

I wasn’t aware of it then, but this was the patrol before everything broke open and fell apart. Before we witnessed hell on Earth. I didn’t know that the sand under our boots already carried the shadow of fire and smoke. It held the future in its flames—a future I didn’t know how to handle. One I refused to accept for a long time.

Deep down, some part of me must have felt it—because when I looked at Ethan, scribbling in that damn notebook again, I thought: You don’t belong here. And yet somehow, you do.
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The bell over the café door jingles as I roll inside, Charley padding close against my chair. The smell of roasted beans and steamed milk hits me like a wall—warm, bitter, and safe in a way that makes my chest ache.

I shouldn’t be here. Shouldn’t have told my brother about running into Ethan at the fireworks and how he begged me to meet him for a cup of coffee.

 “It’s just one cup of coffee,” my brother had said. 

Yeah, sure. Just one cup of coffee and the wall I’ve spent the past several years constructing to block out the past… to block out any memory involving Ethan Cole… comes crashing down.

But here I am. Corner table, back to the wall. Always to the wall. I always know what’s in front of me, then. Always know who enters and who leaves. Not the mention, it’s harder for people to see my chair that way. I avoid some of the looks I get otherwise. I can’t stand the pity. 

My wheels squeak faintly against the polished floor as I maneuver into place. Charley settles under the table, lying down, chin resting on his paws, amber eyes tracking the door. He’s been acting strangely lately. Stranger than usual, that is. Neither one of us has gone completely back to normal since the day of the ambush, but ever since the day I ran into Ethan at the fireworks, it’s like he is waiting for something. 

Maybe it’s in my head.

I’m early. On purpose. I always am, but this time even more so. It gives me time to study the room. Time to escape if I need to.

The bell jingles again. My stomach knots.

Ethan.

In the brighter light of the cafe, he looks both the same and completely different from before. A far cry from the man I knew from another time, another place, when we were both whole. He still has the same intense eyes, the same gaze that sweeps the room and latches onto mine like a magnet, but he’s older, leaner, with a beard shading his jaw, and lines at the corners of his eyes that weren’t there before. Still undeniably attractive.

He freezes when he sees me, just for a second, then offers a tentative smile. “Harper,” he mumbles uncertainly.

I keep my arms folded across my chest. “Ethan.”

He hesitates, then takes a seat across from me at the table, his gaze falling on my chair, then to my leg, or, to the place where my leg once was, anyway. “You look—” he starts, then catches himself. “It’s good to see you.”

I raise an eyebrow. “You don’t have to say that.”

A waitress appears at our table, then, upon noticing the awkwardness between us, shuffles her feet in place and seems to wish she had done something, anything else, before visiting our table.  She asks for our order politely, and Ethan answers quickly, probably hoping to free all of us from an uncomfortable silence. He orders a coffee. Black, of course. No sugar, no milk. He always looked like someone who liked the taste of things unsoftened. Real. 

I certainly hope this is real enough for him, I think to myself, running a finger across my leg—the one that still exists.

As he opens his mouth to speak, I feel the urge to retreat. This is all too close. Too familiar. He studies me for a moment, his expression unreadable. “I never wrote the story. I never wrote about you.”

I blink. “What?”

“The ambush. What you did. Everyone wanted the details—the female captain dragging a journalist out from under a vehicle, out of the fire. They wanted the headlines. A hero piece. But I couldn’t do it.” He shrugs, assessing my features to see how I might respond.

My throat feels dry. “Why not?”

“Because it wasn’t my story to tell. Not to mention the fact that I didn’t even have an ending to share back then. All I knew was that I was alive because of you. They wouldn’t tell me anything about you. Private citizen, and all.” He shakes his head. “And, when I finally found out you were alive, and, about, well, you know, your leg… it just didn’t sit right.”

The words hit hard. I grip the edge of the table, trying not to show the tremor in my hands. I force a laugh, but it comes out brittle and cold. “Better to write about people who walk away whole, I guess.”

He swallows hard. “I didn’t know you got away at all. I mean, after you left in the chopper. Not at first. Not for a long time. I told you, they wouldn’t tell me anything.” His eyes flicker to the wheelchair, then back up. “I honestly didn’t know. I only found out recently. I was afraid to talk to you directly, but I found your family. Your brother.” 

He paused for a moment. “In hindsight, that sounds a little creepy. I just… I just didn’t know if you’d want to see me at all, so I asked your brother first. You had always spoken fondly of him… I thought he’d have a sense of where you stood. He told me you’d be at the fireworks—and that you may need a friend there. Someone who understood.”

“Of course he did,” I mumble, rolling my eyes. No wonder he was so gung-ho to get me to agree to coffee. He’s been in on the whole thing.

“I had to talk to you. To see for myself. To thank you… and most of all, to apologize.” 

My jaw locks. “Don’t. Drop it, Cole. You don’t have to say—”

“I do. You have no idea how many times I’ve thought about you and wondered. Wondered where you were, whether you were okay, what happened to Charley…” His voice trails off, but his hand falls, reaching out to the tan and black dog resting beneath the table. 

Charley, a hero who saved an entire squad so many times during their deployment, who helped save his life, and who saved his captain, just couldn’t save her leg.

A new silence stretches over us as we wait for our drinks. In that moment, all possible topics of conversation seem either too real or too trivial. There’s no in-between. So, we sit quietly, surrounded by the hum of the espresso machine, the chatter of college kids, and the hiss of milk steaming. Charley shifts under the table, his tail brushing against my ankle like a reminder that he is still here for me if I need him. I’m not completely alone.

I reach down and scratch Charley between the ears. That’s the only benefit to losing my leg—and some part of my mind—overseas. They let me keep Charley, who also showed signs of trauma, as a service dog. The military didn’t think he’d be able to continue to perform his duties in the field, and no one had been closer than Charley and me. It just made sense. They even have a trainer helping me work with him on some new grounding techniques when I start to lose control.

Finally, the waitress comes and goes, depositing our beverages in front of us. Ethan sips his coffee, swallows, then leans forward. “Definitely better than MRE coffee, am I right?” He chuckles. Then, his voice quieter, he adds, “You’re angry. I get it. But you’re here. Which means some part of you wants this conversation.”

I stare at him, heat rising in my chest. I want to deny it. To roll out the door and never look back. But my dog stands and rests his head on Ethan’s lap, thumping his tail, steady as a drumbeat. 

Traitor.

“Coffee was a mistake,” I say, pushing back from the table. “Charley may remember you, but I don’t want to know you anymore. That part of my life is over. There’s nothing here for you. I have nothing else to say. I’m different now.”

“Harper—”

“Don’t,” I snap. “You don’t get to walk in after all this time and act like you understand.”

His voice softens. “Let me try.”

For the briefest moment, I meet his gaze. Shit. A moment too long. It’s steady and unflinching, like the desert night when everything felt too quiet, and I knew something was coming.

I swallow hard. “One cup,” I mutter. “I’ll finish this one cup of coffee, then I’m gone. No. This is my town. One cup, then you’re gone.”

Relief flickers across his face, lighting his eyes up for a moment. He leans back, giving me some space. “Fine. One cup. Then, I’ll leave you alone… assuming you still want me to, of course.”

“I will.”

Charley exhales a heavy sigh, as if he’s pleased that Ethan isn’t leaving. I glance at my dog and roll my eyes. Yeah, yeah… Whatever.
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The desert at night was a different beast entirely.

The oppressive heat from the day bled away fast with the setting sun, leaving the air sharp and dry. The sky stretched black and endless, with stars scattered across it as if they’d been tossed there by a careless hand. Our little camp sat in a hollow amidst a ring of half-ruined buildings, their walls still warm from the day’s sun.

My squad spread out across the camp, moving in their usual rhythm. Diaz fiddled with the radio. Hansen leaned back against a wall with his helmet tilted like he might actually try to get some sleep. Charley curled close to me, his paws crossed in front of him, just beneath the bend of my knees. His head rested on my lap, calm, but always at least partially alert to his surroundings.

Ethan sat cross-legged by the glow of a single lamp, his notebook open, pen scratching quietly. His camera lay at his side, lens cap on. Even he knew certain quiet moments out here weren’t meant to be photographed. That you’d only understand them if you’ve lived them.

I watched him for a while, telling myself it was just a habit… or perhaps a duty—that keeping track of a civilian embedded within my unit was my job. But something about the curve of his shoulders, the way his brow furrowed in concentration, tugged at me. It made it harder to turn away than I cared to admit.

“You’re going to run out of ink before the deployment’s even half over,” I said finally, giving in to the urge to break the silence that often hung heavily between us. It wasn’t that we didn’t enjoy talking to one another. It just seemed that there was always a lot left unsaid, given our circumstances.

He glanced up, startled, then smiled faintly. “I brought six pens. I’ll ration.”

I snorted, shaking my head. “Rookie mistake. Always bring at least ten.”

“Noted.” He tapped the page, then leaned back a little. “So… why’d you do it?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Do what?” Sometimes he thinks I’m in his brain, I swear.

“Enlist. Stay. Lead. You could have finished a single tour and shipped out, no?” His gaze was steady, more serious than I expected.

The question sat as if it carried its own weight and took up too much space. Around us, the others murmured between one another, then grinned, laughing at some joke too low for me to catch. Probably a dig at me “babysitting” the civilian again. The night smelled faintly of smoke and long-cold MRE stew.

“Family thing,” I said with a shrug. “My dad. My brother. All the men before them. I wanted to prove I could hold the line, too, I guess.”

“And?”

“And I did. Still am.”

He studied me, pen tapping against his knee. “You ever regret it?”

I shifted, uncomfortable under the weight of his eyes. “Regret’s a luxury.”

Something softened in his expression. “I don’t think you let yourself have many luxuries.”

That stung, because it was true. “I can’t afford luxuries. Too expensive. Too risky.” Then, I changed the subject. “What about you, Cole? You could be sitting in some air-conditioned office in D.C. Instead, you’re here, scribbling in the dark with a bunch of tired, crude soldiers.”

He smiled wryly. “Not all crude. And it’s because this still matters. Because the world forgets about places like this, the people here. Out of sight, out of mind, I guess—and I don’t think that’s fair. And because I didn’t want to just report from a desk. I wanted to understand on a deeper level what it all costs, what it all means.”

I shook my head. “Careful. Curiosity’s not armor. And being on the frontlines, even in a period of stabilization, can come at a cost that’s higher than what you expected to pay.” It was a warning. He was an untrained civilian in what still equated to a battle zone, whatever the media wanted to call it. 

“I’ve got you for armor,” he said. I could tell he was trying to keep his tone light, but there was something behind it. Something that made my chest tighten.

Before I could answer, Diaz’s radio crackled with faint static. Everyone went still, listening.

“Movement two clicks out,” Diaz muttered, frowning. “I can’t quite make sense of it. Maybe it’s just… It could be nothing, but… but, I’m not sure,” his voice trailed off.

“Well… get sure,” I mumbled under my breath.

Whether it amounted to something or nothing, my gut twisted anyway. It always did. Nights this quiet, this easy, had a way of breaking open and spewing hidden chaos out against the peaceful evening sky. I’d seen it before, and no doubt I’d see it again—I was just hoping it wouldn’t be that particular night.

I rubbed behind Charley’s ear, more for me than for him, and let my gaze settle back on Ethan. He was still watching me, pen poised, eyes too steady for comfort. He didn’t understand. Not yet. I hoped he wouldn’t ever really understand the true cost of being here, of losing friends, of the things you had to see and do… He was still too pure for this place.

“You want to understand the cost?” I asked quietly. “Then keep your head down, your ears open, and for the love of God—or whatever—keep up. Then, maybe you’ll last long enough to find out.”

He nodded but didn’t look away.

The desert night hummed around us, carrying silence that felt too fragile to last.
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As we sit, taking slow sips of our coffees, staying quiet for the most part. Finally, I find the courage to ask what’s been on my mind since seeing Ethan at the fireworks.

“Why now? What made you come here now?” 

Ethan glances down at his feet, or perhaps at Charley beneath the table, as if he’s gathering his words carefully and still deciding the best way to put them together and release them into the world. He lifts his head but remains silent, simply taking a deep breath and shifting his gaze away from me toward the door to the coffee shop.

It allows fresh air to flow through, along with some of the sounds of the outside world. The street, a relatively busy business district, is alive with ordinary, everyday noise. Nothing to write home about. Car horns and the thump of too-high bass from some kid’s car at the stoplight. Ordinary. Just life playing out in real time. Safe.

Until it isn’t.

Suddenly, before Ethan can answer my question, the calm of the coffee shop is shattered as a car’s backfire comes sharp and unexpectedly, an eruption of sound that splits the air wide open, triggering me.

My body reacts before my mind can catch up to what is even happening. My muscles clench, lungs seize, and the air gets lost somewhere between my gasps. My chair rattles as I curl forward, ducking, arms over my head, every nerve bracing for the next explosion, preparing for an impact. Expecting more where that came from. There is always more than one.

Charley barks once, sharp and protective, pressing his body against my leg, grounding me, urging me back to the present. I dig my fingers into his harness, but the ringing in my ears still drowns out everything else. I close my eyes and rock back and forth.

No, no, no. Not safe. Not here. Not now. I have to get away, but I can’t move.

As I’m melting down, two hands land on my shoulders—firm and steady. Not yanking, not restraining, only anchoring.

“Harper.”

The voice is low, familiar. Ethan.

“You’re here,” he says. “With me. You’re safe. Look at me. Harper, look at me.”

I force my head up. His face swims into focus through the haze, too close, too sharp. Dark eyes, steady and unflinching, cut through the panic. Ethan.

My chest heaves. Sweat slicks my palms against the chair, making the prospect of moving even more of a challenge. My mind still wants to run, but my body has nowhere to go, so I stay frozen in place.

“I can’t—” My voice cracks. “Not again.”

“You’re not there,” Ethan says firmly. “It was just a car. Just noise. You’re here with me. Safe.”

Charley presses harder into me, tail thumping. Like a living, breathing, weighted blanket, he calms my anxiety. He reminds me that I still know how to breathe.

The panic begins to fray at the edges, leaving me shaky, raw, and exposed, but coming back to the present. I blink hard, dragging the world back into place. The storefronts. The cars. The heat of the pavement under the wheels of my chair. Not sand. Not smoke. Not fire.

I hate how much it cost me, how much it cost all of us. Even more, I hate that I let Ethan see me like this.

“You should’ve left me alone,” I whisper. “I would have come out of it. You should have stayed away from here.”

“Not this time,” he says quietly. “Not again.”

Something in his tone makes me believe him, even though I have every intention of pushing him away. I straighten slowly in my chair, rolling my shoulders back. “I’m fine.” The lie is thinly veiled, even to me, but I don’t have the energy to force it. He doesn’t call me on my bullshit now, though. Just gives the smallest nod, as if agreeing to hold the truth between us for later.

Charley’s head tilts up at me, tongue lolling, patient as ever. He doesn’t care if I’m lying or not. He only cares that I’m still here and that he can sense my nervous system calming down. He seems relieved, perhaps even proud of himself. Working dog’s gonna work, I guess—even if the job description has changed dramatically.
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The day started like every other patrol with a suffocating dry heat, heavy enough to choke, and dust clinging to our sweat. Boots pounded in rhythm as we moved forward. The squad stretched thin down the narrow street, our shadows long against the walls, vehicles behind.

Charley moved at my side, alert, nose always working, ears stiff. Ethan trailed behind with his camera bouncing against his chest, notebook, as always, stuffed in his pocket for easy access should the need arise. He was committed, I’ll certainly give him that.

The chatter over the radio was thin and static-ridden, but there was enough of it to make the hair on the back of my neck rise. Enough to give me goosebumps—and that kind of enough of anything was too much. It put the entire unit on edge.

“Movement three clicks out,” Diaz muttered.

I lifted a hand signal, slowing the squad. “Stay sharp. Eyes and ears open.”

We rounded the corner by the market. The air smelled of spice and dust and something acrid—burning trash, maybe. Women haggled over fruit, their voices rising and falling in a foreign tongue carried over the engine rumble. Normal-ish, but still not quite right. Too much quiet beneath it. Instincts don’t lie if you learn how to listen to them.

Charley stiffened, and my body went cold. Shit. I knew it.

“Down!” I barked.

The first blast tore the street apart.

Heat, sound, light—it all collided at once. I hit the ground hard, military equipment, objects, and other bodies crashing against the pavement all around me. The air rapidly filled with screaming and smoke as dust rolled through in thick waves, choking, burning.

“IED! Contact left!” Hansen’s voice roared. Gunfire cracked from rooftops, answering the chaos down below with more from above.

I scrambled, ears ringing, dragging myself up with my gun clutched tight. My people—some of them, anyway—returned fire. I couldn’t tell who anyone was, or how many of them were still standing. They were merely shadows moving through smoke, fighting a common enemy.

Then, a cry cut through the noise straight to my ears. Ethan’s voice.

I spun. Fuck. He was pinned near the Humvee, with part of the axle collapsed on top of him. Not good under any circumstances, let alone under the threat of heavy gunfire. The camera strap was tangled, nylon half-melted against his gear. His face was pale, terrified.

“Harper! No, don’t—”

“Shut up. Move!” I ran toward him, tried anyway, but my body fought against me with every step. Charley lunged with me, trying to make it through the air, now a shitstorm of bullets and grit.

After what felt like an eternity, I reached Ethan, grabbed his arm, and yanked with everything I had. “Move!” I ordered again. “NOW!”

“I can’t—”

“You can!” I snarled. “You will.” My world narrowed to the task at hand. Nothing else existed in those moments beyond his weight, my grip, and the roar of the fire behind us. He needed to get out. Now.

Another blast went off. This one closer—as if the one that sent us all reeling before wasn’t close enough. The air itself shook, sending waves of heat and energy directly at us. Hot shrapnel punched into me, tearing through muscle and bone. 

My leg. 

Oh, fuck, my leg! 

White heat, sharper than anything I’d ever known, dropped me to my knees.

I forced myself up, blood already soaking through my clothing, vision blurring. Duty. Ethan. He was still half-trapped, wide-eyed with horror. I crawled back toward him, fighting my way back to the vehicle.

“I said move! Up! GO!” I shoved him forward with everything I had left. Charley barked furiously, circling, snapping at smoke and shadow. The pain in my leg consumed me, but I pressed on. My body shook, but my voice still worked, so I barked orders over the comm system: “Diaz, flank! Hansen, cover right! Everyone else, pull back, regroup!”

I don’t know how long it lasted—seconds, hours, forever. At some point before I lost consciousness, just before, Charley grabbed Ethan’s body with his jaws and pulled at him while I pushed against the vehicle itself with all my remaining strength. 

At long last, we felt a jolt as the vehicle shifted and he was released from where he was pinned. Free. There was a moment of extreme relief, then I saw Ethan’s face above me as I went down. Shocked. Helpless. I opened my eyes once more to see his mouth forming my name.

“Harper, stay with me. Stay—”

Darkness swallowed the rest.
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In the coffee shop, we sit in silence for a long time. It’s the kind of silence that isn’t empty but packed with all the things neither of us wants to say. The things that had been held back for so long that they now felt forbidden.

Charley sprawls at my feet, his head resting against the wheel of my chair. Ethan still sits across from me, elbows at his sides, stiff, staring at the table like, somehow, it holds all of our answers. I hate to break it to him, but it doesn’t. He fiddles with a sugar packet, twisting the edges, until it accidentally tears open, pouring the white powder into a small pile on the table.

The spill acts like some sort of catalyst for action, and finally, he speaks. Quiet. Raw.

“You saved me,” he says. “And it cost you everything.”

I flinch. “Don’t.”

His eyes snap up to mine. “It’s true.”

My jaw locks. “No, Ethan. What’s true is that I made a choice. That’s what soldiers do. We make the best possible calls we can in really hard moments. That’s all it was. And sometimes we make mistakes. And sometimes things don’t work out equally well for everyone.” 

Ethan glances at the place where my leg once was, and I wince. I didn’t really mean that. I would never have forgiven myself if he’d died out there... I just wish it hadn’t cost me my leg.

His voice cracks a little, though he tries to steady it by clearing his throat. “You don’t get it. I replay it over and over. If I hadn’t been there—if I hadn’t been pinned—” He breaks off, dragging a hand down his face. “I shouldn’t have been there. I didn’t belong. If I hadn’t been there, you’d still have both legs. And maybe everything would be different for you.”

The words hit like shrapnel, sharp and hot.

“I don’t regret it,” I say, still harsher than I intended. My throat burns. “I don’t regret saving you. What I regret—” I stop, my hands tightening on the armrests. “What I regret is living like this afterward. Stuck. Living half a life. Sometimes, I wish…” My voice trails off, fighting an internal debate about whether I should finish the sentence out loud. Fuck it. 

“I wish I hadn’t made it out of there at all. I hate it. I hate all of this.” I bury my face in my hands, ashamed to have said the words aloud. Words I haven’t even admitted to myself or to my “PTSD care team.”

His voice softens. “That’s why you won’t wear it, isn’t it?”

I freeze, my eyes narrowing. “What?”

“The prosthetic,” he says, gesturing toward my missing limb. “You hate the life you think it will mean for you, so you don’t use it. You stay in the chair because it’s easier.”

The air between us feels like it might shatter.

“Easier?” I echo, my voice sharp as shrapnel. “You think any of this is easy? You think I don’t know how it looks to other people? They see a woman with one leg in a chair and either pity me or call me brave just for being out there buying groceries. Fuck that. I don’t want their pity. I don’t want their empty words. And every single step I took in that prosthetic felt like a lie. It felt like pretending I’m whole again when I’m not. I never will be.”

My chest heaves, and I realize my nails have left half-moons in the armrest padding.

“It’s not pretending,” Ethan says gently. “It’s living.”

The words gut me because some part of me wants to believe them, but I shake my head. “You don’t get it. You couldn’t possibly understand.”

He leans forward, voice steady in the way only he could be. “Then… help me get it. Let me try to understand.”

For a long moment, I stare at him, my pulse hammering in my ears. The weight of his gaze is unbearable, but I can’t look away. Charley shifts, moving into a seated position and laying his head against my knee. It’s as if he knows the room is a closet full of skeletons we haven’t named yet, and he wants to be there for me once they start coming out en masse. 

Oh, my Charley. You’re different now, too.
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I don’t answer Ethan right away. In fact, we don’t speak for several minutes. The air between us is thick and raw, like the world around us has been split open with our words—kind of like my leg—and neither of us knows how to stitch it shut again.

Charley’s breathing fills the silence, steady, reassuring. I focus on it as best I can, taking air in and out in sync with him, feeling the weight of his head against my knee, a solid reminder that at least one living thing had no expectations of me beyond that I continue to exist. Charley asks nothing of me but to feed, water, and love him.  And he has given me so much more in return, including saving my life several times over.

Finally, Ethan shifts his weight in the chair. His voice is careful and quiet, like the words he speaks are stepping across broken glass, trying to remain intact.

“You think you’re the only one who stayed there? Who left something, a part of yourself, behind?” he asks.

I frown, lifting my gaze, wondering where this is leading.

“I left physically intact, sure,” he continues. “I have all of my limbs, but my mind? My head? I never came back. I still hear it every single night, haunting me—the blast, your voice shouting orders, the sound of your body hitting the ground. I wake up with the smell of smoke in my throat, choking. Sometimes I swear I can still feel your blood on my hands.”

I swallow hard, the image sharp in my mind. Him kneeling over me. His face pale with horror. It haunts me, too.

“And I didn’t deserve to walk away whole,” he says. His hands tremble, but he quickly shoves them into his pockets, camouflaging them under a layer of fabric. “Not when you paid such a high price for saving me. Now I know the cost we once discussed. I just don’t know why you had to pay it. It should have been me.”

I gulp, and something in my chest feels like it cracks open. I shake my head, my voice rough. “You think I shouldn’t have had to pay it? I should have paid more! You think every day I don’t look at this chair and wonder why I lived when others didn’t? You think I don’t realize I should be happy to have made it out at all? But I can’t be. Not like this.”

The words tear out of me, real and raw. Once they start, I can’t stop them from pouring out. Ethan leans closer, his eyes locked on mine. “So maybe neither of us deserves it. But we’re both still here. Others aren’t. Doesn’t that count for something?” He reaches his hand across the table in my direction, resting it in the center, palm up, inviting a connection, pleading for something I’m not sure I’m ready to offer.

The silence that clings to the aftermath of his words is heavier than any explosion I’ve ever seen or felt. I desperately want to push him away, to make him disappear. I want to bury the admissions I’d just made. We’d just made. But instead, I let out a shaky breath and shift my gaze upward, meeting his.

Charley shifts, tail wagging. He approves.

For a moment, Ethan’s hand rests between us. Hesitant. Waiting. I stare at it, heart pounding, before I finally let mine slide into his. It isn’t much. Just skin against skin. But it is warm and real, and it feels like the first honest thing either of us has allowed ourselves in a very long time.
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The sky thundered with rotor blades.

I drifted in and out of consciousness, the world fragmented between shouts, hands gripping me, and the sting of antiseptic mixing with the copper taste of blood in my mouth. Every sound was muffled, as if I were underwater, except for the constant thrum of the helicopter above.

“Pressure here!” someone shouted. “More pressure!” A medic leaned over me, his face streaked with dirt, sweat, and blood. Mine? I wondered, my eyelids fluttering for a moment. “She’s still with us. Keep her awake.”

I tried to speak, but all that came out was a broken gasp, a gurgle, then nothing. My throat felt raw. It felt singed and tasted harsh, like metal. Charley was gone. Or maybe not gone, but he was nowhere to be seen. I started to panic. Maybe he’d been dragged onto another bird. If he were conscious, I knew he wouldn’t leave my side willingly. I couldn’t turn my head to look for him.

Ethan’s voice cut through the fog, frantic, beside me. “Harper! Stay with me. Don’t you dare close your eyes!”

I wanted to answer. Wanted to tell him I was fine, that I’d always be fine, but that I needed to know where my dog was. But the pain surged again, white-hot and all-consuming. I arched, screaming, before darkness swallowed me for a second time. That time, I was grateful.

When I surfaced, I was strapped down inside the helicopter. Wind whipped through, rattling metal and bones alike. The medic continued to press hard against my thigh. “We’re losing her leg. Tourniquet’s on, but she’s fading fast—”

No. Not my leg. Please, no. Not my leg.

Panic clawed at me through the haze as I tried to process the words being spoken around me. I attempted to lift my head, tried to see what they were doing, but the medic shoved me back. “Easy. Stay still, Captain. Stay with us.”

I remember begging with half-formed words slurred with blood loss and shock. “Don’t… don’t take the boot. Please. No.”

Because I knew. Everyone knew. Boots didn’t come off unless there was nothing left worth saving. The medic’s eyes softened, but his hands never stopped working. “We’ll do everything we can,” he promised. But I could see it in his face. This wasn’t my first rodeo. It was just the first time I had a starring role.

I turned my head, unable to focus for longer than a few moments on any one person or thing. Ethan sat wedged against the wall, his hands clenched into fists, knuckles white and bloodless. His eyes were locked on me, wide and frightened.

“You’re going to be okay,” he said, his voice breaking as he noted my eyes on him. “You hear me? You’re going to make it. You have to make it.”

I wanted to believe him. God, I wanted him to be right. The world blurred all around the edges, black creeping in, expanding and contracting. The last thing I felt before the unconsciousness swallowed me up again was the cold pressure of the tourniquet, and a profound certainty that when I woke again, part of me would be gone forever, and I’d never be the same.
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For several weeks now, Ethan and I have been meeting for coffee at the same shop. Sometimes we talk. Sometimes we stay quiet. Sometimes we relive the past, and others we remain grounded in the present. It helps to have someone who was there when it all went down. Someone who understands, and who can see the cost…

Little by little, we open up to one another, remembering things we thought we wanted to forget.  He thinks I should try to face my fears and overcome my trauma—and somehow, he convinces me. Baby steps, and all that. 

The parade Ethan asked me to join him at is supposed to be small. Just floats, kids waving flags, high school bands playing out of tune. Normalcy. A test.

I tell myself I can handle it, that it will be different from the Fourth of July chaos. Quieter, safer.

Charley walks close at my side, his harness brushing against my hand as I wheel forward down the sidewalk. The sun is warm, and the air wafts by, carrying on it the aromas of popcorn and cotton candy. Families crowd the street, cheering as a line of antique cars rolls past.

Then the first cannon fires.

The sound splits the sky and rings in my ears. I freeze, and it feels like my heart stops beating for several moments. My chair rattles beneath me as I swallow hard, my breath shallow, every muscle locking tight. Oh no. Not again.

Another blast. My vision tunnels, narrowing to nothing but the echo of the desert. Sand. Smoke. Screaming. My chest heaves, and I can’t get enough air. Fuck.

“Harper.”

Ethan is suddenly there, standing beside me, his one hand steady on the back of my chair, the other on my shoulder, his voice cutting through the chaos. “Look at me,” he demands gently.

I can’t, though. My eyes remain fixed on the street, on the swirl of dust and color that no longer feels like home. I’m somewhere entirely different.

“It’s not the desert,” he says firmly. “It’s a parade. Listen. Hear the kids laughing, the music playing. Smell the popcorn. This isn’t there. This isn’t then. This is here. This is now. Come back to me.”

My throat closes. My hands tremble on the armrests, but somehow his words, “Come back to me,” strike a chord. They draw me back slowly, calming the blur, easing the terror.

“Stand with me,” he says softly. “Just try.”

Panic flares at what he is asking of me, especially under the circumstances. My body wants to run, to escape… but there is nowhere to go. I shake my head hard. “I can’t.”

“Yes, you can.” His hand covers mine, holding it, and he moves my other hand to rest on Charley’s back, grounding me in the moment. “Not for them. For you. For Charley. Maybe even for me.”

Charley presses against my leg, tail thumping in encouragement. I close my eyes. The air still burns in my lungs, like before, but different. My palms are slick against the armrests, but still, I apply pressure against them and, slowly—God, so slowly—I push myself upright. My good leg trembles under me in stark contrast to the prosthetic, which feels foreign, awkward, hateful.

Still, I stand.

The world doesn’t end.

Ethan stays close, not carrying me, not holding me up, not doing the work for me. He remains steady at my side, his hand warm against mine, protecting, supporting. Charley leans into me, a living anchor. I take one shaky step. Then another. The chair is still behind me, waiting. But I am not in it. Not right now, anyway.

The band strikes up a patriotic tune. The crowd cheers for the floats, but to me, it feels like something else entirely. It’s as if the world itself is clapping just because I rose, and because I am still standing.

I am trembling, breathless, and fighting back tears, but I am upright. Alive.

And for the first time in a long time, I start to believe that maybe that is enough.
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The community center smells like floor polish and old coffee. The folding chairs are already half filled with other vets, family members, and a few curious townspeople. A flag stands at the front of the room, its edges frayed from years and use.

I wheel myself up to the side of the stage, Charley padding faithfully beside me. My palms are sweaty against the rims, and my stomach churns. Ugh.

I can’t do this. This was a mistake. I am not the type to speak at these things. I am not the face of resilience, or triumph, or whatever label they want to slap on people like me. But then Ethan catches my eye from the crowd, watching. He is sitting near the back, notebook in hand, but his gaze is steady. Warm. Not pity. Not expectation. Just belief. Faith in me.

The moderator taps the microphone. “Captain Harper Lane, Bronze Star recipient.”

The title hits like a blow I wasn’t expecting. Captain. Bronze Star. Labels that belong to another life, another version of me. A version that doesn’t exist anymore. The version of me that was whole.

Charley leans into my leg, and it gives me strength. Regaining my composure, I wheel forward, then stop. My chest is tight, my throat dry. The chair rests under me, and I trace the wheel with my pointer finger, reminding myself of all the times I chose to stay in it. 

Safe and still, but stuck.

I look down at my hands. At Ethan. At the expectant faces waiting for me to say something to make them feel like coming here wasn’t a waste of their time. Slowly, I push up, rising. The prosthetic is awkward and unforgiving. My muscles tremble, but I push through, anyway. Gasps ripple through the room. A few people clap instinctively, like the act of standing itself is a victory. In a way, I guess it is.

I grip the podium, take a deep breath, and force the words out past the lump in my throat. “I don’t know how to do this,” I admit. My voice cracks, but I don’t let it stop me. “I don’t know how to stand here and be what you want me to be. Strong. Whole. Heroic.”

The room is silent, waiting.

“I lost a leg,” I say bluntly. “I lost friends. I lost nights of sleep I’ll never get back. Like so many of us, I came home different. And for a long time, I thought that meant I didn’t deserve to live the way I used to. That sitting in a chair was easier than pretending I could walk again, learning how, starting over.”

My throat burns, but I press on. “But what I’ve learned is this: we are more than what we lost. We are what we choose to keep. And I choose to keep moving forward. Even if it’s hard. Even if it’s ugly. Even if it scares the hell out of me. Even if there are some things I’ll never truly put behind me, I will take steps forward every day.”

My hands shake against the podium, but I lift my chin. “I’m still here. And that is enough. That has to be enough.” Applause breaks out, hesitant at first, then swelling until it fills the room. I feel it in my chest, strange and overwhelming.

Ethan’s eyes meet mine across the crowd, shining. Not with pity. With pride. Charley wags his tail in approval, thumping it against the stage floor. And, for the first time in years, I let myself believe that I can stand here proudly. Not as the woman who left part of herself behind, who lost so much, who came back different... But as the woman who chose to stay and become more than the sum of her parts.

 


[image: ]

 

 

One year later, we stand at the highest point of the hill that overlooks the town, a patch of grass just far enough from the noise to feel like another world all its own. Down below, the fair buzzes with laughter, music, and fireworks ready to launch.

I stand beside Ethan. On my left, Charley presses against my leg, warm and steady, as always. On my right, Ethan’s hand slips into mine, strong and grounding. The prosthetic is uncomfortable, and my muscles are sore, but I am upright. I have come too far now. I refuse to retreat—even when it gets hard. And it does get hard.

The first firework blooms in red and gold. My body tenses instinctively at the boom, the old panic rising, but this time, I don’t fold. Charley nudges me, reminding me that I am never alone. Ethan squeezes my hand, not dragging me forward, not shielding me, just…there. There for whatever may come.

The explosions roll across the night, echoing through my chest. And for the first time, I let them. I don’t shrink. I don’t break. I can’t promise it will always be like this. That I will never crumble in their midst—but this time, I hold strong.

“I used to love these,” I whisper, my voice barely audible.

“You can love them again,” Ethan says softly. “Someday… And if you can’t, that’s okay, too.”

Another firework blooms overhead, casting his face in flickering light. His eyes are set on me, though, not the sky. I turn toward him, my breath catching as I catch his gaze. And then, without another word, I kiss him. Not out of desperation or pain, but because I want to. Because after everything, I am still here, and so is he.

When the fireworks thunder again, even through the grand finale of explosions, I don’t flinch. I lean into it. Into him. Into now. Will it always be like this? Maybe not. But tonight, I feel strong.

“For the first time in years,” I mumble against his lips, “I’m not moving away from anything.”
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