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Chapter 1
T minus 7 days 
Westwood Harbor Medical Center
 
Charlene watched the heart monitors from the nurses’ desk and held her breath as Ms. Taylor’s monitor in room 14A stayed silent for a few beats too long. Her muscles tensed, ready to spring out of her chair, grab the crash cart, and call a code. They all knew Ms. Taylor was going to die in the hospital this time, but she wouldn’t sign a Do Not Resuscitate order until her son came. And until it was signed, all possible life-saving efforts would be attempted in order to get her body functioning again. 
Beep. A single, staggering pulse blipped across the monitor. Then silence again. Finally, a steady rhythm marched across the screen. Charlene blew out her breath. In her head, she urged Ms. Taylor’s son to hurry, hurry! Charlene knew he was a Marine and he was coming all the way from Iraq or something, but it had been 2 days since they had sent for him. Ms. Taylor was holding on only by her will now. Her body had given up. She had suffered a massive heart attack while volunteering at the local nursing home. An octogenarian had attempted CPR on her and fell over with his own heart attack. After the mess was sorted by the two ambulances that responded, she made it to the Emergency Room, then started having mini strokes. At first she was having as many as 20 an hour. Strong drugs had brought these mostly under control, until the last few hours.
Charlene got up and silently padded down the hall in her smart nurse’s sneakers. At just after 2 in the morning, she had the entire place to herself. The doctors were napping in the on-call room, the other nurses were either on break or gathering supplies, and the only nurse’s assistant had smashed her pinky finger in a bed rail and was in the ER getting X-rays. Charlene didn’t mind. All the patients were asleep. As long as no one coded, she was looking at an easy shift tonight. And she needed easy. Her four year marriage was falling apart for no reason that she could tell, so she barely slept during the day. Earlier that day, as she lay in her heavily-curtained bedroom trying to sleep, all she could think about was where her husband was and what he was doing. She knew he was supposed to be at work, but was he in reality at a hotel somewhere with some faceless woman? Or perhaps he was at work but under some secretary’s desk. Or maybe she was under his desk. She had seen it in her mind a dozen times. His fly open, her hand reaching in, grasping --
With serious concentration she pulled her thoughts away from a second playing of those lurid imaginary details. She peeked into rooms as she passed. Mr. Donning was snoring. Mr. Smith had fallen asleep with the remote in his hand. Mrs. Flanders was sound asleep sitting up with her mouth open. Charlene slowed as she came to room 14A. Correction. Not all of her patients were sleeping. Ms. Taylor sat up in the bed, her face somehow folded in on itself, her gray eyes staring intently out the door, the creased white envelope still gripped tightly in her right hand. 
Charlene remembered her shift 24 hours ago, when Ms. Taylor had written that letter. She’d just been brought up to the floor, stable but declining, despite everything the doctors tried. She had refused to relax or lay back in her bed until someone brought her a pen and some paper. There was something she had to tell her son, she’d said. Her son’s very happiness depended on it, she’d said. She'd screeched and swore at everyone. Charlene had sprinted down the hall and grabbed the pen and paper, then held it behind her back until the doctor had given an OK. As soon as she had placed the items in Ms. Taylor’s hands, the elderly woman had spent almost an hour writing, thinking, scratching out, and writing again in a giant, looping, jittery script. Some of the other nurses had been joking and making snide remarks about the letter and what secrets might be in it, but Charlene didn’t join them. The fearful intensity on Ms. Taylor’s face had stopped her. Like Ms. Taylor was terrified she would die before she could get it all out, and that would be a tragedy.
With the letter finally done and sealed, and JT scrawled across the envelope, Ms. Taylor had relaxed a little. She had watched the nurses parade in and out of her room with somehow hateful eyes, and when Charlene had come in, she had gripped Charlene’s scrubs top in surprisingly strong hands and begged for a promise. A promise that if she died, Charlene would make sure that the letter got to her son. No matter what. Even if she had to stay after her shift was over. Even if she had to break some rules. Charlene had promised. The intensity of Ms. Taylor’s glare had scared her a little. She wondered what was in that letter that was so important to a dying woman.
The glow of the heart monitor fell on Ms. Taylor, giving her a ghostly cast. Charlene shivered a little. Ms. Taylor’s strokes had gotten more serious and her mouth was twisted into a permanent sideways slash. She’d lost the power to speak clearly, but Charlene could see the question in her eyes.
“No, Ms. Taylor, I’m sorry. We haven’t heard from him yet.”
As Charlene finished her sentence she heard the elevator outside the waiting room ding. She pulled her head back to peek out the hallway. A man dressed in sharp, military fatigues, obviously Ms. Taylor’s son, strode out of the elevator with purpose. He stopped at the nurses’ desk and swept his head right and left. Charlene’s muscles almost failed her. He was so handsome! She’d never been a sucker for a man in uniform, but after this encounter that might be changed. He looked like the quintessential marine. Chiseled face under a regulation high-and-tight haircut, muscular build, strong hands, confident walk. Like he was already in charge of this floor, maybe even the hospital.
His eyes met hers and she felt her knees go a little weaker. His dark hair and dark gaze contrasted sharply with his bright, light blue eyes. She felt her lower belly go warm and blood rush between her legs, making her gasp a little. Was she turned on? Just by meeting a man’s eyes? 
With effort, she reasserted will over her body. What it thought it wanted was irrelevant. She was doing a job here. And she was married! Kind of. She raised a hand and motioned him towards her. But she needn’t have bothered. His powerful legs had already eaten half the distance to her. She stepped out of the room in order to meet him. A patch over the pocket of his uniform top read TAYLOR. Absently, Charlene clasped her fingers together in order to keep him from extending a hand to her. She didn’t want him to touch her. Didn’t want to feel the heat and strength of his hands. Suddenly, exhaustion settled on her and she wanted nothing more than to be anyplace else.
But she was here, and she had a job to do. She hesitated, not sure what to call him. “Ah, Mr. Taylor, I’m so glad you were able to make it. Your mother has been waiting up for you.” 
He nodded, his blue eyes burning holes into her. “I came as quickly as I could. How is she?”
“She is not doing well. She can’t talk anymore, and she is having a few strokes an hour. You should get in to see her quickly.” Charlene pressed herself against the wall, hoping he would walk past. Maybe she should take the rest of the night off. Go home. Yes. She was feeling a bit of a headache coming on. She pressed a hand to her temple.
Jon Taylor nodded and started past her, then paused. “Are you OK?”  
She nodded mutely, her blond hair bouncing with the force of it. 
He paused for a moment, possibly not quite believing it, then went in to see his mother.
 
*** 
 
“Are you sure it’s OK?” Charlene asked her boss on the phone an hour later. 
“Yes, yes, go home and get better,” the charge nurse answered. “Tonight is slow. We will be fine.”
“OK thanks,” Charlene answered. She placed the phone back in its cradle, nodded to her two coworkers at the desk, and plodded slowly towards the exit. She was going to have to walk past room 14A. Should she go in and say goodbye to Ms. Taylor if she was still awake? Or just walk on past? She decided to peek in the room before she made her decision.
Her slow steps drew her closer and closer to the silent room. She stopped before the doorway and listened. Nothing. Charlene chided herself for her uncharacteristic timidness. What was with her tonight? She nudged herself forward just a bit and looked in the door.
Ms. Taylor lay back on her pillows, her body finally relaxed and her eyes finally closed in rest. Her son held one of her hands in his, and wiped her face gently with a washcloth held in the other. His face, twisted with restrained grief, looked uncommonly somber to Charlene. The letter was nowhere to be seen. 
Suddenly Charlene was glad she had not just walked in. She took a few steps past the doorway, leaving the Taylors to their goodbyes. 
She had her own business. 
She continued towards the exit and wondered if there were any surprises waiting for her at home.
 
 
 
 


Chapter 2
T minus 6 days
Durham, North Carolina — Daniela Clarkson’s family home
 
Dani held her hands to her head, as if it might explode at any second. She lowered them slowly and looked her father in the eye. “Tell me what you think Dad, what do you think he is doing?”
She watched closely, occasionally flicking a glance at her mother, trying to figure out what the emotional undercurrent in the house was. Her dad, still tall, slim, and solid-looking, even at just over 60 years old, paced in front of her. Her mother sat on the couch across from her, purposely looking anywhere but at her husband and youngest daughter.
Her father stopped abruptly. “Something illegal, that’s what!” His eyes darted around the room, alighting anywhere but on Dani. She didn’t understand this. Why exactly would no one look at her? What was Uncle Kevin doing that could cause this kind of response?
“OK, but what? You say his wife is suddenly rolling in money. She bought a new $200,000 car. They bought a new house. Kenny is going to an expensive private school. Suddenly they’ve come into a ton of money somehow.” Dani tugged on her own hair in frustration. Why wouldn’t anyone say what they were thinking? A thought struck her. “Maybe they won the lottery!” she offered, a hopeful smile on her face.
Dani’s dad flicked a disgusted look at her mother, who still refused to look at him.
He stopped dead still in front of her, his mouth pressed into a grimace. “The lottery. Oh if only they had won the lottery! Oh no Daniela, don’t you believe it. Your Uncle Kevin is going to bring disgrace on this family and ruin our lives!” He stormed out of the room, towards the back yard. Good, Dani thought. He can cool off a little. Maybe mom will tell me what’s really going on.
Dani and her mom watched him go. “Mom, what in the world?”
Dani’s mom sighed. “He’s just been sick over this, Dani. You know your dad. He loves the Corps and he loves his country as much as he loves his family.”
Dani nodded. “Yeah, I know. What does he think Uncle Kevin is doing to come into this money?” She watched her mom double check that her dad was really gone then lean forward like she was going to tell a dark secret. Dani leaned forward too, feeling ridiculous.
“He thinks your Uncle Kevin is selling secrets to the Russians.” Dani’s mom widened her eyes and pulled her chin back, highlighting the abhorrence of this act.
“Selling secrets to the Russians? But why? We aren’t at war with the Russians anymore. And what secrets? I know he’s a Colonel in the Marines, but that’s not like a General or anything. I can’t imagine he has access to a lot of secrets. Just stuff that his own unit is doing, and why would the Russians care about that?” Dani rolled her mind inward, knowing her mother wouldn’t speculate. It wasn’t in her nature. She never cared about the Marines like the family that she had married into did. Almost every male Clarkson in the last 3 generations had been in the Marines. Dani’s 2 older sisters were both in the Marines. Dani herself had considered joining the Marines, but instead she served as the military correspondent for KUV-TV, the fastest growing internet news channel in the world. No one knew more about the U.S. Military than Dani did, and especially about the Marines. She had learned at the knee of her father, grandfather, and uncle for her entire life. And she truly loved the history. It was fascinating to her.
“Really mom, why couldn’t Uncle Kevin just have gotten all this money some other way?” 
Dani’s mother sighed and put aside the magazine she had picked up. “OK, I’m going to tell you this, but you have to swear not to tell your father I told you.” Dani nodded. This was typical in her family. Dad left all the explaining, telling and emotional stuff to mom. And mom always made you swear not to tell dad she told you. “Your Uncle Kevin borrowed $100,000 from us three years ago. And a week ago he sent us a check, paying it all off in one lump sum. Your dad asked around to find out how he got it, and he doesn’t like the answers he’s been getting.”
Dani’s mouth dropped open. “You had $100,000 to just give to him? Like that?”
“No, we didn’t. We had some cash, maybe about a third of it, but we mortgaged the house to get him the rest of it.”
Dani felt her jaw unhinge and drop farther open. “You mortgaged the house? But why did he need $100,000?”
“Your dad said that he and his wife,” — she said the word wife like it made her feel dirty. Dani knew her mom never had liked Uncle Kevin’s wife, Cheryl, but her mother only had recently let her see exactly how deep the dislike went. “ — they got themselves into some trouble. See, they like to gamble, Daniela. Both of them. That’s one of the reasons why you and your sisters were never allowed alone at their house after things got bad. They are both, quite simply, gambling addicts.”
Dani shook her head. Was this really happening? Uncle Kevin a gambling addict? “So why would you lend them $100,000?” she asked incredulously.
“Because if we didn’t, someone was going to come and break their legs. Even Kenny’s.” 
Dani stiffened. 3 years ago her cousin Kenny would have been 14 years old. And whoever Uncle Kevin owed money too would break the legs of a teenager? She shuddered at the thought.
A thought struck Dani cold. “Mom, when Dad found out about Uncle Kevin’s gambling problem, he should have reported it to the Corps. He didn’t do that, did he?” Dani didn’t even know why she was asking. Of course he didn’t, or Uncle Kevin wouldn’t be in the Marines anymore. But she still watched her mother shake her head no, a sick anxiety growing in her gut. 
Dani jumped up and ran to the back door to find her father. He was going to talk to her straight, whether he wanted to or not.
 
 


Chapter 3
T minus 3 Days
On a C-17 Globemaster Airplane Somewhere over the Atlantic
 
JT took a deep breath and readied himself to read the letter again. No matter how he looked at it, the letter was bad news. Horrible news. Horrible enough that he had talked himself into a ride on an Army Globemaster back to the Middle East the very day after he got it. And he still felt like he should have left the minute after he got it. 
But wasn’t that always how it went? When you were in the military, the worst news always came by letter. Or at least for him it did. 
He’d been sadly and slowly sorting through his mother’s household items so he could move it all out of her apartment. Instead, he paid the Super of her apartment to haul it all away and clean the place up and he’d driven to the nearest military base and started asking how fast he could get to Camp Patriot in Kuwait.
JT wiped imaginary lint off the pockets of his uniform. This was the uniform he’d worn home 4 days ago. He hadn’t even had time to get it cleaned and pressed. It didn’t look too bad, but it wasn’t up to his usual standards. As his hands passed over his cargo pockets, he felt something in the right one. His mother’s letter. As soon as he made it to her hospital bedside, she’d placed it in his hands, squeezed his arm with the little strength she’d had left, and closed her eyes. He had put it in his pocket and forgotten about it until now. She had died 2 hours after he got there, and he’d had her cremated the next day, according to her wishes. There was no family to attend any services. It had always been him and her against the world. Briefly, he wondered if the letter held information about who his father was. That was one thing she had never told him. She’d always said ‘you’re better off without him, Jon,’ and the few times he’d pressed she had withdrawn and seemed scared. He loved his mother, and didn’t like to see her like that. So he didn’t press often.
His fingers caressed the letter through his pocket. He would read it. But first he had to read Shane’s letter again. Even if the letter in his pocket did name his father, that information had very little bearing on the crisis he would find when he got back to work. His mother’s letter could wait. 
He wanted a plan of action fixed firmly in his mind. He would figure out a plan. Then he would sleep. And as soon as they landed in Kuwait he would follow the plan.
He unfolded the sheet of paper he had printed Shane’s email out on, and began to read.
 
Dear JT, 
God I wish you were here. If you had been here two nights ago I wouldn’t be in this shitty mess right now. I fucked up man. And because I fucked up, everybody is dead. Our whole squad is dead. Jack, Danny, Vegas, Gadge, Howie, Grantz, Jefferson. We got hit with RPGs man. We were out in the middle of the fucking night doing some fucked up secret mission for the Colonel and when it was done we piled into the Humvees and took off. We didn’t even get a half mile down the road before everything fucking exploded. I don’t even know what happened really. From what I have been able to piece together, we were slammed with the artillery and then whoever fucking jammed us rolled up on us and pumped a hundred bullets into each of us. Some Bedouin found us the next morning and I was still alive, because I was under somebody. I don’t know who, thank God. He took all my fucking bullets - well most of em anyway. They humped me out of there and turned me over to the Monks. The Monks called the Marines and I was evac’d to Camp Patriot. That’s where I am now. In the Medical Clinic. I might be shipped out to Mattras Hospital soon  though. I have 26 bullets in my right leg. Ha ha. But get this. I don’t have to worry about them because they are just going to cut that leg off. Ha ha. I’m laughing to keep from screaming right now. It scares the nurses, ya know? And I can’t afford to scare the nurses. Col Clarkson came through here an hour ago. He looked mad enough to spit fucking nails. I think because I was alive. Can you believe that? And he ordered a fucking communications shutdown for me. No fucking email. No fucking phone calls. Nothing. I talked the civilian nurse into letting me use her phone to email you. All the medics are too fucking scared of the Colonel to even think about it. I don’t fucking know what’s going on man, but I’m scared. I'm scared the Colonel fucking wants me dead. And I don’t know what to do about it. Even if I could call up the General right now, it’s not like he’d believe me. Know what I mean? I’m sure the Colonel has his ass covered 6 ways to Sunday. For all I know the official story is that I took everybody out there for no reason. No one will TALK TO ME. No one’s saying anything. The only reason I even know about the Bedouins and everybody being dead is the civilian nurse. Her name is Cindy. I think she likes me. At least I know the ladies will still like me with only one leg. But will they like me when I’m fucking court martialed?!!  That’s why I had to write you J - you gotta find out what’s going on. You gotta get back here and help me and figure out what the Col is up to. Here’s what he did. He woke me up in the middle of the night on Tuesday. It was right around midnight. He called me into his office and said we had a mission and we had 25 minutes to be on the road. I asked him why Master Sergeant wasn’t giving the orders and he said he’d been called away on business. I said OK and I got everyone up and moving. He gave me coordinates and said we were to set up a hot perimeter and shoot anything that moved. I was fucking nervous as hell. I’m not supposed to be leading a hot mission. But nothing moved and we didn’t shoot anything. I don’t know what we set up a perimeter for. There was a tent in the middle. No one came in or out of it while we were there. He gave me a mission phone, and when he called us off we left. That was it. And then the shit storm. Man I wish you’d been here JT. You would have known what to do. You would have told him to fuck off. I should have told him to fuck off. God I’m sorry man. Shane
 
JT folded the letter in his hands and put his head back against the headrest. Shane Teagan was the Staff Sergeant under him, and his best friend in the world. And Jack was dead? Howie too? The whole damn squad? How did this happen? What kind of a secret mission did the Colonel send them on? And why? Shane was right, he wasn’t supposed to lead a hot mission. Not in the Sinai Peninsula. And the Master Sergeant should have been the one giving the orders, not the Colonel. The whole situation was a colossal fuck up. And why did Shane think he was going to be blamed for it? JT racked his brain, trying to read between the lines. The whole email was rushed and he knew it didn’t tell the full story.
When he’d first gotten it, he’d prayed it was somebody’s idea of a sick joke. He knew Shane wouldn’t do something like that, and neither would any of the other guys in the squad. So maybe someone in another squad who didn’t like him? Or didn’t like Shane? But who. That didn’t make any sense.
He’d called the unit. And been told that the Colonel was away in Kuwait. Which is where Camp Patriot was. And the Master Sergeant was not in either. And the FNG he’d been talking to on the phone didn’t know anymore than that. Then he’d called the Medical Clinic at Camp Patriot. The Army Specialist he’d talked to wouldn’t say whether or not Shane Teagan was a patient. And he wouldn’t say anything else either. And when JT demanded to talk to his Sergeant, he’d just gotten hung up on. JT ground his teeth at the memory. That Army Specialist better hope JT didn’t run into him.
Because that was the plan. As soon as he landed in Kuwait, he’d go see Shane and get the full story. Then he would look up Colonel Clarkson and ask him exactly what had gone down that night.
A plan made, JT laid his head against the headrest and closed his eyes. The heavy equipment behind him creaked and moaned as the plane bumped over the light turbulence. He didn’t bother checking his watch, but knew there was at least 12 hours left in this flight. Luckily, he was the only passenger, sharing the huge cargo hold with only some Army tanks. He shoved out of his seat and unrolled his pack. If the turbulence stayed light, he should sleep well. 
Gunnery Sergeant Jon Phillip Taylor, JT to his friends, rolled out his pack, laid down, and fell asleep almost instantly. 
 


Chapter 4
T minus 72 hours
Still on the C-17 Globemaster Airplane Flying over Europe
 
 
JT moaned in his sleep, waking himself in an instant, hazy images of red hair and freckles vanishing as his eyes opened. He checked his watch. 5 hours till landing. He’d slept for what, seven hours? And the dream had woken him up. He hadn’t had the dream in three or four years. Heavy stress used to bring it on. And apparently it still did. Especially heavy stress about him not being able to protect someone he loved. JT rubbed his forehead. Why did life have to suck so much sometimes? Why was the world so dangerously imperfect?
He stretched, then rolled his sleeping roll up again. He didn’t want to sleep anymore.
JT prowled the cargo bay and wished for windows to look out. He knew it was night-time, but he wanted to see it. He thought about wandering up to the cockpit and decided against it. The Army pilots hadn’t seemed very friendly.
He returned to his seat and sat down, feeling like he was forgetting something. He went over the plan again. It was simple. See Shane. Find the Colonel. Nothing to forget there. 
He stared off into space for a moment, letting his mind wander. It stuttered instead, but finally he remembered. His mother’s letter.
His hands went to his pocket and retrieved the letter. JT written on the front in handwriting he didn’t recognize. He opened the letter, and realized his mother must have had at least one stroke before she’d written that letter because her handwriting was almost nothing like normal. Too big, shaky. Like an old woman’s. The realization that his mother was dead speared through him again, stealing any peace of mind he’d found with 7 hours of sleep and a plan. He was truly alone in the world. A non-existent father, a dead mother, a dead wife. A dead squad. He had Shane though. He fixed Shane’s face in his mind and smiled. “Coming to see you buddy, a few more hours,” he whispered into the cavernous airplane.
He focused his eyes on his mother’s writing, and began to read, his eyes automatically correcting her mistakes.
 
JT, my dearest son. You mustn’t think any less of me when you read this letter. I don’t know if your life would have been better or worse if I had not done what I did 30 years ago, but I do know that no one could have loved you more than I did. Than I do. You have been the best son in the world, and that is why I must tell you the truth now. You deserve it. 
This is so hard. It is so hard for me to bring myself to write the words. I’ve tried to say them to you a dozen times in the last 20 years. No two dozen times. And I was never able to. I was afraid you would hate me. Please son, don’t hate an old lady for wanting to have a child. 
JT, you aren’t my son. I adopted you. When you were younger, I lived in fear that this would come out somehow. There were a few people at the hospital that knew, but they all promised they wouldn’t tell. Every day you went to school I prayed you would come home still blissfully unaware of this fact. And you never did find out. And when you would ask about your father, I never knew what to say. The circumstances of your birth were so strange. I don’t have any idea who your father is. Or even your mother. But I will start at the beginning.
One night, I was floating in the Labor and Delivery at Westwood General Hospital. I normally worked in the ICU, but Labor and Delivery was short. I volunteered. Some angel made me say I would do it when they asked for volunteers. I was 32 years old, and had almost given up on finding a husband and having babies. I know I was never the prettiest woman, but even the ugliest woman can find a partner. I don’t know what it was about me that men didn’t like. I still don’t know. My opinionated nature? But this is about you, not me. I wanted a baby so bad. I’d always wanted kids. I was beginning to consider adoption, but it’s hard for a single woman to adopt a child in this country, and I didn’t have the money to go overseas. I was thinking about fostering children, just to be able to hold a child in my arms and heart for a little while. 
And then God gave me you. A young, lovely lady was brought into the hospital by a taxi driver. He said he had picked her up on the side of the road, screaming and obviously in labor. She never even got a chance to give her name, because she was unconscious by the time she got to us. The doctors cut her open and delivered you. And you were placed into the custody of the state right away. Because your mother died on the operating table. They weren’t able to stop her bleeding. She was young. Maybe 16 years old. She had no identification on her. No one knew who she was.
They gave you to me that evening. You were small, but breathing on your own. But you did seem to need constant care. You would scream if no one was holding you. I held you all night and fed you from a bottle. You had wise eyes and a tiny shock of dark hair. I knew you were special right away. 
I said I would work a double shift so I could hold you all day too while they decided what to do with you. Your mother had no identification. No one ever claimed her. The police couldn't figure out who she was. By the end of my second shift, the state had already come down to take you into protective custody. I asked what would happen to you and they said you would be placed with a family who would take care of you until your biological family was found. I asked if I could take you, and they said I could, if I signed up to be a foster parent. I did on the spot and took you home with me that afternoon. It was scary, but wonderful. I was torn from that very first day, because I wanted what was best for you, so I wanted your family to be found. But I also wanted you to stay with me forever. 
I called my supervisor and arranged for a leave of absence of a week. When I still had you at the end of the week, I made it two weeks. When it seemed your family would not be found, I made it a year. I had enough money put away to allow me to stay home that long. 
You were the most precious little baby on the planet. You did want to be held constantly, but I didn’t mind that at all. You grew swiftly, and by the end of that first year, you were walking and trying to run the household already. You were a very precocious child. When you were 3, they let me adopt you legally. I was thrilled, but sad at the same time.
You see JT, there is more to this story than just what I have outlined in this letter, and what you already know. 
JT, you were a triplet. There were three babies. Your sisters were smaller than you, and both looked very different than you. But I don’t know what happened to them. The state never considered trying to keep the three of you together. And I never thought of trying to take you all. And that haunts me to this day. Once I went home with you, I don’t know what happened to your sisters. The state took them and wouldn’t say where they went. And to this day the records are closed. 
I’m sorry JT. Sorry I never told you. And sorry I can’t tell you more about your sisters. I am just thanking God that he didn’t take me home before I got a chance to share this with you. Now it is your choice to try to find them or not. 
I wish you a lifetime of love, happiness, and joy, my son. You deserve your every wish to come true. Tina will welcome me at the gates and we will be your guardian angels from now on. I love you son. I couldn’t love you more if you came from my own blood. Please forgive an old woman her secrets. Love, Mom
 
JT skimmed the letter quickly, a few plump tears rolling unnoticed down his face. Adopted? Sisters?! He went back to the beginning and read it again, slower this time. And then he read it one more time. He sat back in his seat and squeezed his eyes shut as hard as he could. Would he open them and find this was all a dream? It couldn’t possibly be true, could it? If he were really adopted, it would explain a lot about his life, but completely shatter the rest of it. 
The skin on his face tingled and his heart raced. The plane lurched underneath him and he barely registered it. The roller coaster his mind was on shoved all other thoughts and concerns aside.
Sisters. He had not one sister, but two? He had triplet sisters who shared his birthday and blood with him? He was part of a family he’d never met, never even known existed? And how could he find them? His mother hadn’t left any clues. JT put his head in his hands, his eyes still squeezed tightly shut. Could he even deal with this right now? 
He couldn’t. He had to get his mind straight for the task ahead. His mother was gone. His sisters (sisters!) barely existed to him. But his friend needed him now. And Marines who found themselves emotionally distracted in the Middle East oftentimes found themselves dead. 
Purposefully, deliberately, JT refolded the letter and put it into the envelope. He folded the envelope into a tiny square, repacking the grief, shock, disbelief and hope in his mind in the same way. He unzipped his duffel bag and shoved the envelope deep into a zippered pocket. In his mind, he did the same. 
He sat down in his seat and proceeded to get his mental state under control. Colonel Clarkson was no one to mess around with. He would need all his wits for the coming hours and days if he were going to make it off of Camp Patriot with his rank and his job still intact. And he fully intended that if anyone was going to be demoted and kicked out of the Marine Corps and maybe court martialed, it would be Colonel Clarkson. Not him, and not Shane.
If only he knew what really had happened that night. Well, that’s what he was determined to find out. 
 


Chapter 5
T minus 48 hours
Daniela’s family home
 
 
Dani threw clothes in her bag hurriedly. She didn’t have time to run to her apartment upstate, so she’d just have to make do with what she had here. She certainly didn’t have much that was appropriate for an assignment in the Middle East though. Luckily, she thought she should be able to catch up with Uncle Kevin in Kuwait City without too much trouble. He had an office at Camp Patriot, just outside the city. She could dress normally in Kuwait City. No hijab, the veil that covers the head and chest traditionally worn by Muslim women (and non-Muslim women traveling or living in Muslim countries), was mandated there.
That’s how she was viewing this. As an assignment. She wasn’t being sent by her station, but she knew once she told them where she was going for a short vacation, they would find something for her to report on. That was fine with her. Business always took her mind off the troubles in her personal life.
She went over what her dad had finally admitted to her in her mind. A week ago, Uncle Kevin had paid off every debt he ever owed in his life. What possibly came to about almost 2 million dollars in debt. Dani’s mind boggled at the amount. Uncle Kevin couldn’t be making more than $180,000 a year. Even with the overseas pay and the hazardous duty pay and the housing allowances he was getting. And his wife had bought a new million dollar (at least) house and a new car and put their son in a new, expensive school, all on the same day. So yes, something smelled bad about all of this. 
Her dad had said that he went around to all of Uncle Kevin’s bookies and asked if he hit it big on something. And the answer had been no. He’d then asked Uncle Kevin’s wife if they had hit the lottery. She’d said “No, Kev just finally got smart about business.”
 Dani’s dad had mulled that over for a few days, before finally deciding it meant the worst possible thing it could mean. Kevin’s business was the Marine Corps, and there was no money in that. Unless he was doing something illegal. And horrifying. 
He had then called Uncle Kevin. Every hour for a few days. Uncle Kevin would not answer, and would not call back. Maybe he’s on a mission, Dani had offered. But she didn’t believe it either.
So now she was going to find him personally. Her father hadn’t wanted her to go, but he wasn’t going to try to stop her. What could he do? Dani was 28 years old now, and had been jetting around the world on assignments for 6 years. Her mother wouldn’t want to know about any of it. She would just kiss Dani goodbye, and ask her to call if she met any cute boys. To her mother, she was forever sixteen.
Dani finished filling the bag, and checked her phone. Her fancy reporter’s app had found her a fare that evening and it only had one stop, meaning it would only take 15 hours. At $12,300 for first class it wasn’t cheap. Economy was almost a 10th of that but the only last-minute economy fare left stopped four times and took 32 hours. She hesitated only a second before pressing BUY. Her station would refund it all to her if they found work for her. And if they didn’t? Maybe she could borrow some money from Uncle Kevin. She snickered at her bad humor and grabbed her bag, heading for the door.
She’d already said good-bye to her dad in the back yard, so she headed straight for her mom on the couch. It seemed her parents were rarely in the same room these days. She didn’t want to think about what that meant. She had enough of her own issues to work out - she didn’t want to add her parents’ issues on top of them.
“Bye, Mom. I’ll see you in a few weeks.” She kissed her mom on the cheek.
“OK sweetheart, I love you.”
“I love you too, mom.”
Dani headed for the door, happy to have gotten away with no admonishments about men or boyfriends.
“Oh Daniela, I wanted to tell you, I saw Tim’s mother the other day. She said that Tim was back in town and wanted to see you.”
Dani turned back, her mouth open and her eyes wide. “Tim Burk?” she sputtered, a little too loudly.
Dani’s mother smiled neatly. “Yes, that nice boy you used to date in college.”
Dani shook her head. “He wasn’t a nice boy, mom. I don’t want to see him.” She turned on her heel and practically ran out of the room. So much for getting out of there unscathed.
 
***
 
Dani managed the drive to the airport without any major thoughts in her head. She even managed to make it through TSA and boarding without anger or guilt. But once she settled into her first class airplane seat, the frequent scene of some of her very best work and hardest thinking, the barriers in her mind broke down. 
Tim Burk wanted to see her? For what? To remind her of the old days? To try to get her back? To get back at her? Her mind cast back to the last time she’d seen him. They’d been in a court of law. She’d been 22 years old, he’d been 24. The wheels of justice move slowly, and his trial and conviction for putting a line of bruises down her face and neck during college hadn’t happened until after they’d both graduated. 
Her dad had effectively kept her from dating all through high school, doing things like sitting on the porch and cleaning his rifle when boys had been scheduled to visit her. So when she’d gone off to college, she didn’t have a lot of experience with members of the opposite sex. And somehow the first boy she’d picked, a supposed “nice boy” that actually was from her hometown, was a boy who thought it was OK to beat up on his dates.
She thought back to their short whirlwind romance. He taught her how to dance, she introduced him to sci-fi movies. They’d both entered the relationship as virgins, and Dani had shed that status eagerly and with something like relief. She never wanted to save herself for a husband, but she knew she would never be ready for casual sex either. Tim had been perfect. He was as inexperienced as she, but they had managed to muddle through sweetly, working their way towards familiarity with that most intimate of acts. For Dani, there had never been major fireworks, but she thought she had loved Tim, and she certainly had enjoyed their mutual exploration. 
And then he had changed.
She’d been innocently talking to another boy after class about the assigned homework. Tim had showed up to walk home with her. He hadn’t said a word until they’d started crossing the massive, empty parking lot that led towards her dorm room. And then he’d been completely alien. His voice tight and stiff, he’d asked her just what the hell she’d thought she was doing. She was so surprised she’d stopped walking and stared at him questioningly. He had screamed at her that if she wanted to fuck other boys she shouldn’t do it in broad daylight. Completely nonplussed, she’d whispered ‘we were talking, not fucking,’ and he’d responded that he knew she wanted to fuck him. He had seen it in her eyes. She’d whirled and stalked off, thinking he’d gone deeply crazy. And the next thing she knew she was on the ground. He’d run up behind her and shoved her down. Then he ripped her backpack off of her and kicked her to the ground with the flat of his foot. She’d realized he really was crazy on some level at that point, and scrambled to her feet, breaking into a full-speed run towards the closest security phone with the blinking red and blue light up high where it could be seen from anywhere.
He’d followed, spitting curses. The second she picked up the phone and held it to her ear, his demeanor changed. “Why are you doing this to me?” he’d wailed, like she was the one who had knocked him to the ground. The campus security officer arrived swiftly, and told Tim he couldn’t visit Dani’s dorm, talk to her on the grounds, or call her anymore or he would be kicked out of school. That was definitely enough for Dani. She couldn’t imagine things would go any farther. She grieved the loss of her first real relationship, but never thought about it any more deeply than that. 
And then she saw him at a party off campus. 
At first he had been sweet, smiling, solicitous. Dani saw a spark of the old Tim. The one who had been such a patient and considerate lover and boyfriend. And then she’d excused herself to go to the bathroom. On the way, she’d said hi to a boy she knew from sociology class. And when she’d come out, Tim had been waiting for her. He hurled accusations at her like wood chips. Scared, she’d fled the party. He followed her to the sidewalk and grabbed her around her neck, choking her until she knew she was dying. The college students on the porch of the house she just left didn’t do anything to break it up. Somehow this turned Dani’s stomach more than what was actually happening to her. She fought with a burst of strength, connecting hard with his jaw, staggering him backwards a step - just enough to let her get some air. He’d screamed at her like she was the aggressor then, and let go with one hand, punching her in the face. A red convertible screeched up to the curb and stopped, four women, or girls - Dani had never known what to call the 18 and 19 year olds she hung out with - jumped out. They pushed him away from her and gathered her into the car like saviors. They took her to the hospital and insisted she make a police report. 
She never told her parents. She was too ashamed. Too ashamed that suddenly, somehow, she’d become a battered woman. She’d tried to leave school but her mother wouldn’t hear of it. A year later, she finally worked up the courage to transfer to a neighboring school that would still take her grant money and work-study course. And she didn’t let her mother stop her. That was the day when she first felt like an adult. When she finally felt competent to make her own decisions. But she never looked at men the same way again. 
Dani looked out the airplane window at the ground thousands of feet below. They’d taken off and she hadn’t even noticed. She waved away the stewardess, a strange feeling in her belly. She’d replayed all of this hundreds of times before. Especially late at night when she knew she had checked the lock on the door but she felt compelled to get up and check it again. Especially anytime a man paid special attention to her. Men whistling at her on the street made her almost sick to her stomach. Before the incident with Tim, a man whistling at her was flattering. But after? She knew what it really meant. She would hurry on, and check over her shoulder a hundred times to make sure no one was following her. A man on the street who thought it was OK to whistle at a perfect stranger was probably a man who thought it was OK to rough a woman up, as long as he didn’t leave marks and as long as she was his woman. Or maybe he was the kind to insist a little too hard that she have sex with him. 
Dani examined the current sick feeling in her belly. No one was whistling at her. No one on the plane had even looked at her. Was this just because her mom said Tim wanted to see her? Was she still scared of him? No! Her mind insisted. Yes, her heart whispered. Dani grimaced, feeling even sicker. But that wasn’t the whole of it, was it? No. If she were being completely honest with herself, she needed to admit everything. Not just that she was still scared of him. Dani bit her lip and twisted in her seat, not wanting to admit or face anything. She waved a hand at the stewardess for a soda. Sugar would get her mind off this.
But 20 minutes and an entire Coca-cola later, her stomach still heaved and rolled. She chewed the inside of her lip to shreds, thoroughly pissed at her transparent nature. She’d never been able to ignore her inner voice. It always caught up with her eventually. True, she’d been doing a decent job ignoring this fact for what? Almost nine years now? But apparently her body wouldn’t let her ignore it anymore. Fine, she growled at herself mentally. I’m not just scared of Tim. I’m scared of men. All men. And relationships. Her stomach calmed at once. Dani rolled her eyes at herself. I guess it’s time for me to become a lesbian now. 
It’s not like she hadn’t seen any men over the last nine years. She dated a few. And she hadn’t felt scared of them at all. But since she was being perfectly honest with herself, her brain wouldn’t let her get away with that. Sure you weren’t scared of them, because they were all perfectly small, timid, anxious men afraid of their own shadows. She’d never gotten serious with any of them. Never went farther than a second date. Of course not. You don’t like that kind of man generally. The kind of men you find sexy are rougher, bigger, all hard planes and rugged-looking. Dani almost groaned aloud. It was so ridiculous. The men she found attractive were also the type to scare the crap out of her these days. How was she ever supposed to get over this? She knew big, strong men existed that would never dream of laying a finger on a woman, no matter what the circumstances. Her father was one of them. But how to know beforehand? How to look at a man and just know that he would never hurt you? At least not physically. It wasn’t possible, was it?
Dani sighed and twisted more in her seat. She felt so ridiculous. What was she going to do? Never date again? She wanted to give men a chance. She yearned to be open and free again. But her mind wouldn’t let her. When a man she found handsome asked her out on a date, her brain screamed yes, but the words that came out of her mouth were always no. Back to that lesbian idea. I wonder what Mom would think if I brought home a woman?
Dani stared out the window at the endless expanse of blue water 30,000 feet below her. I admitted it, can I go back to ignoring it now? She asked herself. No spurt of anxiety flared in her belly. She took that as a yes. Good, she thought. Because I won’t be meeting any men where I’m going.
 
 


Chapter 6
T-24 hours
Camp Patriot Medical Clinic
 
 
JT finally finished the mountains of paperwork required to spend some of his leave at Camp Patriot. His leave wasn’t officially over yet and wouldn’t be for 4 more days. And when it was, he’d better be back on the Sinai Peninsula, chewing sand with the rest of his platoon.
Grief hit him in the gut like a brick. A third of his platoon was wiped out. Mowed down on some crazy mission. What would happen now? Would they send out new guys to fill the boots that no one could ever fill? Or would their platoon be called back stateside early? Or would they be told to suck it up and drive on? Pulling double and triple duty to make up for the missing bodies? At this point, JT didn’t care. They had five more weeks of desert duty and then they were heading back stateside. JT didn’t mind overseas duty, but he sure did hate being in the desert, where the spiders were as big as puppies and you never, ever felt clean. Most of his Marines had the same aversion to the desert. Shane especially. Maybe Shane would get to go back early if he was as fucked up as his letter made it sound. 
Shane. Just thinking about his buddy put a smile on JT’s face. He couldn’t wait to see him, fucked up or not. He might even tell Shane about his sisters (sisters!). As much as he tried to keep his mind from returning to that astonishment, he hadn’t been successful yet. He still wasn’t sure he believed it.
JT asked the keyboard jockey who had taken his paperwork where the medical clinic was. Once he had directions he took off through the base streets at a fast walk, ignoring the Army privates who gave him sneaky sidelong glances as they passed, mostly out of fear, he thought. They probably recognized Navy rank OK, but didn’t see a lot of Marines here, so they weren’t sure of his rank or his general attitude.  
He entered the medical clinic, a drab tan building on the outside, but almost solid OD green on the inside. Ah, the Army. They still loved the color green, even in the desert. JT put on his hard-charging, don’t-fuck-with-me, gunny-sergeant face and stepped up to the desk. A female Army medic sat behind it, her brown hair pulled into a tight bun, her uniform smart and sharp. “Yes, Gunny?” she said. JT allowed a small smile to pull at one cheek. At least someone on this base had their shit together. “I need to see Staff Sergeant Shane Teagan,” he said, wondering if Shane had already been transferred.
The medic’s face seemed to freeze, but somehow her eyes grew two sizes at the same time. “Ah,” she said, and pushed back from the desk. Her eyes, fearful and locked to his, said something was wrong. Instantly, JT’s heart lurched into his throat, choking him. Not Shane. No way.
“Ah,” she said again, then threw a glance over her shoulder, searching the clinic. “Wait here, please.” She got up and practically ran around the partition to the next room, her boots making no noise on the tile.
JT felt adrenaline flood his system, freezing his fingers and toes, but super heating his guts. He prayed he was overreacting. Please God. Please don’t let anything be wrong with Shane, he prayed.
An age passed. The medic did not reappear. The curtain between this reception area and the bay area with the beds and patients mocked him. When he could take it no longer, he strode forward on feet that felt numb in his boots. He pulled the ugly green curtain aside and swept his head right and left. Most of the beds were empty. The two closest to the door had men in them. Neither was Shane. He saw the medic on the far side of the room in a heated discussion with someone wearing scrubs. He started their way.
The medic saw him and turned away. The woman she had been talking with turned toward him and started walking his way, her face set in disapproval. JT could tell from here that she was a First Lieutenant. Great. Someone with just enough rank to think they could tell him what to do, but not enough authority to tell him what he needed to know. 
The woman met JT halfway in the room and made a twirling gesture with her finger. “You aren’t allowed in here. Go back to the reception area.”
JT headed out, then looked over his shoulder to see if she was following him. She was. Good. When they made it back on the other side of the curtain he turned and waited. She stared him down.
“I am looking for SSG Shane Teagan, is he here?” he asked.
The Lieutenant pursed her lips and shook her head. “No,” she said, drawing the word out like there was more to it, or possibly like she wasn’t telling the truth.
“Where is he?” JT asked, his hot and cold places switching sides.
She shook her head again. “I can’t tell you that. You’ll have to talk to his chain of command.”
Perfect. “I am his chain of command. Gunnery Sergeant Jon Taylor. I’m his Platoon Sergeant.” Now was the time for an offensive, JT decided. He pressed his body forward slightly. “What is going on here? The last I heard, SSG Teagan was here, where is he now?” JT put every ounce of authority he possessed into his words. He saw the Lt. look left and right out of the corner of her eyes, as if she wanted to escape. And then the disapproval in her face broke. Her shoulders slumped. 
“Gunnery Sergeant, come with me, please.” She motioned for him to follow her into a room off the reception area. Her office. Sparsely furnished with only her nursing diploma on the wall. JT didn’t want to be here. He wanted her to spit it out already. He wanted to not hear what he was about to hear.
She sat down in her chair and folded her fingers in front of her, inclining her head towards the chair on his side of her desk. He gripped the back of it, trying not to yell. He sat down stiffly and looked at her. Tell me already.
“I’m very sorry to tell you that SSG Teagan died this morning.” She looked at her watch. “Approximately six hours ago. He suffered massive heart failure last night and stopped breathing. We had him on a ventilator until this morning, but no matter what we tried, we couldn’t keep his heart beating.” She watched his face carefully. “I’m very sorry,” she said again.
JT felt his throat constrict. His vision went gray around the edges. He’d had men die under him before. He’d seen body parts flung and chests burst apart, so why was this more horrible than any of that? Because they were here in the hospital? In the safe place? Because it was one more nail in a coffin already full of metal? Because Shane was his best friend in the world? Because there was something horribly, stinking wrong about this? JT heard a frightful noise split the room and realized it came out of his chest. He bit back another sob as it tried to push past his lips and turned away from the Lieutenant. He had to get out of here.
He pushed to his feet and ran out the door, his face twisting in grief. He’d known. And he’d been right. And now his mom was gone. Shane was gone. An entire squad of men he loved was gone. 
JT fled onto the street and battled with his emotions.
 
***
 
 
An hour later, JT walked back into the medical clinic, his face scrubbed, his eyes hard and distant. The female medic stood up from her desk immediately and yelled “Lieutenant, he’s here!” without looking away from him. JT heard the sound of sneakers running towards them.
The Lieutenant burst through the curtain and grabbed his arm, pulling him towards her office again. “Thank goodness you came back! I was quite worried about you.” She bustled him into the hateful chair and closed the door. “SSG Teagan was a good friend of yours.” It was a statement not a question. JT nodded anyway. For the first time he looked at the Lieutenant’s name tag. Dawson. He looked at her eyes. They were soft with understanding. And blue. He didn’t know if this meant anything to him. His mind was quite blown apart, no matter how hard he had tried to get it together. But a few coherent thoughts had come to him while he walked.
“Why did he die? What happened? I thought he was OK.”
She nodded. “We thought he was too. There was an autopsy scheduled for a few hours ago that hopefully will shed some light into what happened to him.”
“Can I get the results of that autopsy?” JT asked.
Lt. Dawson nodded. “Yes, I’ve called your unit and you’ve been cleared.”
JT shook his head. Who cleared him? The Colonel? “Who did you talk to?” 
“First Sergeant Jones.”
JT nodded. That made sense at least. “Did anyone come to see him yesterday before it happened?”
Lt. Dawson shook her head. “No, no one. His Colonel came by but didn’t actually go in to see him.” 
JT raised an eyebrow. “You mean Colonel Clarkson?”
“Yes.”
“How often did he visit Shane?”
“Oh he was here a lot.” Lt. Dawson smiled, like this was a good thing. “He probably came four or five times a day to check on him.” 
Four or five times a day? That seemed excessive to JT. “Did the Colonel usually talk to Shane?”
“No, he never talked to him. Well, maybe once or twice. But mostly he just came in, asked after him, asked what he was eating today, and sat in the waiting room for a bit, reading a magazine or something.”
JT shook his head. He couldn’t think of anything else to ask, except maybe why a Colonel would walk into a clinic four or five times a day and just hang out, but not actually speak to the man he was supposedly visiting. He decided it wouldn’t be a good idea to ask Lt. Dawson that. And suddenly his mind could think of nothing more to say. Not even goodbye or thank you. All he wanted at that point was to get his hands on the autopsy. Or, maybe for this all to be a bad dream. 
 
 
***
 
 
JT walked around the base for the second time. He had 30 more minutes before the autopsy report would be ready from the Pathology Center. He wondered if he was going to be able to read the autopsy report or if it would just look like a bunch of medical gibberish. Maybe Lt. Dawson would be willing to help him with it.
He drew close to the Pathology Center and decided to just go in. His feet were starting to complain. As he walked through the parking lot he heard a car pull in behind him with a low growl. His head turned, almost of its own accord, to see who was driving. Somehow, he already knew. Colonel Clarkson’s wide, pale face stared at him impatiently, waiting for him to get out of the way. JT narrowed his eyes. The Colonel eyes widened in recognition. JT was too far away to accurately name the next emotion that flew over the Colonel’s face, but it looked like fear, just the same. Fear. 
JT stepped aside to let the Colonel park. He guessed now was as good of a time as ever to start asking questions. The first one would be “What did you send the squad out in the desert to do?”
But Colonel Clarkson's car never stopped. He slid past JT and directly out the exit of the parking lot. JT stood and watched him go, his mind a quivering blank. What now? 
Get the autopsy report. Colonel Clarkson couldn’t run from him forever. Or maybe he should just go straight up the chain of command and deposit this mess in their laps. Maybe Brigadier General Mayfair would be interested to know the details of this case. But JT knew he couldn’t risk that. If BG Mayfair ignored it, or Clarkson had a good story cooked up already, JT wouldn’t be allowed to dig anymore. Only now, when he was on leave and no one knew he was digging, did he have full autonomy to do what needed to be done.
JT walked up the steps to the Pathology Center knowing almost everything hinged on the autopsy at this point. Without Shane Teagan around to share what happened that night, and with the rest of the squad buried already, this investigation was almost completely dead. JT winced at his brain’s choice of words. Dead like his squad. Dead like his mother. Dead like his best friend.
 


Chapter 7
T minus 20 hours
Camp Patriot
 
 
Dani pulled up to the main gate and flashed her reporter’s badge. It would get her on base, but she still had to fill out paperwork. She pulled over into the breakdown lane with the clipboard.
While she was waiting for the gate guard to finish inspecting her car, she tried her uncle on the phone one more time. Again, she got his voice mail. “Uncle Kevin, I’m here at Camp Patriot. I need to meet with you as soon as possible. Call me back please.” She pressed end and sighed noisily. Oh well, she could head straight to his office and hopefully catch him there.
The gate guard finally waved her on and she drove in slowly. His office was in the main headquarters building. She’d only been there once before but she remembered it well. It was the only building on base that wasn’t tan. Instead, it was a shiny white. She thought that was kind of stupid. If airplanes tried to bomb the base they would know exactly which building to hit to take out the most brass. 
She parked in front in a visitor stall and headed to his small office. The uniformed receptionist said Colonel Clarkson was out and did not say when he would be back. 
Dani sat down to wait, ignoring the disapproving glances the receptionist threw at her every few minutes.
At 4:45, Dani finally had to admit defeat. He wasn’t coming back today. Briefly, she wondered if the receptionist had told her uncle she was here. Nothing she could do about it. And if he fled back to the Sinai Peninsula in order to avoid meeting with her? What then? She set her jaw and decided she’d deal with that when it happened.
“Would you please tell Colonel Clarkson I’ll be back first thing in the morning? I really need to talk to him.” The receptionist nodded curtly. 
Dani walked back to her car and tried to decide where to get dinner. Order in at her hotel room? Or head to her favorite cafe, the Singing Dog. She didn’t know why the name was so silly. Was it a translation thing? Or a cultural thing? But she didn’t care. They had great coffee and an American atmosphere that she craved when she was in the Middle East. As she was still weighing the two options her phone rang. Uncle Kevin!
She answered. “Hello? Uncle Kevin?”
“Hello Daniela, what are you doing in Kuwait? Are you on assignment?” His voice sounded off to her, like he was quite unhappy to be talking to her.
“No, I need to talk to you, Uncle Kevin. Dad is worried about you.”
Dani heard a sigh over the phone. “Your dad always seems to be worried about something since he retired, Daniela. Maybe he needs a hobby.”
Dani’s eyebrows drew together. This was at least partially true, but she wasn’t going to be dissuaded that easily. “Maybe. So, Uncle Kevin, where are you? Can I come meet you?”
“I am off base. I won’t be back until Monday. But I can meet you tomorrow. At that cafe you so love. The one we met at before? The Singing Dog. At 12 noon. We do need to talk.”
Now Dani’s eyebrows went up. She had met her uncle there once before but it had been three years ago. She was surprised he had remembered the name. “OK. That sounds really good. I’ll be there.”
“Good. Tomorrow then.” He hung up the phone without saying goodbye.
Dani looked at her phone, confused. What kind of a meeting were they going to have tomorrow? Would he really tell her anything, or would the whole trip be wasted? 


Chapter 8
 
T Minus 18 hours
Camp Patriot Visitor’s Barracks
 
 
JT sat on his bunk and held his head in his hands. A copy of Shane’s autopsy report sat next to him. He needn’t have worried about not being able to decipher it. It was in plain English and very thorough. It described Shane’s last few hours in the medical clinic. It shared his last meal, and his last words. It included interviews of the nurses, doctors, and medics on duty. And examined his stomach contents. And weighed and measured his organs. And didn’t tell him anything. Cause of death was Cardiac Arrest of Unknown Origin. One sentence stood out to JT. Postmortem toxicology reports reveal no remarkable findings. What did that mean? He assumed they tested him for poison? Well, it didn’t pay to assume that. He needed to talk to one of those autopsy doctors, or someone who knew what they tested for in an autopsy.
He picked up his phone and started to dial the medical clinic. Maybe Lt. Dawson could help him. The phone rang in his hand. He didn’t recognize the number.
“Hello?”
“Gunnery Sergeant. You’re on base.”
JT felt the short hair on his neck and arms stand up. His mouth felt dry as the desert wind outside. He worked up enough spit to talk and opened his mouth, not sure what would come out. “Colonel Clarkson. I am.”
“We need to talk.”
JT nodded, then realized Col. Clarkson couldn’t see him. “Yes, we do.”
“Tomorrow, in Kuwait City, at the Singing Dog Cafe. Noon. Don’t be late.”
JT thought quickly. Technically, he wasn’t supposed to leave base, but because he was on leave still he could get away with it. But how would he get there? It’s not like there was a car rental place around. No matter, he would figure it out. 
“I’ll be there.”
“Good.” The phone went silent in his ear. JT stared at it, wondering if he was making a big mistake. But what choice did he have?
 


Chapter 9              
T minus 30 minutes
Singing Dog Cafe
 
 
Dani pushed open the door to the Singing Dog Cafe, a smile touching her lips immediately. She loved this place. It was like the most American coffee shop that existed, but in the middle of Kuwait City. She always came here when she was in the Middle East and needed a pick-me-up, sometimes flying here specifically to visit the shop and then flying back out to her assignment. 
Her eyes darted to her favorite seat, an overstuffed, infinitely-comfortable, red chair in the far corner, with an excellent view of the entire room and the front door, the best place in the room to watch for Uncle Kevin. It was occupied. Her smile twitched slightly. Oh well, maybe he was leaving soon. The he in question held her eye, even though her brain told her to look away. He was drinking out of a white paper cup and looking at his phone. Her mind cataloged his good-looks instantly: handsome rugged face with a hint of 5 o’clock shadow, dark crew cut, broad chest, immaculate t-shirt and jeans. He was almost-certainly an American Marine. Possibly feeling her eyes on him, he looked up and locked gazes with her.
His eyes! Dani felt a bolt of pure sensation shoot down her spine when she saw them. They were a bright sapphire blue that contrasted appealingly with his dark looks. He lifted a corner of his mouth into a charming lopsided smile. Dani froze, somehow unable to release the door and walk further into the room. Move! She screamed at herself, feeling ridiculous. Finally, she jerked her eyes away and ran-walked to the counter. Now she felt even more ridiculous. She hadn’t smiled back or anything. Maybe she should wait for Uncle Kevin outside, convince him to go somewhere else. Smooth Dani, I know you haven’t dated in a while but you still remember how to smile, right? I mean, you’ve probably done it a few times today. She berated herself the entire time she stood at the counter. When she finally ordered she dropped the heavy thoughts and retreated to a brown chair in a corner as far away from him as possible. She refused to look that way, preferring to pretend that this was actually her favorite spot in the Singing Dog Cafe and that she was the only customer here.
She sat down and waited for Uncle Kevin. She studied her coffee and her phone. Uncle Kevin was a big boy. She didn’t need to watch the door for him.
 
***
 
 
JT snuck another glance at the gorgeous brunette with the long wavy hair and the to-die-for freckles. He loved freckles. And she didn’t just have a few. She had a generous splash of freckles across both cheeks, her nose, and even her chin. He wished she would just turn in that big chair a little bit, just enough for him to get another look at her face. Oh well, he thought. Even if he wasn’t here on horrible, important business, it’s not like he would strike up a conversation with her or anything. She’d made it pretty clear that she didn’t want him to speak to her when he’d smiled at her and she’d just glared back. He couldn’t help but think about those freckles though, and all that brown hair. He hadn’t seen freckles like that since Tina… He cut his thoughts off there and flicked his eyes to the door to watch for Colonel Clarkson. No sense thinking about Tina. There was nothing but pain down that road. 
JT heard a loud clatter somewhere in the bowels of the cafe, as if a tray full of dishes had been tipped over. He glanced at the counter, but no employees stood there. They must all be in the back dealing with whatever was going on. Idly, he watched a tall man in a tailored dishdasha, the floor-length white robe that many men in the region wore, whispering into a man’s ear who was seated near him. The man stood up quickly and walked out the front door stiffly. 
JT’s gut constricted suddenly and he sat up very straight, absently tucking his phone in his pocket. His eyes crawled over the cafe, cataloging the customers. The beautiful woman with the freckles, the man in the dishdasha, and only one other Kuwaiti woman sitting alone at a table. JT’s gut constricted harder. There had been at least 10 people sitting in overstuffed chairs when he came in and sat down, and he hadn’t seen any of them leave. And the guy in the dishdasha hadn’t been here and he hadn’t seen him come in. Get out now, his gut prodded. JT stood up, his coffee forgotten. He took a step towards the door, then half-turned toward the woman in the corner who had glared at him when she entered. If something was going down in here, he should warn her and the other woman. He knew he would sound like an idiot, but he had to try anyway. 
In front of him, the man in the dishdasha murmured a few words to the Kuwaiti woman in Arabic. JT knew a bit of Arabic and a bit of Farsi, but he couldn’t tell what the man had said. The woman stood up quickly, threw a worried glance behind her, and ran out the door like the man before her. JT’s internal alarm pinged harder. He had to get out of here now. He wouldn’t leave the woman though, he’d at least try to warn her.
Before he could get halfway across the room, the remaining man spoke a single word towards the hallway behind the checkout counter, loudly. JT saw the woman in the corner look up, alarm in her own eyes. Noise from the hallway drew his eye. Six more men in full, white dishdashas, plus all wearing checkered keffiyehs on their heads, crowded out of the hallway in single file. The sight of the AK-47s in their hands chilled JT. This was very bad.
The man who had sent the other cafe customers out the door smiled broadly at him. “Sergeant Taylor, yes?” he said in perfect English with only the slightest accent.
JT’s body tensed and he unconsciously turned sideways, away from the six men who were now lined up in front of the counter, all of their heads cocked and their guns pointed at him. You’re toast JT, just get the woman out of here, he told himself, accepting his fate as much as a Marine ever does. Could Colonel Clarkson possibly be behind this? Did it even matter at this point? It did to the innocent young woman in the corner. Why hadn’t the man sent her outside with everyone else? JT put his hands up and took two more steps towards the brunette. Her eyes seemed too big for her face. She looked from him to the men with guns swiftly, ping-ponging her glance back and forth.
JT addressed the first man. “You obviously want me. Let her go.” 
To her, he quietly said, “Get up slowly, walk behind me with your hands up, to the door.” She started to do as he said, her face pale and drawn.
The first man laughed arrogantly. “Oh no, she will not be going anywhere.” He stepped to the door himself, opened it and made a gesture outside of it, then stepped back inside. Four more men in dishdashas, two from each side, passed the front windows and came in the door. As they entered, they produced guns and pointed them at JT. His mind raced. Were they being taken hostage? 
The man who had spoken spread his hands wide and gestured to them to walk towards the counter, a firm smile on his face. JT could see no way out. Suddenly he felt very afraid, and very responsible for the young woman with the freckles. This had to have everything to do with him - they knew his name - and she was just along for the unfortunate, probably-deadly ride.
JT swallowed and considered his options. His mind ticked off possibilities with lightning speed. In essence, they all boiled down to either fight or submit. If the woman weren’t here this would be so much easier. If he were only responsible for himself, he would fight to the death without hesitation. He swore lightly to himself and took a slow step towards the counter, trying to buy time.
He studied the man with the smile and thought about the KA-Bar fighting knife in his boot. He could take this man and use him as a shield long enough to get the woman out of here.
The man with the smile must have seen it in his eyes. His smile grew wider and he said, “Fucking move or the lady gets a bullet to the knee.” He could have been asking JT about the weather with that smile and his light tone of voice. The contrast with the actual words he spoke chilled JT even further and he knew why. This man was completely insane.
JT glanced at the woman in the chair. She stared at him openly, fear stamped across her features. She hadn’t moved yet. She seemed to be waiting for him. He hesitated one more second, and the man with the horrible smile raised his fingers. One of the gunmen ran over to them and trained his gun on the woman’s legs. 
“We’re moving, we’re moving!” JT shouted, grabbing the woman’s hand and pulling her out of the chair and in the direction they were being herded. 
Now he knew why the woman was being kept. To control him. 
 
 


Chapter 10
 
12 hours later
Westwood Harbor
 
 
Sara walked quietly into the kitchen of Jerry's house and stopped next to the big stainless steel fridge, anxiety eating at her insides. Her decision was made, but it was the part coming next that scared her. She wasn’t seeking approval, not really. The call had been made, the President had given her the green light, and plans were in the works. She was doing this. 
When she thought about her past, her background as a killing machine for the now defunct (because of massive corruption and secrecy) DCIA, the only clear choice was the one she was making. Isn't this what she'd been doing for years now? Liberating people? Killing those who would seek to keep them oppressed? And since she was 1/4 Egyptian and could speak Farsi and Arabic - it was like this was the ultimate job she'd actually been trained for since birth.
Maybe what she was really seeking was support. And that was something she had never looked for before. She’d always made her decisions and carried them out with very little assistance or support from anyone. But now she was in a relationship with Jerry. And Jerry was close friends with these four people. And these four people were related to the man she was going to save. Brother or brother-in-law. She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. Relationships complicated things.
Her eyes fixed on Jerry who had his gaze locked intently on Hawk, who was talking. Jerry was the only one she really cared about. If he didn’t support her she didn’t know what she would do. Would it be a relationship-breaker already? She fervently prayed it wasn’t. Because it wasn’t like she was just going to stay home and be a housewife now. That wasn’t her. Well, at least not until they had babies. Her hands curled around her belly again. Babies. She had a chance to have babies and she was contemplating this crazy mission? What was wrong with her? Not contemplating, the inner voice she liked to call Miss-All-Business spoke up. Planning. You are planning this mission. You were practically born for this mission, and you are the only one who has a chance to save those two people. She nodded at her inner dialogue. She knew she was right, and she knew this was right. Now to convince everyone else.
She focused on Hawk’s words. “But you know what happened three months ago. If the Marines go in to get him, he’s going to wind up with his head cut off!” 
Vivian put her head in her hands at this. Hawk winced and rubbed her shoulders, but he didn’t apologize or take it back. He was right and Vivian knew it. Sara checked every face at the table and they all knew it. They had all seen what happened on TV. Three months ago this new Islamic extremist group, the NIB - or Northern Islamic Brotherhood, had surfaced, sending challenges to the President directly via Al Jazeera TV. No one took them seriously, until some of them managed to take four American soldiers hostage, one of them a female. A small group of Marines found the soldiers and raided the encampment they were in. As the Marines surrounded the encampment and went in with the intention of rescuing the soldiers, the extremists had simply killed each of the soldiers, then stood and fought the Marines, knowing full well they wouldn’t win. But the NIB had considered it a victory anyway, even though they had lost a large contingent of men. They were now taken seriously, and the blow to the American morale had been huge. Staggering. Americans started to march at home, demanding all troops be pulled out of the Middle East. The President’s approval rating slipped below 40%. And four American soldiers were gone forever.
And now this same group of extremists had Emma and Vivian’s brother.
She took a deep breath. Hawk had made it easy for her. They were looking for an answer and she was going to give it to them. 
She walked to the table. Jerry stood up and offered her his chair. She took it with an appreciative smile. He kissed her cheek and rubbed her shoulders. Not because she was tight, but because he hadn’t stopped touching her for weeks now. She said a little prayer that he would understand.
“Hawk’s right,” she said, getting straight to the point. “And that’s why I am going to go in instead.”
The tension level in the room doubled. Jerry’s hands tightened on her shoulders. Emma’s mouth dropped open. Vivian took her head out of her hands and gaped at her. Craig crossed his arms and leaned back with a skeptical look on his face, and Hawk just stared, like he didn’t understand what she had just said. 
“You’re going in? What do you mean, you are going in?” Emma asked.
“I fly out this afternoon. I’m going to free your brother.”
“By yourself?” Emma said, her voice raising an octave.
“No, I have CIA and Army support. In fact, the CIA operative who was supposed to be in charge seems thrilled that I am taking over. He didn’t sound very sure of his ability to get him out alive.”
“And you are sure you can get him out alive?” Emma asked.
Sara nodded. “Very sure.”
“Wait, wait, wait,” Jerry said, his hands leaving her shoulder. He pulled a chair right next to her, his mouth pained and his eyes fearful. “You are going to the Middle East and you, yourself, are going to go into this tent and free him?”
This is going badly already, Sara thought. But she didn’t know what to do about it. She nodded. She pleaded with him with her eyes. Please understand.
“Why you?!” Jerry cried, standing so quickly his chair fell over backwards. He didn’t wait for an answer, but paced his kitchen with his hand on his head.
“Because I am his best hope. His best chance at survival. Because they won’t be expecting a woman. Because I speak Farsi and Arabic. Because I know the customs. Because this is what I do,” she said simply.
Craig broke in. “They won’t be expecting a woman is right, but they will know something is wrong as soon as they see you. They don’t have any women out there in the desert at all, do they?”
Sara watched Jerry who was still pacing. He wasn’t looking at her. Hadn’t looked at her since she made her announcement. She didn’t know what to do, so she did nothing. She answered Craig’s question, but her eyes never left Jerry.
“We know where they are. They are at a camp in the Sinai Peninsula in the middle of the desert. Our government has been watching this camp with drones for months, trying to determine its purpose. It has supply runs and even some sort of maid service. Women go in and out daily.”
Jerry stopped pacing and returned to the chair, his face composed but sad. Sara’s heart broke a little that she made him look like that. He still didn’t look at her. Instead he stared at the lines on the table.
Hawk sat forward now. “What do you mean, we know where they are? Only Sergeant Taylor has been taken hostage right?”
Sara finally looked up from Jerry. She settled for taking his hand. She looked straight at Hawk and shook her head. “No. It’s him and a woman. A reporter. That’s how they were found so quickly. The woman carries a tiny GPS tracker on her body. Lots of reporters over there do these days apparently, for just this kind of thing. It was switched on 12 hours ago and her news station got the information to the government a few hours ago. Otherwise they would probably still be looking for them.”
Jerry looked up quickly, his eyes burning into Sara’s. “I’m going.” 
She nodded and smiled, relief making her feel almost lightheaded. “You can go. But only as support. You’ll have to stay at the Army base we will be staged at when I go in.” 
He nodded, his eyes unreadable.
Vivian looked around the table at each of them in turn. “Are you all crazy?” She asked, her face twisted. Her eyes finally settled on Sara. “Sara, we can’t ask you to do this for us. It’s too much.”
Sara nodded. She had expected this. “Vivian, I’m not doing it for you. Not like you think. I’m doing it for Sergeant Taylor. And for Daniela Clarkson - she’s the reporter. And for the entire country. And for me.” Jerry squeezed her hand. She smiled. He understood.
Craig lifted his chin. “I’m going too.”
Sara looked at Craig, then at Emma. This she didn’t expect and wasn’t sure what to say.
Emma looked back. “Me too.” She took Craig’s hand.
Sara nodded slightly. She knew the president would let her take as much support as she wanted. All she had to do was say the word. She looked questioningly at Hawk. He looked at Vivian. She smiled faintly and took his hand, then took her sister’s next to her. “We’re in,” Hawk told her.
Sara raised her eyebrows. Six              for Kuwait then. She got up to make the phone call. 
 
 


Chapter 11
 
Somewhere in the desert
 
 
JT jerked awake, his whole body discordantly singing in agony. He lifted his head, feeling like it weighed 100 pounds. He rolled his shoulder and tried to get the feeling to come back into his upper back and neck. As it came, it burned. Sleeping sitting up, with your hands tied behind you and your chin resting on your chest is some pretty bad torture, he thought. How long have we been here, trying to sleep this way? he wondered. There was no way to tell with no rising and falling of light, but he had tried to count off the minutes in the back of his mind while he was awake. And if he slept three hours just now, which is what he guessed, based on how his head feels, then he puts it at three days. Three days with no food and only the smallest amount of water. Just enough to keep them alive.
JT rolled his chest muscles as best as he could, trying to get some strength into them. He tested his ropes again for the hundredth time to see if he could free himself. He knows he has to get them out of here, and quickly, before just being here kills one of them, or permanently damages them. It can’t be good for their bodies to be stuck in one position for three days. His ropes are still tight. His muscles are weakening. He can tell. Panic bursts into his head in the form of scary thoughts and an adrenaline rush. He beat it away with strong mental fingers. He has practice with this. He is good at it.
JT listened closely to the room. He heard nothing in the room they are in, which he knows has stone walls and a canvas roof, like a giant tent dropped over a busted-out stone building. Beyond his walls, he heard activity, motion. People talking, laughing, banging metal against wood, possibly eating, maybe making things. Lots of activity. So it is daytime. He can’t see light at all with the black hood over his face.
His black hood was only taken off once. About an hour after they got here. At the coffee shop in Kuwait, they were taken out the back to waiting cars. JT in one, the woman in the other. The hateful black hood was shoved onto his head and he was forced to the floor, his pockets emptied immediately. He was frisked and his hands were tied behind his back. The knife in his boot was found. He mourned the loss of it. He would fight with his hands and his teeth if he got the chance though.
The men in the cars with him had talked and laughed in Arabic, occasionally kicking him or resting their feet on him. They spoke Arabic, and he only understood one out of every three or four words, and none of them seemed to mean anything to him.
After an hour’s car ride they got on an airplane, JT still hooded. At this point he had no idea if the woman was still with them or where they were going or why. The airplane seemed to be a small jet. These terrorists were well-funded for sure.
After a four hour plane ride, they landed. As the door was cracked the hot smell of the desert found JT’s nostrils, even through his black hood. They were no longer in or near a city. JT filed all of this knowledge away. His mind tried to make judgments about how horrible this new development was, but he didn’t let it. He had desert survival training. If they could escape, he could get them out of the desert. And his plan certainly was to escape. It had been from the moment the insane man in the coffee shop had herded them towards the counter.
From the airplane he was shoved into the back of a vehicle. An open bay truck it seemed. They rode for two hours. To this place. Wherever this place was. He was tied to a hard chair. A burst of activity in the area around him held his attention. But he couldn’t make out what was happening. 
Finally, a single man spoke, his voice unnaturally loud and pointed, like he was speaking for an audience. JT picked out a few words. His own name. Guantanamo Bay. The Arabic words for America, prisoners, kill, stop, and release.
And then his hood was taken off. He blinked as the room swam into focus. He took in everything as quickly as he could. He knew the hood was going back on at any moment. A TV camera. The insane man from the cafe. The walls and ceiling. Men everywhere with guns and knives, all of them pointed at him. And the woman. She was still hooded, but he recognized her, approximately five feet away from him, tied to a chair just as he was. 
The insane man pointed at him, then took a knife from a man behind him and drew it across JT’s cheek. JT stared at him, hate in his eyes. The pain in his face screamed, but he refused to scream himself. The insane man seemed disgusted and barked an order. Another man thrust his hood back on his head. 
And that was three days ago. Since then, the hood had been rolled up, but not removed, on three occasions. He was almost certain it was a woman doing it. It was too gentle to be a man. The hood was rolled up to his nose and a cool ladle held to his lips. He drank greedily each time, wanting to keep his strength. The ladle had been refilled 4 times, but when the person had tried to refill it a 5th, a man had yelled something guttural in Arabic. The ladle had not come again and the hood had been rolled down. He heard the act repeated to his right. 
No one had talked to him since that first day. There usually was a guard in the room. JT sometimes heard him snort or fart or clear his throat. Sometimes he heard something metal get placed on the ground. He had heard canvas rustle heavily several times and two men talk. That is when the guard changed, he thought. Sometimes, like right now, they did not seem to have a guard. He could hear nothing. Not even snoring. But would they really be left without a guard? He didn’t know. He reached his consciousness out to the right, trying to hear or feel the woman. He couldn’t.
She was so quiet. She hadn’t cried or even whimpered that he had heard. She hadn’t said a word. It confused him. He couldn’t imagine a woman that wouldn’t cry in a situation like this. It was such a horrible situation. Although he fiercely hoped they would, he truly doubted they would make it out alive. She had to be thinking the same thing. So why didn’t she plead for her life? Release tension by crying? At least ask what was going on? Possibilities ran through his mind. She was mute. She was in on it. She was in extreme shock. None of them seemed likely. 
Maybe he should try to talk to her. Was it worth the risk? Maybe. Especially if they didn’t have a guard right now. Especially if they were to have a chance at escaping. If even the smallest chance presented itself, they had to do it. JT replayed the scene after the camera had turned off. The insane man had laughed, like the message was just a big joke. And then he had said something to another man in Arabic. They sounded very close to each other, like they were hugging or shaking hands. JT had picked out a few words and phrases in their conversation. Those words had been fools, believe it, dead in the ground, never. JT’s gut told him there was no plan to ever exchange them for Guantanamo prisoners. It screamed at him that if they were to live, they had to get out of here on their own. The chance of the U.S. Government finding them and being able to free them seemed so low it wasn’t even worth thinking about.
Like a fish hook in his brain, his thoughts keep trailing out to the woman. Is she there? Should he say something to her? I have to try, he thinks. But first …
“Guard!” JT said, but not loudly, only with a little urgency. He wanted to know if someone was in there with them. “Guard, I have to use the bathroom! Now - It’s an emergency!” Nothing. They've already been taken to the pit latrine, basically a hole in the ground with a board over it, 146 steps away. It is through a narrow corridor and he has to take several twisty turns to get to it. He has been led to it three times with the hood over his head. He can’t smell it in here, but he can in the corridor closest to it.
Still no response from the guard, if there was one. JT chewed on his lip under the hood. It seemed there was no guard. He decided to chance it.
“Hey, are you there? I don’t really have to use the bathroom, I was trying to see if we have a guard,” JT said, his voice pitched low and his face pointing towards where he last saw her, shackled to her own chair. 
“I’m here.” Her voice came back immediately. It was small, but calm. 
“Are you OK?” he asked.
“No,” she said. “Yes. Not really. I don’t know.”
JT almost laughed at her answer. He knew exactly how she felt. 
“My name is JT.”
“Hi JT, I’m Dani, it’s horrible to meet you.”
That time he did laugh. He couldn’t help it. Dani had a sense of humor. He did notice her voice waver a bit this time though. His heart went out to her. This was a one hell of a cluster fuck they were rolled up in.
“We have to get out of here, do you have any ideas?” JT said. He had a few, but none of them were very good. 
Dani stayed silent. JT was about to ask her again, when she finally spoke.
“The military will come get us. Maybe we should just try to hang in there.”
JT took a deep breath. Is that why she was so silent? Just hanging in there waiting for the cavalry to arrive? He didn’t want to bash her hopes, but he knew he needed to.
“I don’t think they are going to find us, at least not anytime soon.” He said gently. “I think we need to try to get out of here ourselves.”
“They know where we are. I know they do.” Her voice dropped even lower and he had to struggle to make out the words. “I have a GPS tracker in my shoe. I activated it when they put us in the cars at the cafe.”
JT tried to make sense of this. A GPS tracker? She had one small enough to fit in her shoe? And she activated it? He tried to remember what kind of shoes she was wearing and couldn’t. He tried to figure out why she would have a GPS tracker on her and couldn’t come up with anything there either. His mouth dropped open inside his hood. Just ask her! his mind shouted.
“Why do you have a GPS tracker in your shoe?” 
“I’m a reporter,” she said.
Ahhhhh. Many things clicked into place for him then. Both her demeanor and her GPS tracker. An American reporter in the Middle East during war time? She was trained in how to handle situations like this. She knew the risks long before she ever got here. And she had a failsafe, just in case. But she had to know what happened the last time the military had gone in and tried to save hostages, didn’t she? He opened his mouth to ask her when something in the air of the room changed.
Heavy canvas rustled. Someone entered the room with them. 
JT went stiff, expecting the worst. If the person who entered had heard them talking and understood English, their ultimate fate might be coming sooner than they thought. He prayed it wasn’t so.
 
 
Chapter 12
 
              Sara watched the middle screen in the bank of fourteen screens on the wall, a frown on her face. “You can’t get closer?” she asked.
              The unmanned drone operator, a young Army Corporal shook his head. “I can’t. We don’t go below 50,000 feet and it’s magnified to full capacity.”
Sara bit her lip. She needed to see inside those vehicles, needed to know exactly who was in them. Or at least if it was men or women.
“What if you went down to 30,000 feet? They can’t shoot you down that high up, can they?”
              The Corporal twisted in his chair and fixed her with a withering look. “Actually, they can, although I don’t think these guys have the right firepower to do it. But at 30,000 feet, the UAV will be seen, and I know you don’t want that.” He twisted back, apparently convinced that he had put her in her place.
Sara didn’t bristle. She didn’t have time to take offense. She knew she was missing something here, but she didn’t know what it was. She was willing to look stupid to this young man, just to make sure she didn’t miss anything.
“But aren’t you always flying drones over this area?” 
He shook his head. “Never. We leave that to Israel.” 
“And Israel’s drones are different than the U.S.’s drones?”
He didn’t twist again, but he didn’t have to. Sara heard the contempt in his voice. “Yeah, very.”
OK then, he was right. It would not do to let the terrorist group know the U.S. was watching them from above all of a sudden. They could move the hostages. Or worse, kill them. 
“OK, thanks,” Sara said, pacing behind the bank of comfortable chairs and monitors. Her plan was forming, but it was going to take a little longer if she had to do some of her surveillance on foot. 
She heard someone enter the room behind her and threw a glance to the door. It was Craig. He lifted a hand in greeting and sat in one of the chairs in the back. He’d been doing that a lot. Offering her a sounding board, support, bringing her water and food. She appreciated it, but wished it was Jerry. Jerry hadn’t ventured into the control room yet. And every time he looked at her, his sad, fearful eyes broke her heart. He hadn’t asked her not to do it, and she was glad about that. He understood it, but he didn’t like it. Not at all.
Another person entered the room, interrupting her thoughts. She looked back again. It was Farmer, her CIA contact. His slim, mousy face was pinched with worry. She hadn’t seen it any other way yet.
“Bad news, bad news,” he muttered, bringing a cloud of negativity in with him. Over his right shoulder, she saw Craig clasp his hands to his face and widen his eyes in an “oh my God!” look. Sara smiled in spite of herself. 
“What’s the bad news?” she asked, her voice gruff. He seemed to respond better that way.
“The base is low on helicopter teams. It seems they are all out on assignment and won’t be back for days. There’s four helicopters on base, but barely enough crew to man them. They have one full team here, but one of the door gunners is sick. The pilots won’t go out without two door gunners.”
“Can’t they just train someone?”
Agent Farmer widened his eyes and ran back out of the door without a word.
Sara pressed her lips together. He was downright useless when it came to independent thinking. And if she hadn’t asked for the job he would have been in charge of finding and freeing the two hostages without getting them murdered? She shook her head in irritation. There must have been some mistake. They must have just given her anybody, not the real intended leader of the mission.
Sara continued to pace. She knew where she was going. She knew what her plan was once she got in the base, which was really nothing more than an old bombed out fort with a big tent for a roof, and she knew what the plan was once she got Sergeant Taylor and Daniela Clarkson out of the base and a safe ways away. Pilots refusing to fly would be bad news definitely, but she didn’t think it would come to that. There was always a way to get a bird in the air. 
Now, all she had to figure out was how exactly to get into the terrorist base camp without being noticed. She still didn’t know for sure that there were women traveling each day in the caravan from the mountain city of St. Marin to the base camp where the Americans were being held. But she thought it was very likely. If there weren’t, her plan was shot. But she would deal with that when she had to. For now, she needed to make sure —
Agent Farmer rushed back into the room, shaking his head. “Oh no, oh no, they can’t train anyone. The pilots won’t fly without two experienced door gunners.”
Sara set her jaw. What now? Behind Farmer, she saw Craig stand up. He held up one finger, as if to say wait a moment, and then he walked out the door. 
“OK, Agent Farmer. We’ll figure out a way around that. Are there any other issues?”
He shook his head. “Good.” She turned back to the monitors, hoping Agent Farmer would get the hint and disappear for a while. She couldn't think with him hanging around. His black mood and nervous energy sapped the life out of her. This was why she liked to work alone. 
On the monitor, three vehicles bounced across the desert, almost to their destination. She would watch closely as the occupants got out, but from 50,000 feet a robe was a robe and a head covering was a head covering. There was no way to distinguish men from women.
Sara heard the door whoosh open one more time. She turned to see Craig and Hawk entering. Hawk strode to her. “I’ll do it.”
“Do what?”
“Fly the mission. I flew as a door gunner in the Army.”
Sara calculated quickly in her mind. She wondered if Vivian knew he was volunteering for this. She also wondered if something happened to him, if Vivian would blame her. And hate her. She sighed. Relationships complicated things in the worst way. 
She cocked an eyebrow at Hawk. “If we need you, and the pilots will take you, you’re in.” She looked around the large room. Farmer was gone. 
“When Farmer comes back ask him to take you to the pilots and see if they will let you fly.”
Hawk nodded. He and Craig sat down. Sara felt a rush of affection for both men. She didn’t know them well, but they were good guys, she knew that much. Hardworking and useful. A great combination. She smiled. Of course Jerry would have friends like that.
Her smile slipped at the thought of Jerry. She was leaving in a matter of hours. What was it going to do to him?
 
 
 


Chapter 13
 
 
 
Sara packed quickly in the tiny barracks room she shared with Jerry. Jerry watched her closely from the chair, his eyes masked. For the first time since the cabin, she felt they didn’t know what to say to each other. They had made slow, passionate love several times in the officer’s quarters on the C-40B special mission aircraft during the 18 hour flight from California to Kuwait, stopping only to sleep and eat. Jerry had seemed insatiable, and she knew why. He was afraid those hours were his last time with her. That she was going to die out here in the desert. There certainly was a chance she would. She knew that. But there was always that chance, even walking down the street. Sara tried to never live her life from fear.
A knock on the door startled Sara out of her thoughts. Agent Farmer stood there, waiting for her message for the Military Intelligence Officer. She handed the piece of paper to him, and let him go. She wouldn’t stand over his shoulder for this part. Soon, he would be on his own and he needed to perform like it. If he fucked up down the line somewhere, well, she didn’t want to think about what would happen if he did.
Agent Farmer read the piece of paper over, then looked at her. “This will be enough to see you through to St. Marin without a male escort?” 
Sara nodded. Traveling in the Middle East as a lone woman was certainly harder than anywhere else. But the restrictions on women and their relegation to second class citizen also meant she would be safe from scrutiny, as long as all of her papers were in order and she had the proper approval from a man. No one would think she was dangerous. 
Agent Farmer was traveling to the village alongside her, but there was no way she would travel with him. He practically screamed American. That was a persona she wanted to avoid at all costs.
“OK, I’ll have the officer make the calls now,” Farmer said.
“Thank you.” Sara closed her door and turned back to her bags.
Jerry’s voice in the darkened room warmed and chilled her at the same time. “What if you don’t come back?” he asked softly.
“I’ll come back.”
“You’re sure? 100 percent?”
Sara considered. “Maybe 85 percent.” She watched his face. 85 percent was good odds. Very good. But what would he think of a 15 percent chance of losing her? His eyes showed a brief flicker of something - fear? Anger? Sadness? She couldn’t tell. 
“What if they know you are coming?” he asked. “What if it’s all a trap?”
“They don’t.”
“What if something goes wrong with the plan?”
“I’ve got enough bullets to take out everyone in the camp,” she said simply. If something went wrong, she would fight and she would call in air support and she would try to get home. And there really wasn’t any more to it. She knew he knew all of this. She thought he probably couldn’t think of anything better to say right now. Just like her.
Sara arranged the last few items in her bag, then closed and zipped it. She crossed the room and climbed onto Jerry’s lap. His strong, warm lap. She lowered her face to his and kissed his cheeks, his ears, his neck. She felt him relax and respond underneath her. She focused her kisses around his mouth slowly, feeling the slight scratch of the hair on his face on the soft skin of her lips and cheeks. She loved the feeling of everything that made him a man against everything that made her a woman.
Sara pressed her body hard against him, feeling him lift and shift under her. Too bad they didn’t have time for this. She had to leave in five minutes. He knew that, too. He caught her face in his hands and whispered in her ear, “I didn’t think you were going to stay home and play house, but it would have been nice if you waited at least until your ribs were fully healed before you put your head in the lion’s mouth again.”
Sara smiled sadly. She felt the pain in his words. But she was who she was, and he said he accepted that. “I’m their only chance, Jerry,” she whispered back.
He dropped his hands and leaned his head back against the chair. “I know,” he sighed. He lifted his head again. “Maybe when this is done we can take a vacation. A real one. Throw the phone away for a month. Not even pick up if it’s the President. Especially if it’s the President.”
Sara curled her fingers in his. “Maybe.” She curled her other hand around her belly, and bit back the words that sprang into her mind. They would have been cruel. But she thought them again, fiercely. When I’m pregnant I’ll stay home. But even that wasn’t fair. Because she could be pregnant now. Only a few days pregnant, but pregnant still. They hadn’t been using protection. 
Instead, she kissed him again, a soft kiss full of withheld passion, then stood up.
He pulled her hand. “I talked to the pilot who is flying you to Taba Airport. He says there is room for me on the flight."
Sara nodded. “OK, but are you sure it wouldn’t be easier for you to say goodbye to me here?” Jerry smiled finally, a typical, boyish, Jerry smile and her heart stuttered at how beautiful he was.
“It would be easier, but it wouldn’t be right,” he said. He picked up her bag and held an arm out to her. Sara took it and let him lead her to the runway where she would be taking a plane to the most dangerous mission of her life.
 


Chapter 14
 
 
Sara looked out the window of her beaten-up taxi cab through the window of her niqab, the traditional Muslim veil that covered everything but the eyes. Wearing a niqab because she was mandated to by religious law, and not because she was using it as a disguise, made her feel vulnerable. She fingered the gun at her waist under her floor-length, shapeless dress and almost laughed at the irony of what she was planning to do. Although she was mandated to wear the niqab and long dress, it was also the perfect disguise and her current plan wouldn’t work without it. In fact, if Ali Musa-Elbenah, the leader of the NIB required his female servants to wear a burka, the Muslim covering for women that even covered the eyes, it would be the ideal disguise, and surely his downfall.
Sara turned away from the window. The road outside was a normal, small road like any in the West. The desert looked harsh, unforgiving, and more mountainous than she had thought, but other than that, it was a typical, sandy desert. She flipped open the U.S. Government’s folder on Musa-Elbenah, looking for that one scrap of intelligence that might make the difference between success and failure. She read over what she had read a dozen times before without thinking about it. She couldn't force the connections. 
Ali Musa-Elbenah, born September 30th, 1964
Attended and ran Al-Jaroq terrorist camp
2 wives
3 sons
7, possibly 8 servants
The report listed possible names and origin countries on 5 of the 8 servants. Sara ran her thumb over the names of the two most likely candidates for what she had in mind. Both were from Syria, and both were under 23 years old. She had already requested Farmer investigate what families they might be sending money to in Syria or in one of the many Syrian refugee camps in surrounding countries that had sprung up after the Syrian Civil War had started.
Sara studied the picture of the house and again wondered why he needed so many servants. It was not a particularly large house. She took out the files on the known servants and read their names. And then she read the passage that interested her the most.
Musa-Elbenah acquires house servants from Syria and Lebanon. He may have bought two of them in outright slavery. The others seem to have been hired more or less willingly through labor recruitment firms spinning tales of a better life working for wealthy businessmen in Kuwait and Egypt. Stories circulate that he pays very low wages, but he has taken away these women’s passports so they cannot leave. There are also whispers that at least three servants over the last 10 years have died or been killed, 1 accidentally in a fall, 1 as the result of too-harsh beatings, and 1 possibly after a rape involving one of the sons. The servants were said to have run away, but this agent has been told by more than a few villagers (on condition of complete anonymity) that the bodies are all in the desert. 
Sara sat back and let her thoughts go where they would. More human trafficking. On the other side of the world. The details changed but the stories stayed the same. It didn’t matter that these were Syrian women and not Mexican women. She would go in and clean house, even if it didn’t happen until after the mission. She already had the President’s promise that these particular women and their families could find refuge in the United States. 
Sara closed her eyes and dozed lightly. The cab covered miles of dusty ground while her agile mind searched for connections and possibilities. She noted when the pavement turned to hard-packed dirt, but didn’t open her eyes. Her almost-awake brain saw the road from the sky, as a drone would see it from 50,000 feet.
 
***
 
 
 
Sara checked into the St Marin Inn, the unlikely tourist destination in the Sinai Peninsula. She was surprised to see that it was a modern building, and not some ancient church or fort transformed into a hotel. A steady flow of tourists entered the area before attempting to climb Mount Sinai, which many believed to be the actual mountain where Moses received the Ten Commandments, and because of this there were three hotels in the small town. Agent Farmer was staying here too, but he wouldn’t check in for an hour. She wanted no chance that they would run into each other. The other hotels were nicer, but this was the one they picked because the East-facing wing overlooked Musa-Elbenah’s house. As an added bonus, this hotel owners and staff had the most welcoming attitude towards Americans.
As soon as she entered her room, she went right to the window to see what kind of a view she had. From the top floor of the tiny hotel, she could see directly into the courtyard of the house that looked like a modern, tan villa to her. The walls looked to be made of solid clay or mud, and the rooms climbed on top of one another haphazardly, with the house itself framing and favoring the courtyard. Her view was as good as could be expected here. She just hoped it was good enough for her to pick out the most likely servant for her to impersonate. 
She settled in for an afternoon of watching the house, pulling the tiny but high-powered telescope and her customized laptop from her luggage and taking them to the window. Sara took out her satellite phone and checked in. Agent Farmer said he had just received a report that the caravan driving back from the camp where the hostages were being held was two miles out. Sara thanked him and hung up, determined to finish her preparations before the caravan pulled into Musa-Elbenah’s home.
She opened a small plastic case that had been secreted deep in her luggage and began screwing together the pieces from inside it. This was her laser microphone. It would let her listen in on any conversations going on in the house. She set it up and turned it on, switching on her recorder at the same time. She trained it at the large window on the main floor and waited. Silence. She checked the other windows, but it seemed the house was empty. Did the entire household make the trek to the camp each day? Even the wives? Or were they inside relaxing. They couldn’t have to do much work with that many servants.
Just as she set up her last piece of equipment, the three vehicles pulled into the driveway of the house (villa, her mind kept saying). She watched closely and marked each person who got out. The first vehicle was a small truck with a homemade camper on the back of it. One man and one woman got out of the front seats. Sara watched in astonishment as six women climbed out of the back with large bags. She could not tell what they were full of. The women and the bags must have been packed on top of each other. Each woman wore the same color robe and a niqab. One may have been wearing a burka but Sara couldn’t be sure. The women dragged and carried their bags towards the house.
The next car, a small sedan with oversized tires had two men in the front.  Musa-Elbenah and a son? Or would he come home? Sara had an idea he was sequestered out there in the desert with the hostages. These two men took pots and dishes from the back of their car and carried them inside. And the last vehicle had one man in it. He carried nothing. 
Voices rang inside the home. Sara heard a woman yelling and a man grunting. She pulled out her telescope and looked in the windows, marking the passage of the people from room to room. 
As the afternoon wore on, Sara began to get an idea of the tempo of the house. She saw the women carrying laundry, washing dishes, and preparing food. The female servants wore the head coverings even in the house, which was going to make her job harder, but she wouldn’t worry about that until the morning. 
As night took over, then deepened, the house quieted. After the last light went out, Sara laid down for a few hours of sleep, but she set her alarm for 3. She knew the servants would be getting up early, and she intended to be awake before any of them. Three lives, hers, Daniela Clarkson's, and Jon Taylor’s, hinged on what happened the next morning.
 
***
 
 
 
Sara came awake in an instant and padded silently to the window. No lights were on in the entire town. She sat down to wait. When the first light came on in the first window from the house below her, she turned on her equipment. She watched the servants get up one by one and start their day. One woman had an extra-large soup pot cooking on each of the four stove burners while she made bread. Another woman folded laundry and packed it into the large gray bags that had been in the back of the truck the day before. No one spoke.
Sara checked the time. The open-air market was scheduled to start selling food and trinkets in 45 minutes. She dressed herself quickly, strapping guns to her legs and a flat pack around her midsection. She sent a silent prayer up to anyone who was listening that at least one servant would come out of that house today before the caravan headed out. She wanted to be on it today. She knew the terrorists could decide to kill the hostages at any time. 
She sent an email message via the satellite phone to Agent Farmer. I am on the move. Tell me if someone leaves the house. Omit no detail about who and what they are wearing or carrying. They had radios, but she didn’t want to talk into hers, just listen. She adjusted her ear piece, thankful for the veil that would easily hide it.
Sara pulled the veil over her face and looked at herself in the mirror. The guns strapped to her legs were wound in fabric. It made them harder to get to, but also harder to see under the dress she wore. She bent, knelt, squatted and twisted in the mirror. Looks good, she decided. She strapped her favorite knives to her ankles and the inside of her upper arms, and left the room for the open-air market.
A narrow corridor over burnt sand provided a walkway between buildings. Vendors opened shutters and placed food, jewelry, paintings, and clothing on both sides of her. A few women walked the corridor with her. Sara avoided their eyes.
She walked the marketplace once, then wound her way back to the driveway of Musa-Elbenah’s home, walking past it to the hotel, and then out the back to the market again. She circled the path continuously until Farmer spoke in her ear. “Three women and one man leaving. The women are all wearing dark dresses and dark niqabs and carrying cloth bags that appear to be empty. The man is wearing a white dishdasha, no head covering. The man is getting in the small car. The women haven’t left the driveway yet.”
Sara blessed him silently. That was a good report. Maybe he had just needed some time to warm up to the mission. She hit the button on her radio so he would know she heard and quickened her steps. She wanted to fall in behind the women. Her plan depended on them separating. 
The radio crackled in her ear again. “One more woman leaving. She is running. The other women have turned right towards the market. This last woman is wearing the same dark clothing and head covering. Stand by.”
Sara turned a corner and could see three figures in front of the house she’d been watching. A fourth ran swiftly out of the driveway and caught up with the women. Sara walked quicker, wanting to be close enough to hear their conversation.
“There’s something strange about the last woman,” Farmer said in her ear. “She is walking directly behind the others, very close, and she keeps reaching out to the woman in the middle but not touching her. She seems indecisive. Oh, never mind. She has the middle woman’s attention — OH!” The transmission broke and Sara held a finger up to her ear. Ahead of her, the women seemed to have stopped. Sara slowed.
Farmer came back on the radio talking swift, his voice pitched low. “Well, no wonder she was indecisive. The poor girl. When she got the middle woman’s attention, that old b-word turned around and hit her.”
Sara’s eyes widened. Did he really just say b-word? 
The radio crackled again. “The b-word is yelling at her.” Yep, he said b-word, Sara thought, a ghost of a smile crossing her lips for an instant. “Now she’s pointing her finger at her. And now she threw something at her. I can’t tell what it is. The poor girl on the ground is grabbing it up. Is it paper? Everyone is walking again.”
Sara could see them. The three women that originally left the house together were in front, and the girl or woman who ran after was a few steps behind but seemed to be purposely falling even farther behind.
Good, Sara thought. Perfect. Now they just needed to separate. And then Sara would swoop in. Sara knew if she had to take a few hits from that old b-word, she would. It would be easy.
 


Chapter 15
 
 
 
Ahead of Sara, the four women entered the market. The first three walked straight on, but the woman at the rear went right immediately. Sara followed. The woman walked swiftly, pushing her way through the crowds that had appeared suddenly. Sara hurried until she was a few steps behind. The woman stopped at a stall with large ropes of meat hanging in front of her. In a surprisingly strong voice, she called out for 10 pounds of something red and dripping. The man wrapped her order and she moved on, secreting the meat in her bag.
Sara followed her for four more stops. She got spices, fruit, more meat, and pig’s feet. Sara watched her shove the last package in her bag and decided it was time to move. 
Sara pulled the Arabic phrases she wanted to use from the back of her mind and rehearsed them. Then she stepped forward quickly. “Al anesah, Al anesah,” she cried, grabbing the young woman’s sleeve. “Miss,” she said again in Arabic. “Your Mistress, she needs you, it is an emergency!” She grabbed the young woman by the hand and pulled her through the milling people buying their wares for the day.
“What, what is it?” the young woman asked, struggling to keep the pace that Sara was setting.
“No time, you must hurry, your mistress is sick and needs you,” Sara said, almost running, projecting panic into her words.
They burst out of the crowd and Sara pulled her towards the hotel. Sara held down the button on her radio under her dress so that Farmer would know she was coming. “She is here, your mistress, she was taken here,” she hissed over her shoulder at the young woman, finally reaching the hotel and starting up the stairs to the top floor. The woman’s feet pounded loudly on the stairs. Sara winced but knew it couldn’t be helped. 
When she reached the top floor she saw Farmer’s door standing open. Bless him, she thought again as she pulled the woman inside. Sara pulled the woman all the way into the room as Farmer shut the door behind them. Sara caught her breath and watched the woman’s eyes as they took in the empty room, except for the obviously American man in the corner. The woman’s eyes widened in fear and she shrank backwards against the wall, her hands clutching at the one chair in the room and putting it between her and Sara.
Sara held up her hands and started speaking in rapid Arabic. “It’s OK. Your mistress is not here. I lied to get you to come here because I need your help. We will not hurt you. We are going to help you. You have my word that we are going to help you and get you out of that house. We are going to help you find a new life where no one hits you and you can make enough money to support yourself. We just need some information from you.”
The woman shrank farther into the corner and shook her head no. Sara could only see her eyes under the niqab, and they were filled with fear and disbelief, and possibly resignation. As if this had happened to her before. Sara hoped she didn’t start screaming. 
She kept trying to calm the woman, talking to her, and asking her name. She offered her a chair, then offered her a soda and some fruit. The woman only stood in the corner, looking stricken. 
Sara knew they probably didn’t have much time before the woman was missed by the other servants or the wives. Sweat trickled down her back. If they could just get her to say her name! Agent Farmer stood by the door, watching Sara. She didn’t know if having him come forward and talk to the woman would be a good idea or a bad one, but she was almost ready to ask him to try.
Sara tried one last time to connect with the woman. “What is your name?” No response. The woman pushed into the corner and closed her eyes. “Are you Aisha?” Sara hesitated but the woman did not do anything. “Are you Tira?” Her eyes flickered open and contemplated Sara, then she squeezed them shut again.
In English, Sara asked Farmer if he had found any information on Tira Sarraf. Farmer produced a file. Sara skimmed it. Jackpot! “Tira, your mother and your baby sister. We can find them and reunite you with them. You can go to America. We will take you all to America and give you homes and money.”
Tira’s eyes softened but stayed shut. Her eyelashes fluttered and Sara saw tears spill out. Now was the time to push hard.
“Tira, your mother and your baby sister are living in a tent in a refugee camp in Jordan. Your mother has spent all of the money you sent her and she doesn’t know how to find you now. But we have found her. We can get her out of there. We can pull them both out of there today, but we need to know for sure who they are and who you are.” Sara knelt down and spoke as gently as she could. “Are you Tira Sarraf?”
Tira nodded slowly, her eyes still shut, her cheeks wet. “And your mother is Nathifa and your sister is Shiya?” Tira nodded again.
Sara smiled and handed the folder to Farmer. “Tira, this man is going to start the process of finding your mother and sister and getting them out of Jordan. You could be reunited with them in a few days or even less, but it is very important that you listen to me. It is very important that you answer my questions and give me the information that I need. And we must be quick.”
Tira opened her eyes and looked directly at Sara. “This is about the Americans, isn’t it?” she asked, her quiet voice trembling slightly.
Sara sucked in a breath and looked at Farmer, wondering if he had caught that. His Arabic was not as good as hers. He drew his eyebrows together and gave Sara a slight nod.
“What Americans?” Sara asked.
“The man and the woman at Malakan.”
“Malakan?”
Tira nodded her head towards the North. “Malakan. In the desert. The fort.”
Sara studied her face, trying to determine how Tira felt about the Americans. She didn’t want to say yes and have Tira stop talking. But what Tira said next removed all of her options.
“They are to be killed today.”
Sara looked quickly at Farmer to make sure he got that one. His wide eyes and panicked look let her know that he had. Sara stood up quickly. “When Tira? When are they to be killed?” Her mind flipped through her options even as she was waiting for an answer. She didn’t have any, except the U.S. Military coming in, guns blazing. And that was almost guaranteed to end with Jon and Daniela dead in the ground.
Sara’s eyes finally focused on Tira again. She had shrunk back even more into the corner and was looking at Sara fearfully.
Sara knelt and held up her hands. “I’m sorry, Tira, I got excited. Do you know when they are to be killed?”
“Tonight, after the TV showing.”
“The TV showing?”
“Yes, you know, the cameras. They will put them on TV and say things. And then.” Tira slid a finger across her throat. Sara felt her stomach clench. Was she going to be too late?
“Do you know what time tonight?” Sara asked, trying to keep her voice low and even.
Tira shook her head. “Maybe after dinner. Hassan will bring the cameras. After the cameras, they will do it.”
Hassan. Sara recognized one of the son’s names. “There are no cameras at the fort right now?”
“No, Hassan will bring the cameras when we go.”
“Hassan goes with you when you go?”
Tira nodded. “Yes.”
“When do you leave to go to the fort?”
“We leave at 10. To feed all of the men.”
Quickly, Sara decided that the plan stood as it was. It could still work, even if the plan was to set up the cameras immediately, which she didn’t think it was.
“Listen to me, Tira, you are not going out to the fort today, or ever again. I am going in your place. And I need to know everything that you are supposed to do so that I can duplicate it. Will you be honest with me?”
Sara watched Tira’s eyes, looking for deception. She saw none. Sara prayed she could trust this girl, because everything rested on the information she was about to get.
She started asking her questions, writing down some of the answers. She worked urgently, knowing she needed to get back outside and finish the girl’s chores before she was missed. Tira seemed to warm up to the situation and answered the questions quickly and competently, without hesitation or guile. 
“What do you do first when you get to the fort?” Sara asked.
“I stoke the fire in the big room and put four pots of soup on for the men in the evening when we are no longer there.”
Sara had her draw a map of the fort and point out each room and its purpose. As she drew the room where Daniela and Jon were being held Sara paid close attention and asked her for details of where each sat and how they were contained.
“Do you have any duties in this room?” Sara asked, tapping a pen against it.
“I give them water. I roll up their masks and give them dippers of water from the bucket. I give them as much as I can but some guards only let me give a little.”
“Do you feed them too?”
“They do not eat.”
Sara shook her head. They would be weak.
“Are they ever untied from the chairs?”
“Yes, when they go to the bathroom. But their arms are never untied.”
Sara shook her head again. They would be weak and unable to hold a gun. She just hoped she didn’t have to carry either one of them. That would be impossible.
Sara asked her last few questions, stood back, and motioned for Farmer to step forward. She wanted to be sure that Farmer could talk to Tira and Tira would answer. He could feed her information into her ear if necessary. They had a humanitarian unit on the way to take care of Tira, but she would need to stay with Farmer until the mission was done.
Farmer spoke soothingly to Tira in halting Arabic, and Tira held her composure. Good, Sara thought. Because my time is running out. 
She motioned for Tira to come into the bathroom with her. “Tira, we need to switch clothes.” Tira came in hesitantly, and took off her veil for Sara, handing it to her. Sara smiled at her. She was lovely, except for the fading bruises on her right cheek and neck, and the new bruise on her left cheek. Well, those would be her last bruises.
Sara asked a few questions while they were switching clothes, mostly to memorize the lilt and tone of Tira’s voice and the quality of her accent. She looked in the mirror almost satisfied with what she saw. Swiftly, she pulled the veil off and pulled black thread and a needle out of her pack. She sewed the eye opening of the niqab as small as possible before putting it back on. The next three hours were her most vulnerable. According to Tira, once they got in the back of the truck no one talked to her, and everyone went to sleep. So all she needed to do was perform Tira’s chores and make it into the truck without being noticed. 
Adrenaline beat in her bloodstream at the thought. She willed herself to calm down, and said goodbye to Tira. With a few last instructions to Farmer, she headed back out into the hot desert air.
 
 
 
 
 


Chapter 16
 
 
 
Dani tried to stretch her neck and roll her shoulders and push away the growing despondency crashing down on her at the same time. She had been convinced that the troops would rush in and save them. That they would have to endure being held by blood-hungry terrorists for only a short while. 12 hours, 24 hours - 2 days at the most! Wasn’t that the reason for the GPS tracker she wore? Rescue? 
Oh, and she’d worked hard at convincing herself that when the cavalry showed up what happened three months ago with the soldiers would not happen to them. That the US government had learned from that and that they would do a better job this time and no one would be killed. At least not her and the Marine. He hadn’t said he was a Marine. He’d said his name was JT, but she knew the look. She was as positive that he was a Marine as she was positive her own uncle was one and her father used to be one.
Thinking about her uncle and father hurt, they must be worried sick about her. She couldn’t believe they hadn’t convinced anyone to come save her yet. She and JT had already been here for five, possibly six days and as much as she didn’t want to, she was losing her faith that anyone was coming. And if they were coming, couldn’t they hurry? If it were possible for a person to die of misery, she was afraid that was where she was heading.
She could barely feel her chest and arms and her legs were numb and on fire at the same time. How could that be? She knew she was getting weaker and weaker. Today she didn’t feel hungry, but just yesterday she had felt like she was going to die if she didn’t get any food. Speaking of food, Dani smelled the heavy, fragrant odor of soup somewhere in the compound they were in, even through the heavy hood she wore. Someone was making soup or eating soup. Saliva squirted into her mouth at the thought. Maybe she was still hungry after all.
Dani heard some noise outside of the room they were in, if you could call this dirt-covered floor; muddy, crumbling walls; and dirty canvas roof and door coverings a room. She heard two men talking. She tried to care. She knew that JT would care. He still thought they could escape. Every time he was awake she could hear him subtly moving his body and testing his ropes. Sometimes he even stood up and moved around. Right now he was sleeping. She could hear his even deep breathing occasional groaning. She didn't know where they had hit him when they had last been caught talking but she knew they had hit him. She heard the grunt and the laughter, heard his sharp intake of breath and determination not to scream. Then they had hit him again and he had screamed. Fresh tears squirted out of her eyes as she thought of it. He was tied and hooded. And they had hit him with something heavy, probably a gun. Cowards! Dani chanted again in her mind.
Dani considered herself a patriot, but knowing so much more of the history of these lands than most people, she felt a bit more compassion for the people in the Middle East who were fighting what they thought was a good fight than most people did. But not anymore. That compassion had died with the heavy thud of metal against flesh.
She had waited, terrified, tongue held between her teeth to keep her from screaming, for their attention and their blows to land on her. But they hadn't. The men had seemed satisfied with hurting JT. She wished she could take it back. She would've told him to be quiet – don't talk. But she couldn't take it back and now he was hurting even more. The thought burrowed into her heart like some horrible worm. 
 
***
 
 
 
The truck bounced and jolted along the desert floor. No roads led to the middle of the desert. Sara lay in the back of the truck pretending to sleep, bags and equipment piled on top of her. She was still surprised how easy it was for her to take over Tira's role and get in and out of the house without anyone noticing that she wasn't Tira. It had been no hiccups, no mistakes, no issues, and no beatings. She had finished Tira’s chores quickly and retired to Tira’s room until called to start loading the truck.
Voices speaking in Arabic drifted through the open window of the cab of the truck to where she lay. She only caught every second or third word, but what they were discussing was clear. Killing. Videotaping. Sara’s stomach turned at the light and joking manner the words and tone conveyed. Killing was no big deal to these men. Sara strained to hear as much as possible. She could not afford a single misstep when time was this tight. 
The old truck finally bounced to a stop. Sara peered out the tiny window, trying to see something, anything. She waited for the other three women to get out of the back and then she pulled her bags with her and slid to the ground. Keeping her eyes averted she picked up three bags of food and one of laundry and marched quickly towards the dusty, crumbling, front wall of the fort. As she walked, her eyes swept left and right, taking in the desert, the mountains around, and the lack of visible guards. Were they cocky? They didn't think anyone would find them? Or were the guards well-hidden? She saw no possible hiding places close by. Her eyes scanned the mountain-sides for the tell-tale glint of sunlight on sniper sights. Again, she saw nothing. In her mind, she upped her odds of escaping with the two Americans to 90%.
Sara recalled the map that Tira had written for her into her mind. She walked in the front door pushing aside the heavy piece of canvas and immediately ran into a bulky man with a machine gun slung over his back. She dropped her eyes and whispered ‘excuse me’ in Arabic and tried to push past him. He grabbed her elbow and grunted. Sara's breath caught in her throat. Was she really to be discovered this soon?
 Her hand stole inside her sleeve, her fingertips straining for the knife under her arm. If this is how it was going to be, then so be it. Her fingers touched the cold metal. In her head, her odds dropped down to 50%, maybe 40. The man pulled her close and grimaced at her. Maybe he was trying to smile. She could see flakes of food in his teeth. His dirty hair hung in his face and his beard smelled like rotting animals. Sara gritted her teeth under her veil and grasped the handle of the knife under her left armpit. She was just about to pull it loose and bury it in the man's collarbone when he snaked an arm behind her and squeezed her ass, then let her go with a laugh. 
Sara stumbled 5 steps away from the man quickly, then pushed her arm back out of her sleeve and shakily walked on with her eyes low, hiding the murder in them. The big man laughed and laughed. I hope you enjoyed that big boy, because that’s the last ass you’ll ever grab. I promise you that, Sara thought. 
She ran into the room that Tira had said she must go to first. There was already a soup pot hung over a wasting fire in the room. She laid her bags down and set to work at once feeding the fire. Quickly, she pulled the meats and dried vegetables out of her bag and threw them into the soup, not bothering to stir it, but hoping the smell would announce that she was doing her job.  
She spied the water bucket in the corner and ran to it, grabbing it up and leaving the room quickly. She had a short walk back to the truck, past the big man with the gun and the rotting beard. He laughed again but did not try to touch her this time. 
She pulled the large plastic containers of water out of the back of the truck and filled her bucket. Time to find the prisoners.
She turned left, then right, then right again, and left one more time to the far south end of the compound. She found the room where the prisoners were being held, but walked past it, her heart beating heavy. She had heard men talking inside, but not with deadly intent. JT and Daniela had to be safe until she found an exit. Had to. Heading back to the front door would mean almost certain mission failure, even with the tricks she had up her sleeve. 
Tira had thought there was an exit this way, but she wasn’t sure. Sara glanced into rooms as she passed them if she could, but most seemed quiet and empty. If she found an outside wall maybe they could just scale it and push under the canvas roof, then drop to the ground. That was a last resort though. The man and woman who would be with her might be unable to climb any walls. 
Sara smelled the air. The latrine pit must be close by. The stench of human waste grew stronger with each step she took. That was good. Tira had drawn the bathroom area along an outside wall. She ran into no people. Tira had said this end of the compound was mostly empty. She had said there were 50 to 60 NIB troops out here most days, but the sleeping quarters and mission rooms were all at the north end, away from the latrine.
And then she found it. The latrine doorway loomed on her right. She pushed past quickly, barely registering it. Her eyes were focused on what had to be an outside wall because of the brighter light leaking in around the canvas roof. She switched the water pail to her other hand and quickened her pace. She did not want to be caught past the latrine. She would not be able to explain why she was here and would have no choice but to kill whoever caught her.
A dull panel ten yards past the latrine seemed to be a dead end. Sara approached it, trailing her hand along the wall, her eyes searching desperately for holes or weaknesses. But when she reached the dead end she realized that the corridor didn't just stop. There was a smaller turn to the left. She followed it almost on tiptoe, because the corridor was so small here that she barely had room to move, and was immediately rewarded by another left turn and then canvas covering what appeared to be a dead end but wasn’t. This had to be the way outside. The air on the other side of the canvas was hot and stifling – desert air. She pushed gingerly at the canvas covering and felt chicken wire or fence on the other side. Sara reached inside her sleeve and pulled out one of her knives. She cut a small slice in the fabric and looked out. Yes it was chicken wire and it appeared to be molded into the wall of the fort. Still, they could get out this way.  If she had to she would cut it. Her mind recalled an image of the tiny toolkit stuffed in the small of her back. Yes, there were wire cutters in there. As her mind contemplated that, her gut pulled at her. Booby-trap, it said. Sara pushed her face gingerly at the slice in the canvas, trying to see outside of the fencing. She didn't see anything that looked like it needed further review but the niggling fear in her gut wouldn't go away. She made a note of it and turned around, done here for now.
Sara strained her ears, listening for any steps coming down the corridor. She heard nothing. This was as good a place as any to do what needed to be done now. She snaked a hand behind her back and pulled out her satellite phone. She looked at the GPS coordinates and did some swift calculations. She entered the calculations into the touch screen on the satellite phone with a few simple instructions. The screen filled with a reply. Perfect, she thought as she stowed the satellite phone, sheathed the knife, and snuck back down the corridor.
She had found an exit, now all she needed was to free the hostages. Do or die, she thought, the phrase calling Jerry into her mind. She blew his image a kiss and pushed it away. No distractions. 
Sara quickly but quietly passed the latrine again. She heard someone whistling inside. This bothered her. Had that man been in there the whole time or had he just entered and she hadn't heard? No matter. She would deal with that when and if she had to. Her mind made plans for her next trip back this way. No mercy could be afforded.
Swiftly, she walked to the room where the hostages were being held without encountering anyone else on the way. She pushed through the canvas and forced her eyes to the ground, taking on the subservient posture of Tira. Out of the corner of her eye she saw the lone guard, nodding off in a chair in the corner. 
She looked up at the hostages, tied to chairs against the back wall of the room and disgust filled her heart, squirting acid into her veins. No one deserved to be treated like this. She could already see that both the man and the woman looked gaunt and weak, as if they were starving. The man had a massive, purple bruise crawling up his neck starting somewhere under his shirt. 
Sara half-felt, half-saw the guard sit up, his eyes lazily crawling across her. She walked to Gunnery Sergeant Taylor first. His head had been rolled forward, his body straining against his ropes but as she approached he lifted his head and tried to sit up. She heard his throat and tongue click dryly. Slowly, carefully she reached out and rolled his hood up to his nose, revealing the beard that had had time to grow while he was in captivity. She could feel the eyes of the guard on her back and she didn’t like it. 
She brought the dipper up to Taylor’s mouth and watched him search for the water like an eager puppy dog. His lips were cracked and bleeding slightly. His tongue looked dry as the desert floor. While Sara spooned water into his mouth she examined the ropes tying his legs to the chair without moving her head. She couldn't see the ropes around his hands but hoped they were similar. They would be easy to deal with. She let him drink, drink, and drink his fill and then moved on to Daniela Clarkson. 
Daniela pulled back from her at first making Sara glad she had positioned her body between the guard and Daniela. Daniela sensed something was off about her. Sara watched her closely, wondering what exactly she had noticed. A smell? Something in the way she moved? But when Sara chased her lips with the dipper, Daniela seemed to consider and then drank just as greedily as Jon Taylor had. Sara relaxed just a little. 
When both hostages had drank as much as they could take in, Sara gathered her bucket and left the room. She hurried back to the soup room, hoping she still had it to herself. She did. She reached behind her and pressed a button on her satellite phone three times, holding it for 3 seconds the last time. Then she set the timer on her watch. She had seven minutes before hell arrived. She stirred the soup and waited.
 
 
 


Chapter 17
 
 
 
Dani thought hard about what had just happened. It was relevant, somehow, she knew it. That had not been the same woman that had brought them water every other time. And there was something important about the new woman. Dani replayed the entire incident over in her head, trying to tease the important parts out of it.
She had heard the heavy lift and fall of the canvas at the doorway. Then the splash of water in a bucket. Water! Dani's every cell had cried out for water. She was dangerously close to dehydration and she knew it. The woman entered the room. In her mind Dani saw her: A slight woman, approximately her own height or shorter, covered from head to toe and carrying a silver metal pail. This was all imagination though - her mind filling in details she didn’t know - couldn’t possibly know behind this damn hood. Dani saw her crossing the dirt-covered floor and stopping in front of her. Dani had waited for her hood to be rolled up above her nose.
But this time she had gone to JT first. That's strange, Dani had thought. Every other time the woman had come to Dani first. In some insane way that had nothing to do with water, Dani had begun to look forward to her visits. The woman had a gentle spirit that Dani could feel even in this horrible situation. Dani thought it was the only kind spirit she had felt since in this place. Even JT didn't count. Mostly what Dani felt from him was fear, rage, and frustration. The woman though, she was like a cool hand on a hot brow. Along with her water, she brought kindness and a reminder that the entire world was not insane. Dani knew she wasn't working with the terrorists out of choice. She didn't know how she knew that but she did.
Dani had heard JT drinking his fill to her left, she heard the splashing of the water and JT’s throat working. The dipper went back in the water five times, six times, seven times. 7 times? The first day when the woman had brought them water, the guard head grunted at five times and since that day the woman had only let them drink five dippers of water each day. She lost count of how many times the dipper returned to splash in the water for JT as her own dry throat worked in preparation, but she thought he had gotten to drink at least 10 dippers of water. 
She had wondered if she would get the same. Desperation and hope had bloomed in her mind. It was all she had been able think about. That, and she hoped she wouldn't throw it up if she got so much. The woman moved to her. Dani felt her hood roll halfway up her face and the motion of the dipper brought to her lips. But something was different. This was not the same woman. Dani did not sense the same kind, gentle presence that she usually did. This woman, she was sure it was still a woman, felt coiled and dangerous, like a snake ready to strike. Dani pulled back from the dipper of water. The woman brought it to her lips again. What choice did she have? None. Drink or die. Dani drank. She had counted 11 dippers of water before her stomach could take no more and she had turned away.
Dani waited for connections to fall into place but felt none. Then something came. Maybe the woman was part of a rescue force? An advance party? But that was crazy. Wasn’t it? No one would send a woman into this snake pit alone. And how would she have gotten in without being noticed? Dani played situations in her mind, trying to imagine how it could have happened. 
Voices in the corridor interrupted her thoughts. She noticed her heart was pounding and willed it to slow a little and let her hear better. It sounded like two men. The canvas rose and fell as they entered the room. She could hear equipment being dropped and a zipper being unzipped. 
"Put it over here," a harsh voice said in Arabic. The accent was thick, but Dani could understand every word. "No closer, right here, we want them to see everything"
Another voice spoke, this one practically on top of Dani. She pulled back involuntarily. "We are sending video of the tribute to the US leaders then?"
"Not today. We just send the message today. But we want to get it all on video. We will shoot a few different messages before so we can use them later.”
The second man spoke. "But why kill them then?" 
Dani’s heart sank like a stone in her chest. They were done for. No one would ever be able to rescue them. JT had been right. She should have tried to escape harder. Fear perched on Dani’s shoulder but for some reason it never got a foothold in her body, because at that moment all she could see was her father’s face. Her father’s sadness. Her father would be devastated by this.
And then the first man said something that twisted Dani's heart and caused ice to run through her veins. "Clarkson wants them dead today."
Dani shuddered. Clarkson. It wasn't a very common name and she knew it. Who else could Clarkson be, but her uncle Colonel Kevin Clarkson of the United States Marine Corps? The man who had asked her to meet him at the cafe where she had been captured. The man who her father suspected of selling U.S. Government secrets for money. Her father’s brother. The shudder turned into shaking. Her whole body tried to deny what her ears had heard. But she couldn't do it. Uncle Kevin didn't want his secret found out. Hatred for this man who was supposed to be a part of her family, who had been her godfather as well as her uncle, ran through her. And JT, oh poor JT, this is all her fault. It was her fault that he was here. His death was on her hands.
Dani couldn't help it. Finally, she started to cry.
 
***
 
 
 
After a few moments Dani's tears dried to a trickle. She sucked in a breath and held it. She was determined not to cry in front of the cameras this final time. Her parents would see those videos. She would smile for them and mouth loving sentiments to them if the camera turned her way. If today was the day she died then she would do it with dignity.
A strange noise whistled from far away, getting louder and louder. Dani cocked an ear at the completely unfamiliar sound.  And then the world exploded and fell over on its side. Her muscles shrieked in pain as she sat up straight, trying to figure out what was going on. Had that been an earthquake? No, an earthquake doesn't make a whistle noise before it happens. It had been a bomb or a missile of some sort. They were being bombed. 
What was going on? Did uncle Kevin get sick of waiting for the terrorists to cut her throat and decide to send missiles instead? Or was this something more? Fear pulsed behind her eyeballs making her feel sick to her stomach. Her ears strained to hear from the guard. What was the guard doing? Was he coming to cut their throats even now? Voices shouted in the corridor. Men ran past. And a woman screamed from far away. Footsteps pounded past the doorway. And then a woman yelled, “Go get out get out of here get into the car and drive away do not wait for them you can't!” 
Dani strained against the ropes, hearing her breath thick in her throat. JT was right. They needed to escape. She heard him grunt next to her and knew he was doing the same.
She felt air move in front of her. The guard paced and yelled, “What is going on?” in a thick, guttural Arabic. He walked close to her and she pulled backwards in a defensive posture. 
The canvas flap opened again bringing a woman's urgent voice, “The leader needs you! Run! He wants you at the north end of the compound!”
The canvas lifted and dropped again and again. Dani heard someone approach and her muscles turned to jelly. She heard the unmistakable snick of a knife leaving its sheath. She squeezed her eyes shut as hard as she could. 
Would it be her first? Or JT? Suddenly, she felt tugging on her shoulders and her hands fell uselessly forward into her lap. She almost tumbled out of the chair but strong arms caught her and placed her upright again. 
Then her legs, freed from the chair fell to the ground and filled with the painful pricks of pins and needles. “Just relax for a moment,” a woman’s voice said in her ear. Dani couldn’t hold herself upright. The strong arms were there again and they lowered her to the ground then disappeared. Her hood slid off her head and bright pain flared in her eyes at the light. She squeezed them shut as hard as she could. 
“Who are you? What’s going on?” she heard JT ask, his weak voice cracking and breaking. That’s what I’ll sound like too, Dani thought.
“No one responded at first, but then Dani heard the woman say, “My name is Sara. I’m here to rescue you. No questions right now. We must move quickly. Both of you need to try to walk.”
Dani heard a thump and JT grunt with exertion. Gingerly she tried to open her eyes but pain spearing through her head stopped her. Instead she tried to get up but her arms wouldn’t respond to her commands. They prickled and pulsed with returning blood. Far off in the compound she heard men screaming and yelling and the solid thump of something heavy moving.
Dani’s nerves screamed that she must move, move before the guard came back. She tried her legs. They moved but her arms wouldn’t push her in a sitting position. The muscles in her torso were screaming loudly, after being asleep for so long.
"Wait wait wait," JT said, urgency lining his voice. “We can't just go! We have to - we have to capture at least one of them!”
Dani shook her head. Was he crazy? She opened her mouth and tried to ask but only a small croak came out. She cleared her throat and was about to try again when Sara broke in. 
"We are not going to capture anyone. If we don't get out of here quickly we are all going to die. It's only me here to get you to safety."
Dani’s mouth dropped open. One woman? The government had sent in only one person to rescue them? Desperately she wanted to open her eyes and see this woman. Was she crisscrossed in ammunition like Rambo? Did she look like Xena, standing 6 feet tall with muscles to match and carrying a broadsword? 
Dani heard JT fighting to his feet. She tried again to open her eyes and found it wasn't as painful but the lights and colors swam in front of her and she couldn't see anything useful.
JT spoke again, each word clipped and serious. "You don't understand. I heard someone say the name Clarkson. That's Colonel Clarkson, got to be. We have to get evidence on him. He killed my entire squad and if we don't find any evidence he's going to get away with it!"
Dani clutched at her chest theatrically. Couldn’t they see they were killing her here? No, she knew JT probably couldn't see anything, just like her, and Sara would have no idea how this was affecting her. JT knew about Uncle Kevin? Uncle Kevin had killed his squad? She wasn’t the reason JT was here in the first place?
"That may be, Sergeant Taylor, but you will have to find that evidence another way. There are 50 men in this compound and we are not going to fight them if we don’t have to." Sara’s tone left no room for argument.
Sara walked to Dani and pulled her to her feet. "Can you stand OK?" she asked. Dani found she could. Sara turned back to JT and grabbed him by the hand. She took Dani's hand in her other and pulled them both towards the door. “We have to go and we have to go now.” She turned to JT one last time, dropping his hand and fishing inside her own sleeve. Her hand emerged back out of the sleeve with something dark and heavy-looking to Dani’s eyes, which had finally started to work a little.
Sara looked hard at JT. “Can you hold a gun do you think?”
JT shook his arms from the shoulder and tried to raise one. It hung limply in the air. “I can try.”
Sara made the gun disappear. “It’s just as well. If we use the guns before we get out of here everyone will come running.”
They heard yelling and the corridor, far off yet but possibly coming their way. Sara stuck her head out the door without waiting for an answer and looked left and right. She grabbed JT and Dani and pushed them out the door in front of her. “Walk that way as quickly as you can and take a right up there where it turns. Keep your eyes and ears open. If you hear anything at all get down”
They walked swiftly, Dani feeling like a newborn colt just  learning how to use her legs. The tan, dusty corridor swam in and out of focus but her eyes seemed to be coming around. 
Dani could smell the air up here. It smelled rancid, disgusting. They walked faster in single file and the yelling noises fell behind them. Dani wondered frantically how they were going to get out of here. Her mind still marveled that there was only one woman here to save them. Sara directed them from behind. “Left, now right, now follow this until it dead ends.”
Dani saw nothing but dead, sand-colored walls that were at least 8 feet high. Sunlight streamed in through holes in the roof, making the air dance with dust. 
Only 6 feet ahead of her, a doorway of canvas fluttered out into the corridor, roughly in a man-shape. A man dressed in dark robes and carrying an AK-47 pushed past the canvas into the corridor. He didn’t look their way, instead he turned the same way they were heading and took off at a jog. Dani’s heart leaped to her throat. If he saw them, they were done for. If they shot him, more men would come. 
She felt a heavy shape push past her. JT! His powerful legs pistoned against the ground and he overtook the man in a few silent steps. Dani held her hands to her mouth, terrified. Sara squeezed her arm, warning Dani not to make a sound.
JT raised his arms and she heard him grunt in pain as he did. Her own arms still felt like lead in places, but the pins and needles in the other places was the worst she had ever felt. She didn’t know if she could have done what JT was doing. 
The man half-turned at the noise and JT stripped his gun from him in a swift, hard motion. It clattered to the ground behind the two men. JT forced the man into the wall, then lifted his hands higher and forced an arm around the man’s neck, his other hand pressing against the man’s head. Dani squeezed her eyes shut, not wanting to see what happened next. She heard the sickening crunch and her brain filled in the details anyway. 
Sara pulled her forward. Dani opened her eyes so she wouldn’t trip and stepped over the man’s body, a grimace of horror on her face.
Up ahead she saw a dead end. Before she could speak, Sara said, “Walk to the wall and then turn around. Dani did. JT had stopped right behind her but Sara was looking in the doorway the man had come from. 
Sara closed the door and the smell of shit covered with dust rolled down the corridor in front of her. Sara came towards them at a jog. “Clear. The exit is that way but you two wait here for a sec.”
Dani opened her mouth and pushed out some words. "I think I can."
"Can what?" Sara asked.
"Carry a gun - shoot a gun. My hands are working now" she flexed her fists in front of her as if to prove it.
Sara's hand disappeared inside her sleeve again. "What kind of gun are you most comfortable with?”
"Whatever you've got," Dani said. Sara looked at her speculatively for a moment, and then made a pulling gesture under her floor-length dress. Dani got her first good-look at their savior. A beautiful brunette, tall, with a sharp face and demanding eyes. It was impossible to tell what her body looked like under the shapeless dress, but it did not seem to match her face. It seemed heavy, while the face was slim. Dani wondered exactly what she had under there.
Sara’s arm came out her sleeve again with a big semi-automatic pistol. She handed it to Dani. Dani pressed checked the chamber and then curled both hands around it, her thumb resting on the safety switch and her finger lined alongside the trigger guard. Sara nodded, appearing pleased. "Cover our back trail, but don’t shoot unless you have to,” she told Dani. “And be prepared for an explosion. I will be right back."
Explosion?!
Sara disappeared around the bend to the left. Dani glanced momentarily at JT. He was staring at her openly and warmly, one of his hands attempting to massage the other. Something in his gaze caused hot blood to flow to her cheeks. She looked away quickly and stepped forward slightly, watching the corridor intently.
“Did she say explosion?” Dani asked quietly.
Before JT could answer, Dani heard grunts of exertion coming from the corridor Sara had disappeared into, then a crashing noise. She gritted her teeth together and crouched slightly in anticipation. And then it came. A noise so loud her eardrums seemed to bounce inward. She winced and crouched down looking at the walls, afraid they would fall in on her. When nothing crumbled, she relaxed a little. Sara's voice came from the corridor. "Come on, quickly!"
JT nodded at her and pointed her down the tiny opening towards sunshine. Dani took one last look down the empty hallway behind them and went at a run.
A ragged hole in the wall lead to the desert outside. Sunlight streamed in and mercilessly clawed at her eyes. She blinked rapidly, trying to hold back the pain. Water streamed out of her eyes. 
Sara stood outside the hole, motioning for them to hurry, quickly, quickly! 
“Run if you can,” Dani heard Sara tell JT. “We need to get away from here fast before they come after us. That explosion was sure to bring them this way. Dani you have to the front and our right. I have behind us and to our left. JT, let me know when you think you can hold a gun. I have one for you too.” JT nodded, flexing his hands clumsily again. The fingers on both of his hand didn’t seem to want to curl into his palms. 
Dani blinked back more painful tears and swept the quadrants that Sara had assigned her. She tried a run and found her legs held, for now. After only about 75 yards though, she heard JT stumble behind her. She stopped and looked back. JT was on one knee, like a football player saying a short prayer in the end zone. Sara was stopped completely, facing the way they had come, her gun pointing at the ground and her arm wrenched behind her back.
"What are you doing?" Dani yelled to her.
"Unleashing hell," Sara said, in a hard voice that made Dani sure she had heard her correctly. 
Sara dropped her arm, turned, and jogged to catch up with them. Dani saw movement flash over Sara’s shoulder at the compound. She opened her mouth to yell but shots already rang in her ear. They sounded flat and unimportant. But all the same, Sara stumbled forward and Dani saw a splash of red fly across the desert dust.
Sara stumbled the last few feet forward into JT and knocked him off balance. Dani dropped to the ground and sighted down her weapon. It was a big gun and she thought the effective range was probably at least 100 feet. She hoped so. From this far away all she could see was two white robes and blotchy circles above them. She aimed and fired quickly, two rounds centered on each white robe. And then she could see nothing but flat, tan wall. 
"Sara, Sara, tell me you're okay, say something, say anything," Dani chattered, fearing the worst. She kept watch on the compound behind them, her heart banging against her chest. She didn’t dare look away from the place she had last seen the two men. 
She didn't know what scared her more, the fact that she had just shot and possibly killed someone, or the thought that Sara might be shot and dying beside her. 
 


Chapter 18
 
 
 
Army Specialist Steve Moran sat at the end of the tiny room, in his army-issue chair, in front of the tiny desk, facing the normal-sized monitors, keyboards, phones, and radar sensors. Al-Goraam, the multinational peacekeeping base he had been stationed at for five months, kept all of its air traffic control and dispatching equipment in this one tiny room. The base didn't need anything larger. Nothing ever happened here. All the soldiers at the tiny base were supposed to do was watch. They were an observation unit, basically there to make sure that Egypt and Israel didn't start blowing the shit out of each other, and if they ever did the United States knew about it as quickly as possible. But they had no real mission outside of the observation. Their ammunition depot was as tiny as this little room and always locked. Steve hadn’t seen a fucking M-16 since he got out of training. Normally they only had one helicopter, a tiny (like the base) but deadly (unlike the base) MH-6. Maximum capacity at Al-Goraam MPB was 36 soldiers from all over the world, and one base commander. 
Today though, besides the MH-6, they had a massive Black Hawk helicopter sitting on the tarmac. A Black Hawk from Camp Patriot that  was on some super secret mission. The mission couldn't be too big of a deal though, Steve knew, because of the five civilians sitting on chairs behind him. Nobody drops five fucking civilians in the air traffic control room, where they can see everything, and then goes out and does something important.
Steve twirled in his chair, boredom flowing off of him in waves. He'd been here for what seemed like an eternity now, and even this pathetic action was more action than he usually saw. And what pissed him off even more was three quarters of his unit, his observation unit, had been pulled out of here a week ago to support the uprising in Syria until troops could arrive from all over the world, leaving only him and 4 other soldiers on base as a skeleton crew to keep the fucking spiders and snakes from taking over. And had he wanted to go? Yes he had. Anything to shake up the old routine and get him some real fucking action. If he returned stateside without one real fucking story to tell … well he didn’t know if he’d still have a girlfriend.
He thought of Sally Ann and grimaced, not even knowing he was doing it. Tall, legs forever, and beautiful country-girl breasts, she’d never given him a second look, until he’d joined the Army. Then she’d accepted his invitation to go out on a few dates, since it was only two weeks till he shipped out. But she still hadn’t let him get past second base. He had high hopes that once he came home she’d see things differently.
But when she wrote and asked if he'd shot anyone yet, and he'd written back that he hadn't even held a gun since he left training she didn't write again for over a month. And her newest letter was a lot cooler than the first couple had been.  And that's when he started making stuff up. His cheeks burned at some of the things she thought he was going through. She even thought he’d be getting a purple heart.
A purple heart, ha! That was a good one. The only way to get a purple heart at fucking Al-Goraam was by tripping on the fucking tarmac, or maybe falling off the helicopter if you climbed up top to clean it.
Steve ignored his burning cheeks and cocked his feet up on the desk, eyeballing the civilians talking at the other end of the room. At least he had some scenery today. The two chicks were hot. He was partial to the brunette, even though she looked too old for him. He watched her closely, waiting for a chance to make eye contact. Maybe she liked younger meat.
When she didn’t look at him after several minutes he got bored again. His eyes wandered out the larger window to the tarmac instead. Chief Warrant Officer Ames and his crew chief were looking over the Black Hawk idly. They’d been out there long enough to run through their checklist 5 or 6 times already, but they were waiting for a signal. When they got it they would take off. They were going to pull somebody out of the desert. Some lady CIA agent or something. Lord knows what she was doing out there —  normally no one went in the desert unless they wanted to eat and crap sand for a week. Steve's job was to wait for her signal and let Ames know when it came. Oh, and his other job was to call in the cavalry if the shit hit the fan – not that he had anyone to call, with his entire unit gone. He’d have to call the Australian unit at the tiny airport on the edge of the desert, or maybe the guys at Camp Patriot. But most of Camp Patriot was in Syria for a few more days too. Or he could roust Captain Johansen. Captain Johansen worked night duty last night and was a bitch to wake up, but supposedly he knew how to fly the MH-6, even if it wasn’t what he normally did. Ah well, no reason to worry about it. Steve was sure it would be a quick in and out and then he could go back to watching the fucking paint dry.
Numbers flashed across Steve’s DET-screen, catching his attention. It wasn't the signal he was waiting for, but Steve concentrated on it anyway, just for something to do. It was coordinates. The Chief hadn't said anything about coordinates. The Chief had acted like he knew exactly where the lady was already, so why would he need coordinates? And who were these coordinates going to? Steve read the entire message through twice. At the end of the coordinates had been a radius — almost like she was calling in an air strike. That's strange, Steve thought. 
After a moment’s indecision Steve picked up the radio. Ames was a grumpy fucker and Steve didn’t want to deal with him any more than he had to, but this smelled funny. "Chief? Your signal didn't come yet, but … well, you ought to see this."
"Check."
Crap. The Chief sounded pissed off already. He strolled into the room, not sparing the civilians a glance. He walked up to the screen, read the message, and then stared at Steve with open irritation. "What? She’s sending the coordinates to the Navy. Let me know when my signal comes." He stormed out. Steve narrowed his eyes. The Navy? Why did the Navy, the closest unit probably a battleship sitting 50 miles offshore, need to know her coordinates?
Steve glanced at the civilians again to see if the hot brunette had noticed how important he was, but crap, she didn’t look like she remembered her own name, much less that Steve existed. She was lip-locked with one of the tall dudes, like he was going to war and she was going to be left alone for a decade. Steve watched them openly, his mind drifting to Sally and wishing she would kiss him like that. 
The brunette and the dude broke apart finally, and the dude strode out the tarmac and jumped in the helicopter, first putting on a flight suit over his jeans and shirt and then sitting in one of the gunner’s seats and going over another fucking pre-flight checklist. Steve shook his head. This just kept getting weirder and weirder. Maybe that one wasn’t a civilian after all.
Steve's console started beeping. Two short beeps and one long beep.. That was the signal. He depressed the microphone button. "Hey Chief, it's your signal."
"Roger."
The team on the helicopter started to scramble, everyone jumping in their seats, pressing buttons, and stowing gear.
The rotors turned slowly, then faster, and a voice came over the radio. Not the Chief. It must be his co-pilot. Steve had never seen the co-pilot up close and didn’t know his rank. "Golf 62, are we clear?"
"Roger," Steve said. Of course they were fucking clear. There wasn’t another helicopter or airplane for 200 fucking miles.
“Golf 62, heading out.”
“Roger Golf 62, I have your time at 1343.”
 He marked the helicopter as away with the click of his finger, not even taking his feet off the desk. He watched the rotors speed up and lift the helicopter off the ground, then the nose tilt forward and the tail tip up as it headed out into the desert. He watched until it was a tiny dark spot, and then he let his eyes close. Maybe he should look and see what the brunette was doing.
An alarm sounded in the room and Steve's eyes flew open. He'd never heard that alarm outside of training before. Was it a malfunction? He looked at the radar screen and saw that it wasn't. Three blips flew across the screen exactly abreast of each other. It can’t be, Steve thought. But it was. It had to be. 
Steve’s feet hit the ground with a thud. He could feel the eyes of the civilians on his back. Fuck them. He should order each of them out of here right now.
Instead, he grabbed the microphone and shouted into it. "Chief, Chief we've got missiles incoming!" He did a few quick calculations on paper and spit out the trajectory to the Chief.
Out of all responses that could've come back over the radio, Steve expected the one he got least of all. Disgust lacing his voice, the chief came back, "Did anyone tell you what this mission was about, Trooper?"
"Negative, Sir."
Steve could hear the sigh in the warrant officer's voice when he spoke again. "Well I can’t tell you over the air. But you have to know. Ask the civilians." 
The transmission broke, leaving Steve grasping for meaning. The civilians? They knew and he didn’t? And then one more sentence, the threat in it clear. "And no more chatter about the Mikes." Steve blinked in confusion and then realized the Chief probably meant the missiles. So he’d fucked up by mentioning them on the radio. 
Steve whirled in his chair and focused his eyes on the four people behind him. One of them stood and spoke up, a guy with short, blond hair who was almost a foot taller than Steve himself.
"You know the hostages that the NIB is threatening to murder? There is a mission going on right now to free them from the compound they’re in. The helicopter is going to pick them up from the desert. The missiles are part of their cover. There’ll be more of them.”
Steve nodded and settled back in his chair towards the screen. Saving the hostages? The Marine and the reporter? Why the fuck hadn’t anybody told him about it? Steve got serious. This was important shit. This could even make the news. And he was right in the fucking middle of it. Oh Sally Ann was going to put out for sure if she saw him on TV! 
Steve started recording everything in his log. The missiles, the helicopter trajectory, who was on the helicopter, and who was in the room with him. He turned around, about to ask for their names, when a another alarm sounded. Oh fuck what now? he groaned.
He spun back to his table, his heart lurching. He checked all of his indicators and lights, moving his eyes in a triangle across the displays but nothing was flashing. So what was the alarm coming from?
The radio! Steve focused on the radio speaker, his eyebrows threatening to recede into his hairline. The alarm sound was coming through the radio. The mic in the helicopter was open. And then Chief Warrant Officer Ames spilled out a torrent of words that made Steve's blood freeze in his veins.
"We’re hit, we’re hit, surface to air missile. We're going down. No engine power. Auto rotating six seconds to impact God help us."
Steve grabbed his pen in his hand, but all he could think to do was write we’re hit in his logbook. Suddenly, he would have given anything to be bored again.
 


Chapter 19
 
 
 
Emma watched the man in army fatigues in front of her go completely tense. She didn’t blame him. Her own body felt suddenly as rigid as a board. Next to her, Vivian pulled on her arm and asked frantically, "What happened? What's going on? I couldn't understand the man on the radio."
Emma didn't want to tell her sister that the helicopter holding her husband had just crashed. Emma looked at Craig and saw what she thought her own face must look like. Terror, and trepidation, with a side of shock. Craig obviously had understood what the pilot had said. Her eyes met Jerry's. Jerry’s white face said he had understood too. 
But Vivian, Vivian was the one here who had the most to lose. Hawk was her entire life. Emma glanced at the Army specialist in front of her again. He seemed frozen in place. Suddenly he moved like a wind up doll. He stood up and glanced around the room in a kind of uncontrolled fright. Then he grabbed up the microphone and yelled into it “Golf 62, Golf 62 come back. Are you there?"
Nothing. The radio was completely silent. Dead, you might say. Emma pushed the word dead out of her mind and stood up. Never had she felt so helpless in her entire life. She was a medic and she should be helping everyone on that helicopter right now. But where was it? And how could she get there? She couldn't. She looked out the window at the small helicopter on the tarmac. Someone had to fly her out there.
The man in army fatigues in front of her laid on the radio again, practically screaming “Golf 62 are you there?” He grabbed a black binder off the shelf and flipped aggressively through the pages. 
Craig ran up to him. “Send someone out there to help them!” Craig yelled. 
The man looked at him, his eyes flat and frightened. “I don't have anyone to send,” he almost whispered. 
“There’s got to be someone who can fly that helicopter,” Craig said, pointing wildly out the window. “We have to do something! Find a pilot! Any pilot!”
Vivian watched this little scene and then grabbed at Emma's shoulder again. “Oh God, did the helicopter go down? Did the helicopter crash?”
“Yes Vivian,” Emma whispered, “but it's going to be okay, I promise,” Emma promised, knowing she couldn’t keep that promise. She turned Vivian’s shoulders towards Jerry. Jerry hugged Vivian and Vivian buried her face in Jerry's chest and sobbed. Emma and Jerry's eyes met over her head. Jerry's eyes were wide and frightened. There were so many things wrong with this horrible situation.
Emma ran the few steps to Craig and the soldier. She glanced at the jacket of his fatigues to see his rank and name. Specialist Moran. She prayed he knew what he was doing. She looked over his shoulder to the operating procedure binder he had pulled out. He ran his finger down the phone numbers and snatched up the phone. Emma looked to see who he was calling but Craig saw first. 
“Camp Patriot?” Craig yelled, unable to turn his volume down. “We can't wait for a pilot to come from Camp Patriot! We just came from there! And it takes three hours for them to get here! Anything could happen between now and then. You have to find a pilot here now!”
Specialist Moran looked at him, lost. He spoke simply and slowly, like he was talking to a child. “You have to understand, our entire unit is in Syria. We don't have any pilot here.” Craig slammed his fist into his thigh and turned away to pace in frustration. 
Emma looked at the young man, a pleading note in her voice and eyes. “There's not one pilot — not one person who knows how to fly a helicopter anywhere near here?” 
The man looked like he was going to be sick. Emma backed up a step. But then a light came into his eyes. “Well, there's Captain Johansen. He's not a pilot - he’s the base dentist, but supposedly he is a pilot in his civilian life and can fly that helicopter. But he's asleep. He pulled comm duty all night.”
Craig turned back to them, still yelling. “Who cares? Wake him up!” Moran looked at him and shook his head. “You wake him up. I have to stay here. He's in that building over there.” Moran pointed out the window to a long, white building. “He's in room F. Pound hard, he’s difficult to wake up.”
Craig sprinted out the door and Emma watched him reappear outside the window, crossing the tarmac to the building Moran had pointed out at a flat run.
“Who shot at them?” she asked, turning back to Moran.
“What?”
“The pilot said it was a surface to air missile. Who shot the surface-to-air missile? Do you have any way to find out?”
Moran turned back to his computers looking dull and ineffective. Emma thought she was seeing the man think, and it didn’t happen quickly. And then he warmed up. His fingers flew over the keyboard. 
“Yes! I have a way to find out, or at least figure out their general area and then we can try to get some visuals!”
Emma watched over her shoulder not understanding anything that was flying across the screen. He picked up the phone and made another phone call. 
“Yeah this is Specialist Moran from Al-Goraam, we've got a helicopter down over here, we need a visual on what's going on on the ground. You have any drones in the area?” Moran listened. “Okay sounds good I'll call them too, but you get back to me if you find anything.” 
He slammed the phone down and looked at Emma. “Genius lady, good thinking.” He smiled and Emma thought it made his face lose that dull look. She tried to smile back but could only manage to expose her teeth.
“We're going to get some eyes on the ground in a second here,” he said and picked up the phone again. He made another phone call and gave the exact same speech. He listened and then broke into a completely inappropriate grin. Or so Emma thought. But then what he said changed her mind. “Roger, you do that, if you get a visual on anybody in the area with an RPG or anything that looks close, you light them up. We're gonna try to send another helicopter in hot and they are going to need some support.” 
He listened again and said, “OK, roger that.” He scrawled some letters and numbers down on the piece of paper in front of him. Emma looked but didn't know what they meant. 
Finally he slammed down the phone and started to grin at her again, but then his gaze landed over her shoulder. Emma looked too and saw Craig running back with a man behind him who was pulling on a flight suit as he ran.
The two men burst into the room. “Moran!” the newcomer yelled. “we got a helicopter down — is that true?”
Moran nodded “Yes Captain, and you're the only pilot in a 300 mile radius.”
The new guy, a short, compact, neat man with a nasty sunburn nodded. “Yup, I’m a pilot, but I know we don't have any fucking medics on base don’t I? What the hell am I supposed to do? Fly the helicopter and pull them all out myself?”
Emma stepped up to him. “I'm a medic. I'll go.”
The captain looked her up and down. “You’re a fucking civilian.”
Emma nodded. “I am a civilian. I'm also paramedic in the Westwood Harbor fire Department and an Army veteran. Not that it should matter. Because I'm all you fucking got.” 
Behind her she heard one of the chairs move. Jerry backed her up. “I'm a paramedic too. I'm going.” 
The captain nodded and smiled slightly. “Get your asses on the bird then, aid bags are stowed in the back.”
Emma started for the door. She heard the Captain ask Craig, “So what, big boy, are you a medic too?” 
She heard Craig say “No, but I can carry a stretcher, I'll go.”
Emma skidded to a stop and shot a glance at Vivian. Vivian’s face was white and she held a trembling hand to her head. She ran back to the captain. “Captain, there were four people on the helicopter. How many people does your helicopter hold?”
“6 plus a pilot.”
She looked at Craig. Craig nodded. “I’ll stay with Vivian,” he said. His face crumpled ever so slightly. “You come back to me okay?”
Emma grabbed him and give him a fierce hug. “Of course. I’ll be back here before you know it.” “Vivian I love you!” she yelled as she ran out the door to the small helicopter.
The captain followed them and climbed into the pilot seat. He picked up a clipboard and looked at it then threw it on the ground. “We don’t have time for this shit right now do we?” He looked at Jerry and then back at Emma, a crazy glint in his eyes.
Emma scrambled frantically for her seatbelt. The captain flicked on a few switches and started the engine. Emma had only been in a helicopter once before, and that time she was woozy from a blow to the head and laying on a stretcher. Now, sitting up and with all her wits about her, she wasn't sure she was going to like it. She wasn't scared of heights but flying always made her anxious. And suddenly the helicopter was lifting. She grabbed the sides of her seats with both hands, digging her fingers into the fabric. 
The way it lifted off the ground was just so different than anything else she was used to. It went straight up and then tipped forward like it was a bucking bronco trying to flip them all out the front windshield. Emma bit back a scream and tried to take a deep, calming breath. She was doing this for a reason. For Hawk. And for Sara, she thought. Oh God, who was going to pick Sara and the hostages up out of the desert now?
 


Chapter 20
 
 
 
“Sara, JT, somebody say something,” Dani yelled again, her eyes planted on the compound behind them. In the next second and a half of silence, a universe of terrifying possibilities played out in her mind, most of them featuring Sara and JT both dead, shot in the head, and her dying of thirst or maybe being eaten by wild animals, alone.
“I'm here,” JT said.
“Me too,” Sara’s voice called, sounding pinched but still strong. “You just keep an eye on that wall Dani, you're doing great.” Dani almost wept with relief. 
Her relief quickly turned to desperate anticipation as she heard a furious, hypersonic, whistling noise that sounded to her like death. Before she could put her head down or shout a warning, the world exploded in front of her. A wall of sand slammed across the distance from the compound to the three of them in an instant.
Dani felt dirt, dust, and rocks scrape her face and neck and push into her eyes and nose. She screamed and covered her head in one arm, cutting her scream off short when tiny rocks slammed into her teeth and her tongue instantly became coated with dust. With her other hand, she engaged the safety on the gun and put it in her shirt, trying to protect it from the flying grit. Two more whistling missiles slammed into the compound in front of them. The ground rocked and swayed and more flying debris showered them. Dani covered her head with both hands and curled into a ball, horribly aware of the muzzle of the gun poking in to her chin from under her shirt. The fear of being separated from JT and Sara overtook her again but she didn’t dare open her mouth to call to them.
Dani felt a hand on her back. “We have to walk out of this,” Sara’s muffled voice yelled in her ear. “Cover your face with your shirt and give me your hand.”
“You're not shot?” Dani called back, after pulling the neck of her shirt over her face.
"I am shot," Sara said. "But we still need to walk out of this."
Dani stood up, holding on to Sara's clothes and squeezing her eyes shut against the stinging pain of dust and dirt swirling around them. “JT?” Sara called.
"Over here," JT said.
Sara took Dani’s hand and pulled her. Dani couldn't tell if they were heading towards the compound or away from it. She didn't know how Sara knew either. Dani tried to let go and trust her. Sara hadn’t failed them yet, but Dani really didn't want to end up back at the compound. Well, if the compound even existed anymore.
After a few moments of shuffling, Dani chanced a glance and found that she could see again and the steady rain of debris seemed to have stopped. The dust cloud around them had lessened enough that Dani could see through to open air. She looked to her right and saw Sara, her eyes squeezed shut against the grit, and JT on Sara’s far side.
"You can open your eyes a little," Dani said. “It's not so bad now."
Sara and JT looked around. Sara nodded. "We just need to get a little farther."
They walked out of the dust cloud, or it gradually dissipated, and finally they found themselves able to open their eyes wide and draw in a deep breath. Dani looked back over her shoulder and couldn't see anything but a massive dirt and dust cloud extending from ground to sky. Almost like a bomb went off, she thought stupidly, and then giggled at the ludicrousness of the thought. Sara cocked an eyebrow at her. Dani bit her lip to stop herself. She had a bad habit of thinking inane thoughts in bad situation, and then giggling at them like a schoolgirl. It was almost like her brain was trying to break the tension of any situation that made her nervous. 
"Whose missiles were those?" JT asked, sounding dazed and worn out.
"The Navy," Sara said. JT nodded and looked over the desert in the direction the missiles had come from, like he could maybe see the ships, or worse, more missiles.
"Let's sit down here," Sara said. "If either of one of you hear a helicopter let me know and I will pop the flare."
JT's eyes narrowed. "A Marine helicopter?"
Sara studied him thoughtfully. "No, an Army helicopter — does it matter?"
“It could,” JT said in voice that sounded both hard and sad to Dani. Then he nodded, seeming satisfied. 
Dani’s shocked brain tried to process his question and statement. She knew it was important. But her brain felt in danger of giving out. She looked around at the desert in three directions and the dust storm blocking all vision to the last direction. At the mountains looming on all sides, at the wide open sky. "Are we safe here?" she asked.
Sara nodded. "Yes, I think so. It's always smart to keep our eyes open, but there's not going to be any terrorists wandering around out here to deal with." 
Dani’s weary brain accepted this eagerly.
Without warning, Sara pulled her black dress up and over her head. Beneath it, she was wearing light colored shorts and a white tank top. She had a lumpy black bag tied completely around her middle. But instead of that, Dani’s overworked brain noted the holsters strapped to each ankle, thigh, and arm. So she was Rambo after all. All she was missing was the bandoliers. 
"Who are you?" JT asked, delight shining from his voice.
Dani felt a flare of what could only be jealousy burst through her chest. Jealousy? Really? You are in the middle of the desert, you just saw 50 people get incinerated by a missile, you barely escaped with your life and you are jealous of the woman who saved you for hardly any reason? Her weary brain then turned its vicious teeth on JT. And who in their right mind gets excited by guns and knives and holsters anyway? Dani frowned, aiming the frown at JT like a flashlight. Your dad, her brain whispered. Your sisters, it offered up. Your Unc— but that one hurt so she shut it down. You too, the little voice said, getting braver. You get excited by weapons too. Every good killing machine does. Dani’s frown slid off her face. Killing machine? Her eyes rolled to JT and wondered if that applied to him. Of course it did, he was a marine, wasn’t he? In fact, he'd already proved it.
"It's a long story," Sara said, cutting through Dani’s thoughts. “I work for the government though."
Dani’s gaze was pulled to Sara’s feet by a splash of red on her right boot. She nodded to Sara and pointed to the ankle. "Is that where you’re shot? We should clean that up."
"It's not bad. It barely even hurts now. I'm more worried about my back." Sara told her, a slight waver of pain in her voice. She unwound the ties on the bag around her middle and pulled it off of her body.
"Your back?" Dani asked, her mind playing scenarios of Sara falling to the ground, paralyzed.
Sara turned around and showed it to Dani. "What does it look like?" Dani stood up and put a finger to a hole the size of a cell phone in Sara's tank top. The edges were charred and blackened. Much of the skin below was also charred and blackened.
"I'm not sure. It doesn't look like a gunshot actually, but more like a burn. A bad burn."
Sara stood motionless for a moment and then said, "Oh shit." She dropped quickly to one knee and laid out her dress as a kind of table on the sand. She rummaged through the bag and started pulling items out and placing them on the bag itself. A first aid kit, some sort of  multi tool, a flashlight, a small black piece of what looked like electronics equipment. And then out came some sort of a phone, but way bigger than a cell phone. Sara flipped it over and examined the battery. It was twisted and blackened and charred just like the hole in her shirt. Sara studied it then pressed some buttons on the phone.
"My satellite phone got shot. That's what caught on fire – the battery. I guess I'm just lucky it wasn't my spine. But now we can't call anyone." She stuck her hand in the bag again and pulled out a small, twisted red cylinder and examined it.
Dani's heart fell "But a helicopter is coming, right?"
Sara scanned the sky again. "Yes, they know where we are. They should be here soon." Sara put aside the red cylinder and pulled more things out of the bag. 
"Is that food?" Dani asked, referring to the rectangle-shaped bags that looked like MREs.
"Yes, here, eat up." Sara tossed both JT and Dani an MRE. JT juggled his and dropped it.
Dani ripped her bag open and felt saliva gush into her mouth. It was almost painful. She winced and waited for the cramp  under her tongue to pass and then tore the plastic off of the spoon and opened the bag marked cheese tortellini. Not that she cared what it said. She would have eaten just about anything. 
Sara watched her carefully. "You know you can heat that up right?"
Dani shoveled three spoonfuls of tortellini in her mouth and shook her head. She tilted her face to the sky, squinting against the sunlight. Had anything ever tasted so good in her entire life? She didn't think so. She opened her eyes and looked back at the bag of tortellini so she could get another spoonful and noticed that JT was still fumbling to get the outer covering off his MRE.
"Oh hey? What's wrong JT? Are your hands still giving you problems?” she asked.
JT nodded. “I can't get my right hand to close. The fingers don't want to work. And it's numb."
For the first time, Dani noticed the bruise covering JT's neck on the right side. She sucked in a breath. In her mind, she wondered how big that bruise really was. How much was his shirt hiding. The ugly purple splash on the right side of his neck ran from his trachea to his ear.
"Is that where they hit you?" She asked. JT nodded and touched his collarbone with his left hand. Dani’s fingers twitched. In her over-active mind she saw herself gently touching his collarbone.
Sara walked to JT and knelt down in front of him. "Can I take a look?"
Dani watched Sara run her fingers lightly over JT's chest. Occasionally she stopped and pressed her fingers into his skin. Dani felt that flare of jealousy run through her again. Why did this woman have to be so damn beautiful and dangerous since obviously JT liked that combination?
Dani shook her head and tried to will the emotion away. This is just stupid, she told herself. It's not like JT was her boyfriend or anything. And besides, they were in the middle of the desert trying to survive. What the hell was she thinking?
"It doesn't feel like you have any broken bones," Sara said. "You may have some nerve damage though, from that injury and your hands being tied behind you for so long.
"Yeah that would make sense." JT said, rolling his neck and looking into the sky.
Dani snatched up JT's MRE and opened it for him. She read the biggest package. Shredded barbecue beef. "What do you want me to open for you first?" 
"Anything. Open anything. I'm going to eat every bite.” JT said. “Maybe even the toothpaste.”
Dani smiled. She knew exactly how he felt. She ripped the top off of the bag of beef and handed it to him. He took it with his left hand, and awkwardly tried to hold the spoon in his right.
"I could feed you?" Dani offered, feeling like a pervert.
JT shook his head. "No I think I got it, thanks." He flashed her a boyish grin and Dani felt her heart package itself up in a little box with a ribbon on it and head for JT. Mentally she pulled it back.
Sara scanned the skies again. "The helicopter should be here by now. Something's wrong,” she said almost absently.
Dani's heart sunk, but she went on shoveling food into her mouth. If they were going to die out here in the desert, she intended to do so on a full stomach.
 
 
 
 


Chapter 21
 
 
 
Silence fell over the small group as each contemplated the lack of rescue in their own way. The only noise that Dani could hear was a slight breeze whispering over the sandstone. She noticed the sun was setting and anxiety began to creep into her chest. They were supposed to be saved already. They were supposed to be whisked away to civilization in a helicopter already. And now what? Were they going to die out here under the terrible sun at the hand of dehydration, instead of some maniac with a knife?
Dani kept eating mechanically because her body wanted the food, but her brain could think of nothing but what would happen to them now.
She looked at JT. He sat relaxed and happy, chewing his food like it was a 5 course meal from his favorite restaurant. His calm demeanor relaxed her a little bit. He didn't seem to think they were about to die. She took a deep trembling breath and picked up another one of his packages of food. Energy bar, she read off of the bag. She ripped it open and placed it next to him. He gave her a smile that whisked away the rest of her anxiety in one swoosh. She felt her mouth smile back. God, he’s handsome, she thought. 
Sara’s voice cut through her thoughts like a knife, making her jump a little bit. “We have to get out of this sun.” Sara stood up and shaded her eyes, trying to see the mountains better.
Dani looked at her, anxiety immediately slamming back in to her body as soon as she looked away from JT. Her hands spasmed into claws and her back tensed. "But if we move, will the helicopter be able to find us?" she asked, her shaky voice betraying her fear.
Sara didn't answer. Instead, she got up and walked in a widening circle around them. Dani stopped looking at her. It made her too nervous. She looked at JT instead and saw he was almost done with his food. Dani wished for some water and eyed Sara's bag wondering if there could possibly be some water in there.
On one hand Dani knew Sara was right. She could feel the sun baking her as they sat there, but on the other hand the helicopter was their only hope of getting out of this desert alive, wasn't it?
Sara returned and sat down. "We'll wait here for another 30 minutes, and if we don't hear the helicopter by then, we have to move." Dani suddenly wondered if she and JT had any say in what they did next. Was Sara in charge?
 Dani looked at JT to see what he thought of Sara’s declaration. He nodded like it was a good idea. Dani wondered how much either one of them knew about surviving in the desert. Because she didn't know crap. She looked down at her MRE. All the food was gone. Tears burned the back of her eyes, but she willed them away. This wasn’t the time or the place.
30 minutes later they were on their way. As they walked in a line, Sara told them to watch out for snakes. "The black spitting cobra is the most dangerous snake out here. If you get too close it will bite you, but it prefers to spit venom at your eyes. Don't step over anything. Always go around." Dani nodded, trying to look in every direction at once, and painfully aware of the sneakers she was wearing. JT and Sara both wore boots, which probably provided much better protection against snakebite.
The mountain grew bigger in their path, and Dani grew more fatigued. She had fallen behind. Sara was in front, JT next and Dani bringing up the rear. JT kept falling behind to check on her, then speeding up to check in with Sara.
Sara's wounds didn't seem to slow her down much. Occasionally she stopped and picked up a thick green plant, the only thing in sight for miles that wasn’t colored sand-brown. Dani hoped Sara knew what she was doing and that the plant wasn’t poisonous.
Dani trudged on, her eyes on the ground. Eventually she noticed the light was changing. Dusk was falling over the desert and that meant it was going to get cold soon, didn't it? She didn't know very much about the Sinai desert. All she knew was you weren’t supposed to go without a guide because no one could survive out here who wasn't an expert.
Dani heard a shift in the footsteps ahead of her. Sara had turned around and came back to them. “I'm going to run up to the mountainside and see if there is a good place for us to hole up tonight. You two keep walking this way. I'll be right back.” She ran off without waiting for an answer.
Dani's anxiety had been waning, but now it came rushing back. JT slowed his pace enough to fall in next to her. He looked carefully at her face. "Are you okay?" he asked.
"I'm scared," she said simply. 
She felt JT's left-hand close around her right hand, comforting in its warmth and strength. A zinging sensation flashed down her spine. He’s just being sweet, she told herself. But again, his very presence calmed her, gave her courage.
"How's your hand?" she asked him.
He lifted his right arm and flexed the fingers into a fist, watching it curiously. She could see it didn’t close all the way. His first and second fingers seemed to stutter and wouldn’t touch his palm. 
"It’s still numb. It's weird, you know? It's like it doesn't exist at the end of my arm, but I can still make it work. It's strange to see my fingers move but not be able to feel them move. I don't know if that makes any sense."
Dani had never felt the sensation, but she could still imagine. She nodded "It does."
Suddenly, Dani was aware that she could smell herself. She moved slightly away from JT, terrified that he could smell her too. She could smell five days worth of acidic fear and pungent sweat rising off of her. What she wouldn't give for a shower. 
"I'm just glad we got out of there," JT said.
"Me too," Dani said feeling the weight of his statement. It was a simple statement, but only the two of them would ever know exactly how much terror and pain were underlying in the sentiment.
JT smiled at her again and looked her in the eyes. "Sara is pretty amazing, huh?"
Dani's heart sunk to her shoes even as she nodded and tried to smile back. She had to agree, Sara was amazing but she didn't have to like the fact that JT thought so. 
"What are you going to do when we get back to civilization?" he asked her.
Dani studied him. "So you're not scared that we're going to die out here?"
JT raised an eyebrow, like he hadn’t even considered it. He shook his head. "No, there may have been a complication, but no one is going to leave us out here in the desert. We will be saved. I'm sure of it.”
Dani felt his conviction rush into her and give her strength. He was right. The government had sent Sara out to save them and Sara had done an amazing job. They'd sent missiles to destroy the compound and eliminate the terrorist threat. And now they would be found. No one was just going to leave them here to die in the desert. Dani felt her anxiety fall away, like shedding hair. The sunset in the desert suddenly took on a new light, a new beauty. Her mind felt clear, and somehow fresh and light. 
She smiled again at JT, feeling her face crinkle and her her eyes shine. "I'm going to shower,” she said.
"What?" JT asked her, grinning that gorgeous grin that she thought made him look like a fresh-faced college boy who'd never had a gun pointed at him or a knife held to his throat.
"You asked me what I was going to do when we got out of the desert. I'm going to shower. For at least an hour."
"Ahhh," he said laughing. “Me too. And I'm going to drink some soda and ice cold water until my stomach sloshes.” His face grew serious. “But no coffee."
Dani uttered a surprised laugh. Nope, no coffee. No coffee shops for her for a while, either.
"I have something to take care of too," he said, his voice suddenly hard. 
Dani's eyes grew wide as she remembered everything he had said before they had escaped. Uncle Kevin had killed his squad. Uncle Kevin wanted them killed. And JT knew Uncle Kevin. Anger and rage clotted her insides. Her hand clamped down involuntarily on his. Before she could relax it, JT looked at her, surprise in his eyes. 
He opened his mouth, but never got to speak. They both heard running and looked forward into the deepening gloom. It was Sara, had to be, but even so, Dani dropped JT’s hand and placed her hand on the gun at her hip. JT crouched and did the same. As the figure got closer, they could see it was indeed Sara. Dani dropped her hand, watching dust puff up around Sara’s boots as she ran.
She stopped a few feet from them to catch her breath. “I found a cave, this way.” Sara motioned for them to follow and walked back the way she had come. 
Dani's mind saw a cave full of snakes and spiders and God knew what else. She shuddered involuntarily, but kept walking.
As they approached the cave in the side of the massive mountain Dani looked at it curiously. "Someone built this!" she exclaimed, pleased with the carved look of the doorway.
“Yes, it was probably a home for some Bedouin for a little while,” Sara said.
Dani examined the curved doorway closely. It was only about 4 feet high, and a few feet wide. They would all have to stoop to go in. It even had a step to keep small animals out, she presumed. And just inside the doorway, she could see wood boards that had been lashed together to make a kind of door. But what did it look like inside? Was it full of cobwebs and animal bones?
"I've got a flashlight," Sara said. "Hold on."
Sara untied the bag from around her waist and shoulders and rummaged in it. She pulled out the multi tool that Dani had seen earlier and took a cover off of one end. She pressed the button and a bright blue light flashed on. Sara crouched and stepped into the doorway. JT gave her a look, eyebrows raised, then followed. No spiders, please no spiders, Dani chanted in her head, then stepped inside to see for herself.
Sara flashed the light around and revealed a hollowed out room, about the size of an average bedroom, but with curved walls and a sloped ceiling. The inside was all one color, completely tan — the color of sand. There was no dirt, no animals, and no spiders or snakes. It looked pristinely clean. She breathed a sigh of relief. She could stay in here.
"Wow, it's perfect," JT said.
"It is, isn't it?" Sara said. "There's a bunch of them, but this is the one I like the best. We are going to settle in here for the night and get you guys some rest."
Rest. Dani liked the sound of the word. She hadn't slept more than two hours at a time for five days. And all of that had been sitting up tied to a chair. She couldn't wait to actually lay down and get some sleep.
Sara motioned for them to leave the cave. "But first, let's get you guys cleaned up. No offense, but you smell."
Dani stood still, horrified, but JT just laughed. “What do you expect? You’d smell too if it had been you back there.”
Cleaned up, Dani thought. It sounded wonderful, but how?
Just outside the doorway, Sara had dropped her load of plants in a pile. Dani looked closely and saw there were actually three different types, all of them with thick, spiny leaves that looked like they might be holding water. Sara stripped the flowers off a handful of plants and wrapped them in a piece of cloth. She smashed it with a rock until Dani could see the moisture soaking through.
She handed it to Dani. “Wipe your arm with it and give it to JT. If you don’t have any sort of a reaction you two can take a sort of sponge bath with these, and even get your clothes cleaned up a bit. Your clothes will dry in about 20 minutes out here, but we’ll have to work quickly. It will get cold faster than you think. And don’t drink the water. It will make you sick.”
Dani held the cloth to her nose and sniffed. It smelled sweet. Like maple syrup, she thought. She wiped it aggressively on her arm and handed it over to JT. In a few minutes Sara inspected their arms and declared them to be reaction free. 
Dani, joy filling her heart at the prospect of feeling clean, gathered her own handful of plants, walked around to a semi private area behind some larger rocks, and got to work under the light of the rising moon. She smashed the plants until moisture saturated her cloth, then cheerfully wiped herself down from head to toe, even soaking her hair. 
As she worked, she thought she heard whistling coming from where she had left JT and Sara. She peeked around her rock. She didn’t see Sara, but JT stood off a little ways from the entrance to the cave, one of Sara’s larger cloths wrapped around his waist, wearing seemingly nothing but the cloth and his boots. Dani’s breath caught in her throat. Had she thought he was simply handsome before? Under the new moon, he looked like a young god, carved from hard stone to be perfectly appealing to the female point of view. Enthralled, her eye traced the masculine planes of his broad shoulders and thick arms, down the V of his torso, to his muscular thighs and calves. 
Even as her eyes swept his body, Dani’s mind started screaming at her. The muscles that made her breath catch in her throat also made her heart pound in fear. She felt it, and recognized it immediately for what it was. Sure he was handsome, but Tim had been handsome too. Sure he had an easy smile, but so did Tim. Sure he was charming and seemed sweet. But … well she knew this line already. As these thoughts quick-flashed through her mind, another voice, this one small and dry, said this one is different. Dani cocked her head. He was different. She knew he was. He had obviously tried to protect her in the coffee shop. And he seemed to respect women like no other man she’d ever met.  But I barely know him, she told herself, her eyes still drinking in the strong muscles of his back greedily.
A crunch behind her startled her out of her musings. She pulled back quickly, heart beating heavily, and scanned the desert floor. It was Sara, about a quarter mile away, examining rocks and tossing them back down to the ground. What was she doing? Dani looked at the wet cloth in her hand and realization crashed in on her. She hadn’t given Sara enough credit. Obviously Sara knew what she was doing out here in the desert. Dani would do well to quit questioning her and start listening to her. OK, from now on, Sara gets my full support, she decided. No more anxiety, no more second guessing. And no more lusting over yonder hot marine. I just don’t need that kind of a complication in my life right now.
Dani heard JT whistling behind her again. She looked up at the desert moon and prayed that tomorrow she would be seeing it from a hotel room. 
 


Chapter 22
 
 
 
Emma peeked into Chief Warrant Officer Ames’ room and was happy to see he seemed to be sleeping peacefully in his private hospital room at Camp Patriot. All four of the helicopter crew members had made it out alive, but all were here in the hospital beds getting treatment. Emma continued her rounds between the four rooms, her mind relentlessly playing back the events of six hours ago when she and Jerry had treated the four men after they fled from the burning wreckage of their black hawk helicopter.
Captain Johansen, the pilot who had flown she and Jerry to the scene, had proved to be an excellent pilot, even if Emma thought he was a bit daring and risky. Not that she knew really - maybe that’s how helicopter pilots had to be.
She had stared out the window of the helicopter as they had lifted off from the Al-Goraam base and flown over the desert, but she barely remembered seeing the scenery around them. Her eyes scanned the ground relentlessly, looking for both the black hawk helicopter and people. She had been terrified that their own helicopter would be shot down the way the first one was, but she had been more terrified that she would arrive at the crash to find Hawk dead. She couldn’t imagine her life, and Vivian’s life, and Craig’s life, if Hawk were gone.
When they came within 5 miles of the crash site, Capt. Johansen had called off the suppressing fire from the Navy. It was too dangerous for the missiles to keep blasting the desert from so far away while they were trying to get close. 
As they got close, Emma saw the wreckage in the distance. She thought it looked pretty good for a crash — it was still recognizable as a helicopter for sure. It had mostly held together with only the back part seeming to break off apart and crumble. The passenger area of the helicopter had held together, although it looked to be up on its side. Emma could see smoke drifting from the back and a fire blazing merrily up front, near the pilot’s compartment.
"How did it hold together like that?" Emma asked into her headset.
Johansen’s voice came back in her ears, tinny and seeming a 100 miles away. “He auto rotated in. It's a technique to keep the helicopter from falling out of the sky like a rock when there's no engine power. Under perfect circumstances the helicopter can be landed safely that way, but it doesn’t look like his circumstances were … sonofabitch.”
Emma’s scanned the ground at Johansen’s curse and saw something that chilled her heart. 12 or 15 men running across the desert with guns in their hands, headed towards the helicopter. Some were wearing white and brown robes but most were dressed in simple shirts and slacks. To Emma, the scene look like a thousand images of rebels she had seen on the news for the past 10 years. And they were running straight for the downed helicopter. She saw Jerry pointing and heard him yelling in her headset.
"I've got them," Capt. Johansen said, his voice eerily calm. He flew in a circle and maneuvered his helicopter so he was facing the men. As he got closer, one of the men lifted his gun to the sky and fired at the helicopter.
"Can they bring down the helicopter with those guns?" Jerry asked, his voice tight. 
"They sure can," Johansen replied. "But we are not going to let them." He slung the nose of the helicopter around just a little bit more and stuttering sounds rang from the cockpit. Emma saw dust fly up from the ground below and all of the men drop to the desert floor, most of their hands over their head. Johansen whirled the helicopter again and let loose more gunfire.
"Looks like somebody's doing okay in the helicopter," Johansen said.
Emma remembered her breath stalling in her throat. She forced a breath and looked down at the wreckage on the ground. One of the big guns from the side door of the crippled black hawk spit fire. So at least somebody down there was alive. Please let it be Hawk, she thought and was immediately ashamed.
"We’re landing," Johansen yelled, sounding almost happy, and definitely excited. He shot at the men on the ground a few more times and then dropped the helicopter slowly behind the black hawk.
"Stay here, let's see if anybody can walk this way,” he’d told Emma and Jerry.
And they had. Two of them carried a third while someone fired a gun in the general direction of the men on the ground.
The next twenty minutes or so were still a confused jumble in Emma's mind but the next thing she knew they were taking off again into the air and Emma was working frantically on two people’s wounds at the same time. 
Capt. Ames had a broken leg and a broken arm, his copilot had bad burns to most of his torso and some of his lower body with a broken arm, the crew chief was unconscious with blood coming out of his nose and ears, and Hawk had four crushed ribs on his right side with a probable collapsed lung. He was still breathing okay though so they just had him sit still and worked on the other men. Within 10 minutes they had flown over Al-Goraam and were heading straight for Camp Patriot. By the time they got there, Emma had completely forgotten her fear of the helicopter.
Emma finished her rounds. All of the patients were doing well. She stopped by the door to Hawks room and peeked in. Vivian was seated at the side of the bed holding Hawk’s hand and bringing it to her lips every few seconds, like she couldn't believe he was still alive. Emma heard heavy steps behind her and turned. Craig came down the corridor quickly.
He slipped his hands around her waist and gave her a long, lingering kiss. "Good news babe, we found a unit to pick up Sara and your brother and the reporter."
"Thank God, when are they going?"
“They are in the air already. It's a Marine helicopter. I talked to a Colonel Clarkson who says he will personally guarantee their safety. We could have them back here in a few hours.”
Emma gave him a tired smile. “Maybe we can get a few hours of sleep before they get here?”
Craig kissed her on the forehead. “That sounds like a great idea.” He gathered her in his arms and led her towards the barracks to their assigned room.
 


Chapter 23
 
 
 
Dani finished washing and sat in the moon shade of the largest rock next to her, enjoying the feeling of her freshly-scrubbed skin, and the new smell coming off of her. She liked the maple syrup smell, and didn’t even mind that her skin had the tiniest bit of stickiness to it in places. It wasn’t a shower, but at least she didn't smell like fear anymore. She had even saved the toothbrush and toothpaste from her MRE for her mouth, and the wet towelette from the MRE for the places on her that seemed the dirtiest. She thought she’d done pretty good for the middle of the desert.
The first chill in the air breezed past her and she shivered slightly. Sara wasn't kidding, the desert got cold quickly after the sun went down. She plucked at her shirt, trying to get it to dry faster. Footsteps told her someone was coming close. She looked up and saw Sara cutting through her circle of rocks.
"We need to talk before you go to sleep," Sara said as she walked past.
Okay, Dani thought she followed Sara back to the cave entrance, glad to see that JT had his clothes on again. He smiled at her. 
"Feel better?" he asked.
She couldn't help but smile back. "Yep, although I keep imagining I’m a pancake.”
JT laughed. God she loved a man with an easy laugh. And his was so attractive: deep, throaty, and totally authentic. None of that ha ha fake crap.
Dani tore her eyes away from JT and told her brain to just knock it off already.
Sara motioned for them to come closer. Dani got within a couple of feet and and sat down in the sand. She suddenly felt like she was falling down on her feet. Exhaustion kept trying to force her eyelids closed. JT sat next to her. Sara hunkered on one knee and started talking.
"You guys get some rest, I'm going to watch for the helicopter. I will have to wake you up if it comes —”
JT interrupted her. "About that. I’ve been thinking. There's something I have to tell you and I think it's important."
Sara cocked an eyebrow at him and motioned for him to go on.
A hardness settled in JT's face as he contemplated how to start. Dani watched him, fascinated that all of his boyish charm had fled. Now he looked like a Marine through and through, all hard planes and serious thoughts. His beard! He shaved it off! Well, it wasn’t a beard really, but just a 5 day growth. Now, though, his face was clean and smooth. He must have borrowed one of Sara’s knives. She wondered what he’d used as shaving cream, even as she admired his new, clean look. 
"I know who had us kidnapped, and why. Well kind of. I know it sounds crazy and horrible but it was a United States Marine Corps Colonel named Colonel Clarkson. He killed my entire squad and my best friend and I was supposed to meet him at the coffee shop when we were taken.” JT motioned at himself and Dani, then went on. “And I - well I'm afraid that he’s the reason our helicopter didn’t come out to get us. I’m afraid he blocked it somehow and now he’s either going to leave us out here to die or he’ll send his own helicopter out and they'll just gun us down out here in the desert."
Dani's mind folded in on itself. No no no! it howled. Uncle Kevin wouldn’t do that, it screamed soundlessly in denial. She clamped her lips tight together and shook her head. And the horror of it was, she knew he would do it. She knew he did do it. Wasn’t she investigating him herself? Wasn’t she supposed to be meeting him at the coffee shop too? The final nail in the coffin of her opinion of Uncle Kevin’s guilt slammed home. If JT was supposed to be meeting him at the coffee shop too, there was no remaining chance, however slim, that this was all some sort of horrid coincidence.
Sara held up a hand, cutting JT off and turning to look at Dani curiously. Dani stopped her head from moving in mid-negation, her brain frozen, still screaming, her eyes wide. “Are you related to him?” Sara asked.
JT turned his head slowly. To Dani it seemed like it took a lifetime. His normally warm eyes went suddenly cold, his eyebrows drawn down in some intense emotion. Accusation? Anger?
Dani tried to unfreeze her brain, but it wouldn’t do what she told it to. Her head shook from side to side.
"Is your last name Clarkson?" JT asked, his voice dripping ice.
Dani's eyes ping-ponged between JT and Sara. She couldn't seem to open her mouth. Sara studied her closely and then Dani saw Sara’s mouth tighten. She’s made a decision, Dani thought.
Sara spoke to JT. "Yes, her last name is Clarkson, you didn't know that?"
JT turned his head from Dani to Sara. His eyes were the last to go. "No, I didn't know that." 
"Well, it's a common last name," Sara said. "Tell me why you're certain this Colonel Clarkson is the one who is responsible for you ending up in that death camp."
JT told his story, starting with his mother's death, explaining that he was on leave when everything had started. His face lost some of its hardness as he shared this part. Dani could see nothing but sorrow left there. She took some deep breaths and tried to ignore the fact that she had just lied to Sara and JT. For now she just wanted to hear JT’s story. As JT explained about Shane’s letter, and then Shane’s death, the coldness and anger came back into his face and voice. Dani’s mind swirled with opposition. Could Uncle Kevin really have done all these things? Then JT told about how he'd been investigating Colonel Clarkson and finished his story with the Colonel asking JT to meet him at the coffee shop.
"But that still could have just been a terrible coincidence," Sara said. "Is it really enough evidence to say this Colonel Clarkson had you taken hostage?"
Dani tried to open her mouth. Tried to push out the words that she had also been there on Kevin Clarkson’s request, but before she could, JT spoke again, slowly, as if he were explaining something very complicated. "While we were still in the death camp, as you call it, just before you cut us free and got us out of there, I heard two men talking and one of them said Clarkson wants them dead today."
Sara raised an eyebrow again. "You speak Arabic?"
JT nodded abruptly. "I speak enough."
Dani watch this exchange with horror blooming in her mind. She'd said that she was not related to Uncle Kevin. And JT seemed to believe her. Sara might not, but that didn't matter as much to Dani right now. She tried to open her mouth and say that he was her uncle. But every time she did, she remembered that look of fury on JT's face. She had to tell them. She had to! She would just wait for the right moment.
Silence fell over the small group. Dani could see their shadows lengthen as the moon rose above them. She no longer felt tired or cold though. Shame burned her from the inside out. Shame that she was related to a monster. And shame that she couldn’t seem to admit it.
Sara spoke again. “There’s a few things that don’t make sense. First, why did they take Dani too? Why not just you?”
Here’s the right time, Dani thought. There will never be a righter time then this. But still she couldn’t seem to make her mouth work. JT was quick with an answer. “They took her to control me. I would have fought them. I would never have been taken alive if they hadn’t threatened to shoot her.” 
Sara nodded, understanding on her face. “OK, but now we’re out here. Say he sends a helicopter full of Marines out here. Even if he’s on it, they aren’t going to gun us down. I can’t imagine any group of Marines obeying an order to just kill us.”
Dani could see JT turning this over in his mind, looking for holes. “He could find a way to misappropriate a helicopter and then put terrorists on it.” He held up a hand before Sara could object. “Look, I know that’s unlikely, but I’m just trying to consider this from all angles. There is no way I’m going to let Colonel Clarkson get the upper hand on me again.” He thought for a second, then added, “He could just leave us out here. He’ll deliberately send the helicopter to the wrong spot in the desert, and we’ll just die of starvation and thirst.”
Sara shook her head. “We can walk to St. Marin in less than a day. And I can shoot or catch us food and find us water. No one is going to die out here.”
Excitement and something like hope flowered on JT’s face. “We can walk to St. Marin? Is that a town?”
“Yes, it’s a small town. I should still have a contact there too, if Agent Farmer didn’t get freaked and bail.”
“That’s what we’ll do! We’ll walk out. And this Agent Farmer, can he get us to Camp Patriot?”
Sara nodded, her eyes already far away, considering. Dani held her breath, scared that JT’s eyes would settle on her again. But Sara looked at her first, her face set. “I think you two should rest tonight, and in the morning I'll catch a few hours while my water is collecting. And then we'll walk to St. Marin. Depending on how fast we can go, I think we can be there by three or four in the morning."
JT nodded almost immediately. "It’s a good plan. It’s the safest course of action for us right now.” He swiveled his face towards Dani. “How about you Dani, what do you think?"
Dani tried to breathe. Her mouth opened. He's my uncle, blared in her mind. But what she said was "I think it will work."
“Good, it’s settled then. There’s fabric on the floor in the cave for you so you don't have to lay in the sand. The flashlight is right there by the doorway. Use it sparingly. I'll wake you in eight hours." Sara stood up and brushed herself off and walked straight out towards the desert, continuing her enigmatic project of examining rocks.
Far off in the distance, Dani thought she heard the rotors of a helicopter beating the air. She cocked her head and listened while JT got up and headed for the cave. Finally, she had to admit only silence surrounded them. She followed JT into the cave.
JT waited for her at the entrance. “Which do you want?” he asked, shining the light on two pieces of fabric at the far end of the cave. Dani stared hard, trying to figure out what the fabric was. One appeared to be Sara’s dress. The other, maybe her bag. She chose the bag, because it was smaller. She walked over and sat down, feeling the air grow warmer against the back wall. It must hold on to the heat of the day longer in here, she thought.
As she lowered her body to the ground, exhaustion slammed into her. She made a pillow with her arms, feeling consciousness swirling away already. She gladly gave herself over to sleep in only a few seconds, not noticing JT laying awake and contemplative a few feet away.
 


Chapter 24
 
 
 
Sound clawed at Dani’s consciousness, nudging her awake. She opened her eyes to moonlight falling around the cracks of the makeshift door. What had she heard? Was it the helicopter? She turned her head towards JT. His face was white and bathed in sweat. Dani sat up quickly, sleep falling away in an instant. What was wrong with JT?
A low, tortured noise came from his throat. “No,” he moaned. “Run! Tina! Run!” he was yelling now, his strong legs twitching in the sand.
Dani crawled to him and shook his arm. He didn't notice but kept moaning. A tear trickled down one of his cheeks. 
Dani shook him harder. "JT, JT, wake up," she whispered directly in his ear.
JT's eyes flew open and he sat up quickly, breaths tearing harshly in and out of his throat.
"Oh God," he said and then collapsed back to the ground. Dani moved closer to him, feeling the heat pouring out of his skin. "Are you okay?" she asked, her voice hitching with hesitation.
JT ground the heels of his hands into his eyes. "Yes I'm fine, I had a nightmare." His voice sounded sad and far away to Dani. 
Concern tore at Dani’s heart. She’d never heard a man sound so forlorn. "A nightmare about what?" But she thought she knew. The hell that they had just gone through was enough to give anyone nightmares.
JT's hands fell away from his face, dropping into the sand and sending up mushroom clouds of dust. He looked at her, his eyes searching her very soul, as if he was deciding whether or not to tell her the truth.
Dani held his gaze. Time seemed to fall away. His amazing light blue eyes seemed to hypnotize her. To Dani, nothing had ever felt so right or good. Finally, he spoke again, his lips barely moving.  "About my wife."
Dani felt as if she'd been kicked in the chest. He’s married? But he doesn't wear a ring! She felt hot tears spring to her eyes like she just found out she'd been betrayed, or cheated on, or dumped, or all three at once. Suddenly she didn’t care that her emotions didn’t make any sense. All she cared about was getting out of here. She began to gather her legs under her to flee into the night when JT spoke again, soft and sad.
"I mean, she's not my wife anymore. She’s dead."
Dani's roller coaster of emotions fell away again and now she felt only sadness. He was a widower? She took a deep breath and tried to get a hold on herself. What is wrong with you?
After a moment’s consideration, she took his hand. His warm skin and callused fingers served to ground her, and she hoped she was giving him at least some comfort.
He didn't say anything for a few moments, but he held onto her hand tightly. And then the story spilled out of him. 
"She was my high school sweetheart. We dated for three years and when we graduated I asked her to marry me. This was 10 years ago already.” He ground his free hand into his eyes again, trying to wipe away the last of the nightmare. “We didn't have any money or any skills so I decided to join the Marine Corps in order to provide for us. It had always been a dream of mine. After boot I got stationed at Camp Pendleton and we rented a nice little house just off base. We had four months together and it was special, you know? She was special.  And then I got deployed to Afghanistan the first time. After I had been gone for two months my commander came to see me one day.” JT’s voice hitched and he stopped talking. Dani took his other hand and rubbed her thumb across the palm, trying to let him know she was there for him.
“He said I had to take emergency leave because my wife was dead. He didn't know the details. I flew out in an hour. When I got back to Camp Pendleton, it turns out that she had been walking home from work one night — we had a car but it was used and always in the shop —  and someone had mugged her. He shot her in the chest and she died two days later.” JT’s voice dropped so low Dani had to strain to hear him. “But they didn't notify me for a week.”
JT’s face twisted in agony. Dani dropped her eyes to his chest, feeling like she was spying on him. Tears for his lost love and innocence trickled down her face, unnoticed by either of them. “And most of the time I'm okay. But sometimes, especially when I'm under a lot of stress, I have nightmares about it. And in the nightmare I'm always there, and I see her standing there with a man who has a gun in her face. And I see her and I try to reach her but I can't. You know how it is in dreams. I can't control my body and I try to scream and nothing comes out. But I try to tell her to run, to just drop her purse and run. And that's where the dream always ends. I never see her get shot and I never save her." 
Dani could hear the agony in JT's voice but his eyes were dry and staring at nothing. She let go of one of his hands and ran her left hand over his forehead, trying to smooth out the lines there. She ran her thumb across first one eyebrow and then the other. She didn’t dare speak. No words seemed adequate for such a sad story. Finally, she told him, “I’m so sorry.”
A few tears marched a silvery line down from the corner of his eye down his temple. She wiped them away with the palm of her hand. She looked up to his face again and her breath caught in her throat. His eyes blazed, and they were looking right at her.
“I’m sorry too. It was a long time ago, but sometimes I am still surprised by how much it hurts.”
“You loved her,” Dani said simply, her voice sounding strange to her ears.
“I did.”
JT sat up, twisting his hands in Dani’s. He faced her, his left thumb lightly caressing the back of her hand. “Thank you for listening.” His voice came out husky, deep.
Chills broke out on Dani’s back at the change in him and her hands and arms tingled. He was so close. Her lips parted and every cell in her body ached to kiss him. She felt herself lean forward slightly, watching the moonlight play with the shadows of his face. She could smell maple syrup and sand and cold, dry air and she thought she’d never smelled anything so erotic in her life. Sudden desire burned the chill out of her body.
JT leaned forward slowly, his eyes on her. She opened herself to him, feeling a simple trust that she hadn’t felt in ages. He was different. He was trustworthy and sure. Strong and protective. Kind and thoughtful. He was the kind of man she had been looking for her whole life. 
JT’s face lowered to hers, so close her vision of him doubled. She felt his hot breath on her skin and realized he was moving so slowly in order to give her time to back out, to pull away, to stop him. Dani couldn’t stand to not have her lips on his for one more second. She closed the gap between them in an instant, feeling electricity arc between them. Heat rushed through her body, coiling in her belly and flooding between her legs. She moaned gently into his mouth, her body demanding more contact. She pulled him closer with her hands and he complied, coming up on his knees and bending her backwards onto the ground, angling her perfectly and guiding her with one arm, gently to the fabric he had been sleeping on.
Dani moaned again, no thoughts in her mind of who or where she was. Her brain was overtaken completely by the sudden, inexplicable needs of her body. Her fingers roamed across his back, pushing up his shirt and rubbing across the rough warmth of his skin. Her body pressed into his, feeling his heat and her heat meld and multiply. Her breathing came in pants and gasps while their kiss deepened and intensified. 
Dani’s nerve endings seemed to triple and expand. She felt every movement of his tongue and lips, slowly caressing and tasting her. Her senses doubled and his hands felt bigger than life, stroking first her hair, then her cheek, then running down her neck to her collarbone. She arched her back, wishing for more, more, more.
He tucked his body next to hers. She wanted to feel his weight on her and tried to pull him on top of her, but it was like pushing and pulling at stone. He was too big, too strong for her to move. He resisted her efforts, then pulled his face away and breathed one word. “Dani.” 
Her entire body protested the loss of his lips on hers. She made a low objecting sound beneath him and snaked her hand around his neck, pulling him back down to her. Somehow, somewhere in the last 10 minutes, she had given herself completely to him. And now she wished he would take what was his. She pulled her fingers between them, feeling his hard, rippled abs and his strong, chiseled chest. If only she could see him better! She wished for lights and mirrors and a bed and hours and days of blessed exploration.
Her hand stole down past his belt buckle and her mind cried out at her boldness. But she knew they were acting on stolen time. She could feel his impending protests. He wasn’t going to let this happen. She knew why. It wasn’t the right place. It wasn’t the right time. But she still hated it. Her body craved him with a ravenous desire that she had never felt before. Never imagined could exist. The magnitude of her need would have knocked her over if she weren’t already on the ground. Her hand crept to the zipper of his jeans and gently curled around the hardness she felt there. Oh God, the size of him! She squeezed harder, trying to read him with her fingertips. Now he moaned into her mouth and pressed against her. Good, she thought savagely, happy that on some level he was feeling some of what she was.
He broke contact with her lips again and gasped her name. “Dani, we shouldn’t.”
She pulled her hand back to her side. “I know,” she said, and bit back tears of frustration.
 


Chapter 25
 
 
 
JT’s consciousness swam upwards toward the sunlight. He noticed two things immediately as he woke; a heavy weight on his arm, and a feeling of pure contentment, maybe even joy. He opened his eyes and saw cascades of long brown hair running over his arm and chest. Dani. They’d kissed. No, they’d made out. Like seriously made out. In her sleep, Dani had moved away from him slightly and turned onto her right side, facing away from him. His mouth was dry and his arm felt weighed down with a curious mixture of pain and numbness, but his heart was singing. She was beautiful. And she wanted him. God, how she had wanted him. Why had he told her no?
You know why, his own voice said in his head. Because she's everything you've always wanted. She's strong, capable, funny, and beautiful enough to make your head spin. Do you really want your first time to be in a cave in the middle of the desert on a borrowed piece of cloth? No, he sighed. He wanted their first time to be magical, like Disney Princess magical. Not that the princesses ever had sex.
JT pulled her closer to him and snuggled her, smelling the syrup smell of her hair and feeling the strands tickle his face. At this point, he just wanted to find a hotel and lock them in it for a week and explore every inch of her slowly, possibly with his tongue. 
Dani stirred on his arm and moved slightly. He felt her body tense as she woke. He hoped she wasn't regretting last night already. “Good morning,” he told her.
“Mmmmph,” she mouthed, in a tone that made JT know she was regretting last night. 
Fuck, he thought. Did he do something wrong? Was she upset? Nervous? Pissed that he had stopped them? He wanted to say something to make it all better for her, and make sure they didn’t feel awkward this morning. He opened his mouth and said the first thing that popped into his head. "I wanted to kiss you since the first time I saw you at the Singing Dog Cafe."
Dani didn't move or say a word for a moment. He thought he felt her tense even more. Smooth, he thought. Really smooth. 
"Oh," she squeaked. JT’s chest tightened. She was going to brush him off. He knew it. His mind sifted through ways to pull her back but he couldn’t think of anything. 
Then she sat up and faced him. "I wanted to kiss you too," she said softly. A crimson blush heated her cheeks instantly. He smiled and pulled her close kissing her gently on the cheek. "You're beautiful," he told her. She dropped her eyes to the sand and her cheeks flushed a brighter red, if that was possible.
A thought struck him. "Sara. She was supposed to wake us. I know we’ve been in here for more than 8 hours." 
Dani's eyes went wide. "Oh no, I hope nothing happened!” Dani got up and ran to the doorway, pushing the makeshift door out of the way and stepping out into the light, blinking. JT tried to follow, but moved slowly. His right side screamed as he sat up. The muscles in both his arm and his leg just didn’t seem to want to do what he told them to. The two different places where the gun butt had hit him pulsed with pain. He compartmentalized it, and tried to force his body to do what he wanted it to. He fought his way to his feet and followed Dani into the light.
Sara sat on a large rock just to the right of the doorway. She smiled at them.
"Why didn’t you wake us up?” JT asked. 
Sara looked at them, a knowing grin on her face. "My water isn't collecting as fast as I had hoped. The sun needed to get up a little higher. So I thought I'd give you an extra hour of sleep. And when I came in a few minutes ago to wake you, I didn't have the heart to disturb you.” She cocked an eyebrow at them. "Is something going on between you two?"
Dani dropped her eyes and JT could almost feel the heat of her blush from here. God she was adorable. He grinned, feeling a little like he'd been caught by the teacher himself. He didn't say anything, not wanting to be the one to admit anything if she didn't want to.
Finally, Dani looked at Sara and tried to fix a smile on her face. "Um, yeah, maybe something."
Sara stood up "Well that's great," she said. "You guys make a cute couple." 
JT put an arm around Dani and pulled her close. He agreed.
“Thanks,” Dani said softly, and JT felt her relax against him. He turned his face to the sun and admired the beauty of the mountains around him. This was gonna be a good day. He didn’t care if they had to walk 500 miles. It would be a good day.
 
***
 
 
JT looked up at the sun, judging its distance from the point where Sara had said they should wake her up. There was still time. He was glad. He was enjoying getting to know Dani better. They'd drank the little bit of water Sara had somehow come up with that morning, and they'd split the last MRE that she had in her bag. For now, JT felt like he could sit on this rock all day, talking to Dani. His stomach was quiet, his mouth didn't feel as dry anymore, and he loved looking at Dani's face and hearing her voice. Even the steady thud of pain on his right side felt muted somehow, by her beauty and sweetness.
"So once I got there, she was still alive. We talked a little bit and she kissed me and said she loved me. But when she closed her eyes, she just didn't open them again." He said, finishing his story about his mother's death.
He looked up at Dani, and saw tears in her eyes. Man, her heart was as big as the ocean.
"Oh hey, don't cry, did I tell you about the letter she gave me?" He said, wanting to put a smile back in her eyes.
"Letter?"
"Yeah, she wrote me a letter while she was in the hospital, and you'll never believe what it said."
"What did it say?”
"It said that she adopted me when I was just a baby and that I'm really a triplet, and I have two sisters that I've never met."
Dani leaned back, a skeptical look on her face. "Are you teasing me?" she finally said, in a voice that JT couldn’t read.
Alarmed, JT stumbled over his words. "Teasing you? No, I’m not teasing you. It really said that.”
“So you’re what, 30 years old? And you never knew you were adopted or had sisters until your mother revealed it to you on her deathbed?” Dani said, crossing her arms over her chest.
JT laughed. “Well if you put it that way, it does sound a bit ridiculous.”
“Yeah, like the premise of a Lifetime movie.”
“Call me a movie star then, because I swear it’s true. I’ll show you the letter when we get back to Kuwait City. Will you come to Camp Patriot with me? It’s in my barracks room there.” 
Dani smiled and nodded. “Sure, I love Camp Patriot,” she said. “It’s like a home away from home.”
“You’ve been to Camp Patriot?”
“Yeah, my —” Dani broke off, her lovely face clouding over in an instant and her mouth moving wordlessly. JT shifted on his rock, suddenly feeling like he didn’t want to hear what she was going to say next.
“My father was stationed there 12 years ago, advance party.” Dani finished up, her voice sounding strangely weak to JT.
JT’s mood of foreboding broke. “Your father was in the Army?” he asked, excitement in his voice.
“No he’s retired Marines. He ran the Combat Engineering Battalion that built Camp Patriot.”
JT whistled. “Wow. That’s awesome.”
“My sisters are all in the Marine Corps too.”
“Seriously? How come you didn’t join the Marines? I saw your shooting back there,” he hooked a thumb over his shoulder, back to the middle of the desert where they’d come from.
“Yeah, I was always a good shot. Daddy used to take us all out for shooting practice most every Saturday. But after each of us turned 10, he’d take us hunting individually. It was like a special Daddy-daughter time. My sisters all loved hunting. But the only time he took me out, it didn't go so well.”
JT tried to read Dani’s face. She looked half-amused and half-ashamed of herself. 
“I shot a squirrel. I remember it falling from the tree and Daddy yelling ‘Good shot!’ I saw it hit the ground like a sack of rocks. One minute it had been alive and chattering, and the next it was dead on the ground. And I did it. Daddy wanted to show me how to skin it but I couldn’t stop staring at it. I started crying, and eventually I made him bury it and say a prayer for it, right out there in the woods. And I cried for weeks. And I kept asking Daddy to take me back to the woods where I had shot it so I could take food out there, in case it had babies that were on their own now.”
Dani looked almost shyly at JT through her lashes, as if she were judging her reaction to this. He gave her a gentle smile. He already knew she had a mile-wide sensitive streak. Nothing wrong with that, he thought. Tina had been the same way. 
“I felt so bad. So different. My sisters kept teasing me and asking me if I knew where the meat I ate came from and was I going to become a vegetarian, stuff like that. My uncle told me—” Dani’s eyes went wide and her hands floated halfway to her mouth, like she had said something wrong. JT could see her throat working like she was trying to swallow. She looked stricken, and JT again got that sense that he didn’t want to hear what was going to come next. But more than that, he didn’t want Dani to feel bad. Or think that he was going to feel differently about her, or something. Suddenly he felt intensely protective of her. 
He opened his mouth, not knowing what he was going to say to make her feel better. “You’re beautiful,” popped out. He was rewarded with a small smile. Her hands floated back down to her lap.
“You already told me that.”
“Oh, sorry. I just keep thinking it.” Her smile grew and the now-familiar blush crept into her face, back dropping her freckles. “Your freckles are gorgeous,” he told her, thinking he should just keep saying what he was thinking. She seemed to like it so far.
Dani raised a hand to her cheek and scrubbed, like she was trying to eliminate the freckles. “My freckles? You like freckles?” She sounded incredulous, like she didn’t believe it was possible.
JT caught her hand in his and stared into her eyes like a lover. “Yes. I have a thing for women with freckles.” But this time it didn’t go over so well. She pulled her hand out of his, and her eyebrows drew together, like he’d said the wrong thing. 
“Oh. So that’s the reason you like me. Because I have freckles and you like freckles.” Her voice was flat, empty. Like she’d been here before and didn’t like how it turned out.
“Well, that’s a reason I was first attracted to you. Your freckles and your gorgeous hair and your brown eyes.” A vertical line grew between her eyebrows. “But now that I know you a little better, I also know you are strong and brave and sensitive. You have a warrior’s spirit and a peacemaker’s heart. I love that about you.”
Dani studied him, the speculative look back in her eyes. “How can you think you know things like that about me? We’ve only just met.” She laughed, a brittle breaking sound. “I can’t even believe we’re having this conversation. It’s so bizarre.”
He nodded. “Ever hear of battlefield friendships? When two people have gone through something like we just went through together, it burns through all the bullshit pretty quickly, know what I mean? In times of extreme stress, the person you really are just shines through, and kindred spirits can pick each other out easily. Me and my buddy Shane were like that. The first time I met him I knew he and I would be tight for life.” JT felt a lump form in his throat and he had to force the last few words out. It still hurt to think about Shane. Dani immediately took his hand. JT pushed the thoughts away. There would be time enough to think about Shane later. For now, it was time to move. The sun had passed the point they had been watching for.
“We better go wake Sara up and start walking,” he told Dani. “Oh!” He slapped a hand to his forehead. “We never cleaned out the wound on her leg!” 
“She did it already, didn’t you see the bandage there this morning? She must have done it last night.” 
“Oh good. She’s pretty amazing, isn’t she.”
Dani smiled broadly, but JT could see something like relief in that smile. “You already said that too. But she is pretty amazing, I agree. Let’s get her up and get out of this desert.”
 


Chapter 26
 
 
 
Dani saw the first faint, shimmery light of the small town ahead of them and almost wept with relief. They'd been walking for 13 hours according to Sara's calculation and she didn't know how much longer she could hang on. Sara had tried to convince them to stop and rest for a few hours but neither JT nor Dani wanted to, no matter how much walking hurt. Dani desperately wanted this ordeal to be over; to feel safe, and for her parents to know she was OK. 
She thought JT was mainly spurred on by the fact that they’d started hearing helicopter patrols behind them almost as soon as they left the safety of the last mountainside. In the open desert, Dani felt much more exposed. If Uncle Kevin somehow did plan on murdering them from the air, they were sitting ducks.
Finally, at almost 3 in the morning, they stumbled into town. We are a ragtag bunch, Dani thought. She knew she was probably faring the best, only suffering from dehydration and normal pains after walking for so long. Sara and JT were both limping badly. JT was actually dragging his entire right foot. Dani felt like crying when she looked at him. The entire right side of his body seem to be rebelling against him. She thought he was only moving forward on pure will and Marine discipline at this point.
The town sat quiet, asleep. As they silently prowled the very outer streets, Dani felt a clear mixture of tired joy and extreme vulnerability. This was not a small American town. This was almost an outlaw town. No police stations, no traffic lights, no signs of American organization and authority that she loved and took for granted. And they stood out painfully in their filthy Western-style clothes and hairstyles.
They followed Sara into the empty marketplace where she tried doors and windows. Some were locked, but most were not. When she found an empty one that contained no chairs or tables or supplies of any kind she motioned for them to follow her inside. 
"I have to go to the hotel to find Agent Farmer if he's still here. I can't take you with me.” Sara dropped her bag on the ground, rummaged inside, and slid her dirty dress and veil over her head. “You two would raise too many eyebrows and if there is anybody still loyal to Musa-Elbenah in town they might try to challenge us. I want to avoid that at all costs. I don’t know how long I will be. People will start showing up to the market in an hour and a half. This looks like an empty bay though and with any luck you will be OK here till I get back.”
Dani nodded. JT gave Sara a small salute, then backed into the far wall and slid down it into a sitting position. Dani watched Sara go, then slid down the wall next to JT. She glanced at his face. He appeared to already be dozing, pain clearly stamped on his features. She closed her eyes and tried to relax the iron bars that used to be muscles in her legs.
Time stretched. After what seemed like a few seconds but was probably more like 10 minutes, the small door opened again. Dani's eyes flew open but it was only Sara. She had 4 small water bottles and a container of food of some kind in her hands.
"Where did you get this?"
"I took it. Well, I left them 200 Egyptian pounds, but I still took it. I know you guys need it."
"200 Egyptian pounds, for some water and…" Dani prodded the package and determined it was some sort of meat jerky. “And some jerky? This is probably worth 5 Egyptian pounds at the most.”  Dani said loudly enough to wake JT. 
“I know Dani, but I stole it. I wanted to try to make up for it,” Sara told her quietly.
“Oh.”
Sara gave her a small smile and slipped out the door again. “I’m heading to the hotel now, for real” she whispered on her way out.
Dani opened the bottle of water and handed it to JT. He leaned his head back against the wall but brought the bottle to his lips with his fully-functioning left hand and drank deeply. Dani opened one for herself and finished it in three swallows. Her stomach called eagerly for more so she cracked another bottle and drank it down. JT seemed to have gone back to sleep.
She opened the package that Sara had brought and lifted it to her nose. It smelled okay, mostly like salt. She put some in her mouth and chewed. It tasted heavenly, way better than it smelled. 
"JT you need to eat this and drink some more," she told him. His left hand raised and she put another bottle of water in it. His right hand remained stupid and club-like in his lap. He drank the whole bottle of water in a few swallows. She took it from him and gave him the jerky. He put it in his mouth and chewed mechanically. When it was all gone he slumped back into sleep. Dani’s eyes flew to the bruise on his neck. It seemed bigger, angrier, and more purple to her than it had yesterday, even in the dark of the tiny room. With fear in her heart, she wondered if blunt trauma could keep bleeding.
Dani felt her eyes slipping closed against her will. She reached out and took JT’s hand, wanting the comfort of touching him. He squeezed it, letting her know he was there. She gave up the battle against her eyelids and fell into a light doze in seconds.
 A shaking, slamming sound and motion woke her. She had no way of knowing how much time had passed but when she opened her eyes the little room looked different, lighter. She could see the texture of the floor and the ceiling. The wall behind her trembled again and she sat up. The door to the small room opened and two women dressed in veils entered, carrying large soup pots, with cloth bags hung over their shoulders. 
Dani watched them, eyes wide, unsure what to do. When the first woman noticed Dani, she gasped and nudged her partner with her elbow. Both women stared openly at them now. Dani looked at JT out of the corner of her eye and saw he was watching them too, his face alert and cautious.
The first woman chattered loudly in a dialect Dani could barely understand. Her tone was angry, accusatory. The other ran to the door and started yelling. Dani could understand most of what she said. The words terrified her: Here! The Americans!
“I think we better get out of here,” Dani whispered to JT. He nodded and climbed to his feet, holding a hand out to her. They pushed past the two women into the narrow corridor of the marketplace, their heads down and their eyes looking for the most likely exit that would lead them to Sara. Every person they passed stared at them openly. One man wearing a deep brown robe and head covering jerked violently in apparent recognition, spilling the pile of fruit he had been stacking. He backed away from them like they were dangerous then turned and ran through an alley Dani hadn’t seen. Dani hoped he wasn’t going to get friends. Or a weapon.
She grabbed JT’s arm and moaned in his ear, “This is bad JT, this is really bad.”
“Don’t worry, we’ve still got our guns. We’ll find Sara and get out of here.”
“We can’t shoot anyone JT, they’ll … they’ll massacre us!” Dani hissed, thinking that she didn’t even know how many bullets she had. Not that it mattered. She didn’t want to shoot anyone. But she didn’t want to be shot either.
JT pulled her left, then right, then left again through the slim aisles now lined with fruits, hanging meats, and the occasional stunned vendor. Dani’s legs now felt like jelly — aching jelly that didn’t want to support her.
Ahead of them, a dead end loomed. The corridor just ended, sand-colored walls blocking their way. JT turned to double back and saw two men standing in front of the only way out. Dani clung to JT, her brain spinning. The men had no weapons that she could see. JT pulled her to his other side, away from them, and lowered his shoulder as he charged straight for them, meaning to knock them aside like bowling pins. They scattered, shouting indignantly. 
JT chose another path and Dani breathed a sigh of relief when she saw open sand beyond the limits of the market. He’d found the way out! They burst past the last vendor stall. The first rays of sunrise painted the borders of the town, making Dani think things were going to get a lot worse very quickly if they didn’t find Sara soon.
“There!” JT pointed at a large, square, queerly-modern building that didn’t fit in this little desert town. A hotel for sure, built in a Western style so the tourists felt at home. Dani saw cars lining the entrance and even a few people walking around and knew it was their best chance. Sara had been heading to a hotel, and there were only a few in town. They ran for it, hearing angry voices crash and echo behind them.
Dani’s feet slid in the sand-covered ditch. She felt like she could go the rest of her life without ever seeing another grain of sand and die happy. An objection rose up in her mind and she tried to catch it. Running. They shouldn’t be running. They were going to draw more attention to themselves. Negative attention. 
“JT,” she panted. “Let’s walk.”
He slowed immediately but glanced behind them. “I don’t know how you feel about old movie clichés, but we’ve got company. If they run, we’ll need to run too. Unless you want to have a showdown in the middle of the street.”
Dani looked. Three local men, and one of them had something in his hands. “Is he carrying what I think he’s carrying?” she asked JT, whispering, although she wasn’t sure why.
“Yep. An RPG. But don’t worry, there’s no rocket in the tube. Besides, it would be stupid to shoot us with an RPG.”
Dani looked again and saw JT was right. So it was probably just for show. But that didn’t make Dani feel any better. They could have guns. And they almost certainly had knives. Maybe machetes. And if just one of them got a little bit brave, it wouldn’t matter. Mob mentality would take over and they would pick up rocks on the streets and pull bricks out of walls. Dani had seen it happen. Had reported on it. Americans were never safe in the Middle East.
Dani felt JT reach under his shirt. He pulled the gun Sara had left with him out of its holster and turned around to walk backwards. He didn’t point it at anyone, but the effect was immediate. The three men scattered. JT faced forward and put the gun back in the holster under his shirt. 
Dani tried to look every direction at once, to make sure no one was trying to ambush them as they crossed the narrow streets, still heading towards the hotel. She’d read somewhere that dawn was the worst time to try to defend against an assault. Something about the quality of the new light made it harder to see. Dawn and dusk, her reporter brain recalled. They were the worst times to defend against an assault, and the best times to execute one.
“There, the stairwell.”
Dani looked up. It was an open air stairwell leading into the hotel. They could hide in it on the top floor and watch for Sara. It had to be better than just running around in the open. She nodded and started running again, just a little, in spite of herself.
They were 20 feet from the hotel, run-walking, still hand in hand, passing the many small brick buildings that lined the street. Pain speared through Dani’s head and she lurched to the right, her hand pulling out of JT’s. She had time to think I didn’t fall why am I falling, before something hard slammed into her ribs. Agony cascaded in a vice grip around her middle. She cried out and grabbed at her side, pulling away from whatever had jabbed her. Smooth metal slipped under her fingers and the pain followed her.
“Put your hands up or I gut shoot her right here,” she heard a familiar voice say, deadly intent obvious in the tone.
Uncle Kevin, no, she thought. How could you?
 
 


Chapter 27
 
 
 
Sara cautiously approached the smaller St. Marin Inn where she had left Agent Farmer. It didn’t look right. All the lights in the hotel, including the lobby were off and there were no cars out front in the small, circular drive. As she got closer, she could see the front doors were locked and bolted shut, and signs declared the hotel closed until further notice. But that wasn’t what disturbed her the most. The boarded up windows, the shards of broken glass, and the abandoned sticks and rocks that littered the front pathway drew her eye and made her heart beat faster. The hotel had born some sort of an attack. From the citizenry? But why? Because the hotel was American friendly? Were things that bad in this tiny town?
Sara didn’t know, but she lingered momentarily, trying to figure a new plan of action. To get out of here on their own they’d need a driver. She had money. Or if she could just get to a telephone she could try to find Farmer. Maybe he had checked in to one of the other hotels. Or she could call Camp Patriot. But it could take hours to get someone out here. If the attack on and closing of the St. Marin Inn had anything to do with Anti-American sentiment after the bombing out in the desert, JT and Dani were in incredible danger just being in town. 
Sara had never suffered from indecision in Mexico. But here in the Middle East the game was different. So much different she found herself frozen in place, unable to decide on a plan of action. 
Mentally, she shook herself. Just get moving! Anything is better than standing here and calling attention to yourself. She skirted the hotel and race-walked down the rough, sand-hewn street towards the next hotel, wondering what she’d find when she got there.
The Sinai Grande was open, white light spilling out of the large front doors. The sun had not risen yet, so she was surprised to see a bit of movement inside the lobby. A woman dressed in a simple black and white uniform answered a phone behind the counter and two European men in athletic wear passed her on their way out the door.
Sara approached the counter, still not sure what she was going to ask for. The lone hotel employee faced her and smiled. “May I help you ma’am?” she asked in Arabic.
“Yes, thank you. My business associate has been displaced and I am trying to find him. Could you tell me if he has registered at this hotel?” 
The woman faltered slightly before she answered and Sara knew why. Dressed in the dirty niqab, she looked like a local, and not someone who would have a business associate at any of the hotels. But what could she do? With a name like Farmer she couldn’t claim he was her husband or a relation, not without drawing further suspicion.
“Certainly, his name?”
“Mitch Farmer,” Sara told her, enunciating carefully to keep her American accent off of these American words.
Now the woman’s eyes narrowed, telling Sara everything she needed to know about the current attitude of the town. She needed damage control, and fast. She leaned in conspiratorially to the woman and whispered “I hate working with the Americans. They are so demanding and horrible. And my boss hates them too, but he says we must humor them for now. Until …” She leaned back and looked around as if conveying a great secret. Then she brought her hand to her face and bit the side of her right forefinger, using a simple, threatening gesture her mother had used occasionally when she was really upset. A memory of her father lightly teasing her mother for using it surfaced in her mind, hurting her heart a little bit.
The woman nodded, satisfaction on her face. “Just a moment,” she told Sara, turning to her computer. “No.” She shook her head, looking up from her computer. “No Farmer here. But the Americans have all left town anyway.” 
Sara thanked her, her heart sinking. What now? If only she could use a telephone. She wondered briefly if it would be smart to bribe the woman to let her use the phone to make an outside call. Probably not. Once the woman heard her speaking English, she would be even more suspicious. But then an idea hit her.
“Miss,” she said. “I stayed in this hotel last week, and I left my cell phone charger. Do you have a lost and found?” 
The woman nodded, doubtfully. “Yes, but only the manager is supposed to access it. He is not at work yet.”
Sara dug in her bag, praying the woman had a family to feed. Her fingers closed on her small coin purse and opened it. She drew out about half of the bills in there, and laid them on the table, under her sleeve, not sure if there were cameras behind her recording their movements. 
She spread the bills and watched the woman’s eyes track them. She knew how much money she had, and this should be close to a thousand Egyptian pounds. A month’s salary or more for this woman.
“Could I just have a look in it? It’s very important to me.”
The woman nodded jerkily, her eyes never leaving the money. She motioned for Sara to sit in a cream-colored chair in the lobby. “I will be right back.”
The woman disappeared quickly, then returned carrying a box the size of a microwave. She eyed Sara over the top of the box and Sara held the money out in a closed fist. The woman made it disappear and placed the box on the table in front of her. “You have one minute,” she said, tucking imaginary strands of wayward hair behind both ears. She turned, still patting her hair, and disappeared behind the front desk. 
Sara pawed through the tangle of chargers, extension cords, headphones, batteries, cell phones, and binoculars. She found 6 chargers  that seemed to fit the hole in her satellite phone, then almost as an afterthought, took a few of the cell phones on top as a backup, not that they were likely to work this far out in the desert. But at this point, even the long shots were worth going for.
Sara left the box and headed for the front door, eying the clerk at the counter as she did so. Her back was turned. Sara ducked quickly into the bathroom, cradling the electrical equipment in her hands and noting every electrical outlet she saw in the hallway on the way there. Inside the bathroom the first thing she did was look for a window, an exit. The empty bathroom had one that pushed out instead of raising up. Sara unlatched it and tried it. It swung out onto the night air. The lightening streaks across the sky in the East told her it would soon be morning. But it opened and if she needed a quick getaway, it would do. Sara could see only darkness past the window, but she knew this side of the hotel opened into a large, empty field made of sand, with the open desert beyond. 
Now she needed an electrical outlet. A quick glance told her there weren’t any at the sink, or any she could see on the wall. She moved a plastic trash can. Bingo! Sara dropped to her knees, laid the chargers and phones out in front of her, and dug the satellite phone out of her bag. She tried all the chargers in the little charging hole on the side of the phone. Only 2 actually fit. She said a short, casual prayer and plugged in the one that was still seated in the hole. Nothing happened. The phone didn’t catch on fire or make a sound. But no lights came on either. Holding back curse words in her head she ripped the charger out of the hole. But as she did, the lights behind the numbers lit up momentarily. Holding her breath, a huge PLEASE WORK painted across her mind, she gingerly plugged the charger back in. Outside the window, she heard a man yelling off in the distance. Dimly, some part of her registered it and marked it, and hoped it had nothing to do with Dani and JT. As she plugged the charger back in, the lights came on briefly again. She wiggled the charger in the hole and found she was able to keep the lights on by pushing the charger as far up as it would go. So it didn’t quite fit, but it could work. Thank you Jesus, Sara mouthed. Just to be sure, she tried the other charger, but it didn’t work at all. So back to the could work one.
Sara finagled it and got the phone to turn on. She pressed a button and heard the soft lilt of ringing in her ear. She was about to say another impromptu prayer when the phone on the other end clicked in her ear and Agent Farmer spoke, sounding anxious and sleepy, like she had just woken him from a horrible dream. “Sara?” 
“Where are you?” she asked, knowing there was no time for playing catch up.
She heard things falling and crashing to the ground in the background. “You’re alive,” he said. “And the hostages?” 
Sara could almost see him putting on his glasses in the dark. “Aren’t hostages anymore. Where are you?” she repeated.
“I’m 20 miles out of town. I would have stayed but the hotel threw out all the American tourists yesterday and none of the others would take us. I paid a guide to take me in. I’m sleeping in his camel barn. At least I think that’s what it is. There’s no camel but it smells like camel.”
And just like that, Sara was sorry for every miserable thought she’d ever had about Agent Farmer. Maybe he just took a while to warm up. But he hadn’t left. And now Dani and JT had a chance.
“Mitch, how quick can you get here?” 
“Hold on.” She heard more noises in the background. “I see the car. It’s outside. I’ll get Khalid to drive me. 30 minutes. Where?”
Sara stood up and thought hard, the swiftly-rising morning light filling her eyes through the window. Here? The St. Marin Inn? Here. They wouldn’t look quite as out of place if they waited for him near this hotel. She hoped. She opened her mouth to tell him so, but nearly dropped the phone out of her nerveless fingers as something far off in the field was revealed by the rising sun.
A Black Hawk helicopter sat big as life and twice as scary, its rotors drooping towards the ground. It was either good news, or very, very bad news. Sara’s gut told her it was the latter. And she always listened to her gut. 
 


Chapter 28
 
 
 
Dani wriggled in her uncle’s grip. He’d weaved a hand under her arm from the front, then across her back and tangled into her hair with a deadly grip. The pain in her side and her head fell away, deferring to the pain in her heart. Her flesh and blood, her father’s brother had just threatened to shoot her. Was probably planning on ultimately shooting her no matter what. And after all this time, she hadn’t learned a thing about why. What could possibly be bad enough that he would do something like this? 
This man who had bought her a Barbie doll when she lay in the hospital recovering from appendicitis at age 4, after her mother had said No, no Barbie dolls -they promote a negative body image. Uncle Kevin had bought her one anyway, knowing it was the only thing she had wanted in the world — had wanted for over a year. And then he had stood up to her mother and got her to change her mind. Convinced her to change her mind. This man who had patiently spent two weeks before swimming lessons started at age 7 helping her with her forward crawl so she didn’t have to be stuck in the same group again that summer. Dani’s mind flash-forwarded through all the nice things he’d ever done for her. Every kind word, every gift, every wink when her mom and dad got on her case about something. He’d been the fun uncle. The guy you called if you needed to get away from your parents for a while. The guy who understood even when her father didn’t. Especially when her father didn’t. 
And now he was going to kill her. Kill her and JT. JT stood before her, his face hard, his hand frozen in place in the act of reaching for his gun. He seemed to be staring Uncle Kevin down. Trying to read him, or out think him. The thought that Uncle Kevin would kill her hurt her heart. The thought that Uncle Kevin would kill JT, maybe in front of her, seared her consciousness. Sweet, thoughtful JT, who had done nothing but try to look after his friend. A red hot anger flashed through her body. How dare he? There was no reason for this. Nothing he could ever say or hope to say would excuse this behavior. She didn’t care if there was somebody behind him holding a gun to his head making him hold a gun to her. He was a man. And a God damned Marine. God damned. That was exactly how she thought of him right now, and if God didn’t damn him, she would. 
A coldness dropped over Dani’s brain and a film of red covered her vision. The video playing her own thoughts in her mind flicked to slow motion, giving her time to examine her options. She stood tall and dropped the arm that had been weakly scrabbling to pull the gun away from her side. Let him hurt her. It would all be over soon, one way or another. Whether it was her or her uncle, someone was leaving this deplorable, sand-blown excuse for a town in a body bag. Her free hand clenched and unclenched at her side. She had a gun still, in the small of her back in a holster. She wouldn’t reach for it now, she had no good angle. But if he didn’t find it, he would be done for as soon as she had a clear shot. 
She watched JT, his jaw clenched in a hard line, sweat standing out on his brow. She opened her mouth to tell him to shoot Uncle Kevin, then closed it again. He wouldn’t do it. He wouldn’t risk her life like that. And it was no use trying to convince him to do it. He was a man of courage. Of principle. The kind of man she’d been holding out for the last 10 years without even knowing it. Her mind served up a clear image to her that had nothing to do with her probable imminent death. Sara looking at her and saying are you related to him? And Dani shaking her head No. And she’d never fixed that mistake. That lie. Never opened her mouth and said He’s my uncle. And now it was too late. Suddenly, that seemed inconceivable to Dani. That she or JT would lose their lives, their most precious gifts, without JT knowing the truth. Without her telling the truth. She opened her mouth again with the words on the tip of her tongue, but again she stopped. If she told him now, JT’s response (bewilderment? confusion? anger?) might give Uncle Kevin the upper hand. Yeah like he doesn’t already have the upper hand, she thought.
“Did you fucking hear me, Devil Dog?” Clarkson snarled. “Get your fucking hands up or she fucking dies and it will be your fucking fault.”
JT’s hands rose slowly, painfully, murder in his eyes. “Turn around and march toward that stairwell,” Clarkson told him, “If you do anything funny, even one move I don’t like, her brains will paint your back.”
Dani winced inwardly at the imagery. She wondered briefly if Uncle Kevin was on drugs. She never would have believed him capable of saying something like that about her. And of meaning it. 
They started forward in a tight group, her Uncle’s hand still tangled in her hair and his gun still sticking in her side. In front of her, JT looked side to side. “Looking for help Devil Dog? You should know better than that. There’s no help here.” To Dani, her uncle sounded jangly, unwell. Like he’d drank too much coffee or taken some bad drugs.
Dani could only see the back of JT. His big hands clenched into fists in the air and she thought he might be imagining her uncle’s neck between them.
JT lead them to the stairwell. “Go on, climb up it. Just remember who is in charge here. And go slow.” On the third floor, JT stopped, head down. “Open the door and walk through. Stop in front of the first door on the left. Put your nose on it.”
Uncle Kevin pushed Dani through the doorway. JT stood waiting in front of the door, his posture tense. “Put your fucking nose on it Gunnery Sergeant, just like in fucking boot. You hear me?”
JT stepped forward and leaned into the doorway, his back shaking. Dani’s cold countenance remained, but underneath it she wondered at this treatment. What was Uncle Kevin doing? Trying to humiliate JT? 5 minutes ago she wouldn't have thought it possible, but hate carved a wider river through her heart at this treatment.
The hand in her hair loosened, then disappeared for a moment. Something fluttered in front of her. “Pick it up Daniela.” When he spoke to her his voice sounded sad and weary. “Keep your fucking nose on that door Sergeant!” The mean snarl came back for JT. That’s how he talks to his Marines when they did something wrong - or to keep them in line, she realized. 
The something that had fluttered to her feet was a key card. She picked it up, trying not to bend very much. She knew the gun at the small of her back was probably visible when she did. It was a big gun.
“Now move to your left Sergeant. And keep your hands in the air. If you drop them an inch you both die right here. Having to shoot you will put a small crimp in my plans, but not enough that I won’t do it.
Dani stepped forward to the door, knowing he wanted her to open it. She inserted the key card and watched the green light cheerily pop up. She pushed the door slightly open and waited for instructions.
“Walk inside to the far wall Daniela. Keep your hands in front of you. Don’t think about going for that cannon you have strapped to your back.”
Fuck. Dani walked to the far wall, which was actually a covered window, of the tiny hotel room, thinking about it. She pictured the holster in her mind: which way it lay, how the strap lifted, how long it would take her to get the gun out of it. Too long.
Before she reached the window she heard two thuds behind her. The first sounded like a piece of meat getting hit with a hammer. It confused her. But the second was unmistakable. It was the sound of a body hitting the floor.
Who hit the floor? She whirled, her eyes flashing. JT lay just inside the doorway, his arms underneath him and his face smashed into the carpet. Dani could already see a nasty bump raising under his short hair. The skin had split where Uncle Kevin’s gun had hit him, and bright blood oozed merrily from the split.
“What did you hit him for?” she cried, dismayed at the loss of control in her voice.
Clarkson knelt, his eyes never leaving Dani, feeling along JT’s body for the gun he wore in a holster. He pulled the gun out and released the magazine. It dropped to the carpet with an unimportant clink. “I had no choice Daniela, don’t be stupid. Look at him. He’s half my age and stronger than me. If I hadn’t knocked him out he would be on me already, wrestling my gun away.”
Dani blinked at this sentence, trying to understand how her Uncle could talk to her like she was in on it somehow. Like he was doing something sane and right. She studied his face. She hadn’t seen him in almost a year and she suddenly realized how horrible he looked. Like he had aged 15 years in the last 9 months. He’d lost weight. His skin seemed baggy and limp, like an ill-fitting suit. His eyes were sunken hollows that reminded her of a skeleton. His short-cropped hair had thinned, making him look even older if she focused on it. 
“Uncle Kevin what happened to you? Why are you doing this?” 
Clarkson stood, JT’s gun in his left hand, his own gun in his right and trained on Dani. “Turn around and lift your shirt,” he said, as if she hadn’t spoken at all.
Dani considered not doing it. But why? For what? So she could die quicker? That might be preferable, actually. But in the end she did it. The will to live, to survive another day never succumbs easily. As she turned, her eyes crawled across the room, looking for something, some advantage, some clue, something that could help her understand and get out of this horrible situation. What she saw caused her breath to clog her throat. One bed was messed, Uncle Kevin had apparently slept here and not made the bed yet. On the other bed was a camouflage rucksack, its contents spilled across the coverlet. A large, slightly-curved knife, the largest she had ever seen that couldn’t be called a machete, called her eye immediately. But next to it was the item that really scared her. A slim, innocent-looking tube, that really wasn’t innocent at all. The single hole at one end and the screws meant for the threaded barrel of a gun on the other end told her what it was. A sound suppressor. All the better to shoot you with and not have anyone hear, my dear, she thought, feeling insane.
Uncle Kevin crossed the room slowly, his steps sounding strange and dragging. She looked over her shoulder and saw he was walking sideways so he could still see JT. Oh, he is careful and crafty, she thought, her hope and faith that she would get out of this alive crumbling.
He yanked the gun from the holster along her back and she heard her magazine drop to the ground. She turned back around in time to see him pull something from his pocket and lay it on the desk. He walked sideways again, till he was behind JT. “Pick up the black strap on the desk.” He nodded as she did it. “Now come over here and put that strap on him. Pull his arms out from underneath him and strap his wrists together behind him.”
Dani picked up the strap. It was black canvas, 2 inches wide, with loops at each end that could be cinched down. Just fancy cloth handcuffs. She took it to JT and did what Uncle Kevin told her. JT’s arms felt dead and heavy. Dead weight, rang in her mind. She watched his chest and was relieved to see he was breathing. She tried to leave as much room as possible around his wrists.
“Go back to the window. Slowly. Don’t turn around.” 
She walked to the window, hearing Uncle Kevin move behind her. She chanced a look over her shoulder and saw him tightening the wrist loops that she had left loose. She stood facing the window, her ears trying desperately to decipher every movement behind her. Is this it? Is this where my life ends? 
Uncle Kevin approached her. “Hold your left hand behind you.” His voice still sounded sad, tired, heavy, and old. Like he was the one about to die, not her.
Dani’s left hand didn’t want to move. She couldn’t stand the thought of being handcuffed again. Her brain gave the command to put her arm behind her, but her body rebelled. The arm stole across her body in the front, its hand grasping her other hand and squeezing, as if for comfort. She heard a low refusal coming from her throat.
“Goddammit Daniela, don’t cross me little girl. You fucking do what I tell you or you’ll be fucking sorry.” He had put some steel into his voice, but it wasn’t the steel he used when talking to JT. It was how he had talked to her when she was 6 and she had found a can of paint in the garage and had spent a happy half an hour painting his motorcycle. 
Dani heard and believed the threat in his voice and knew she was going to pay for her refusal, but she still couldn’t do it. Suddenly she wished she could take back putting it on JT. If she was going to refuse, why hadn’t she refused that? Her body tensed, full of guilt and fear, and she looked around wildly for a way out. She clawed the drapes aside and revealed a dirty window that covered the entire wall, but with no way to open it. Jump? Try to force her way through the glass and possibly be cut to shreds or even shot on the way out? That would be better than being handcuffed again. Thoughts flashed through Dani’s mind in a split second, leaving no time for contemplation. She knew Uncle Kevin was directly behind her, which left no room for a running start. She knew she was going to do it though. Or do something. She wasn’t going to just let him handcuff her. She was going to force him to shoot her. And even then, she was going down fighting. 
Adrenaline spilled into her bloodstream, wiring her muscles for action. Her hands moved on their own, scrabbling towards the table on her right. In an instant she grabbed up the heavy rotary phone, a relic in America, but apparently just perfect in this tiny Egyptian town, and heaved it at the window. A wide spiral of cracks split the clean lines of the glass. Her next move was to jump at it, or perhaps hammer it again, but she was stopped short, again by her uncle gripping her hair tightly and pulling her by it. She felt no pain, but her body pitched backwards, led by her head. Dani tried to keep herself from falling and almost brained herself in the face with the bulky phone. She shrieked in pent-up rage and fear and thrust the phone over her head at her uncle instead. She caught him in the shoulder, hard by the sound of the grunt that whooshed out of him.
Her body slammed to the ground and the phone dropped with her. Uncle Kevin bent and pulled at the phone with his left hand. His right hand still held the gun, but it wasn’t pointed at her. She held on to the phone, curling it to her body like a football. It was all she had. 
“Let it go,” Clarkson grunted, and punctuated the command with a kick to Dani’s ribs. Dani curled and tried to protect her side with the phone. Tiny drops of water fell on her face. 
“Stop it. Kick her again and I’ll kill you.”
JT! Dani looked up, exposing her throat but not caring. JT struggled to his feet, his arms tied behind his back, his face deadly.
“I’ll do it with my teeth if I have to Clarkson.”
Uncle Kevin raised the gun and pointed it at JT, a sick, sad smile on his face. 
Dani threw the phone under the bed. “I dropped it!” She shot to her feet, jumping between JT and the gun. “I dropped it! Don’t - please don’t shoot him Uncle Kevin!”
Dani heard JT gasp lightly behind her. Oh God, she thought. Will he ever forgive me?
Tears stood in Uncle Kevin’s sunken red eyes, and damp tracks wet his cheeks. Dani felt that maybe she really was insane. Surely she was imagining the tears she saw. 
Uncle Kevin’s eyes flicked to the items on the bed, then back to Dani. His face crumpled and hardened at the same time, and she saw a heartbroken resolution in his eyes. The gun’s merciless eye marked her chest, and suddenly she knew that was where the bullet would violate her, tearing through her and ending her life. Her muscles constricted in anticipation of the shot, but as she heard it she was slammed aside onto the bed.
The gunshot echoed in her ear and she felt the pain take her high in the chest. But that was a mistake, she wasn’t shot. There was no pain. Until she jumped up and saw JT stagger and fall forward, blood squirting from his own chest, almost exactly where he’d been hit by the gun butt for daring to talk to her in the terrorist camp.
“JT!” she screamed. He staggered another step forward, his arms still tied behind him, then slammed his weight into Clarkson’s chest, driving the hand with the gun towards the ceiling. Dani saw JT piston his legs against the floor to pitch her uncle into the window. As they both fell into it, the spiral crack in the pane exploded outward and shards of glass flew, twinkling in the morning sun. JT kept pushing with his legs, trying to crack the window further and push Uncle Kevin through it. Grunts of exertion and pain filled the room.
Clarkson brought the gun down and tried to aim it at JT’s head. Dani screamed a warning and JT head butted Clarkson, hard enough to daze them both. Dani’s eyes searched frantically for the two guns they had brought in the room. She saw the magazines on the floor, but didn’t see the guns. She could hear her own breathing, ragged and frenzied. She whipped her eyes back to the two men fighting at the window, afraid a gunshot would crash again while she wasn’t looking. 
The gun sagged in her uncle’s hand as he shook his head, his eyes still dazed. She could grab the gun! She scrambled over the bed toward him but realization hit her full in the stomach as she did. She would never be able to shoot him. Even if he walked up to her and tore the gun from her hand. And she bet he knew that too. He had known her since she was born, after all. But she couldn’t let him shoot JT. Her hands touched something unyielding. She looked down and saw the monster knife. She snatched it up and unsheathed it as she rolled off the bed and took the two steps that would bring her into the fray. Without thinking what she was doing, she sliced the knife downward hard. The blade flashed colors as it divided JT’s canvas handcuffs.
His arms fell forward. His right hand dangled at his side, but his left seized the gun and wrenched it out of her uncle’s grip. JT backed up and pointed the gun at Uncle Kevin’s head. 
“Don’t move,” JT said, his voice calm but quiet. Dani’s eyes flew to his wound and then his face. The skin there was pale and flaccid under his desert tan. 
Dani ran to the phone on the little table and snatched it up, hearing the dial tone in her ear. She searched her mind for the Arabic word for ambulance. Would there even be something like that in this town? She heard JT say “Don’t do it,” behind her and whipped her head back over her shoulder in time to see her uncle grab for something at his belt. The guns. He had both of them shoved in his waistband. 
She opened her mouth to yell to JT that they might still fire without the magazine - some guns did - but he knew that already. JT fired before her uncle had a chance. Gunfire crashed in the room one more time, and Dani squeezed her eyes shut, not wanting to see the end of her uncle’s life.
A sob ripped from her throat. Apparently she didn’t completely hate him after everything he’d done after all.
JT dropped his left hand as if it weighed a thousand pounds. His muscular body shrunk, somehow and he took another step backwards, leaning on the bed. 
Dani whirled back to the telephone and punched zero, her vision doubling and trebling with her tears.
 
 
 
 


Chapter 29
 
 
 
The ringing inside the phone handset seemed to come from far away. Dani’s tears threatened to come faster and harder, and her body twitched and shook out the stress of the moment. “Come on, come on!” she chanted into the phone. Thuds and yells sounded in the corridor outside the door. Dani heard a woman’s voice. Sara!
She sprinted to the door and ripped it open. Sara stood there, hunched slightly, her hands around her own gun, which was pointed at the floor. Her eyes were wide and already searching the room. “JT’s shot!” Dani cried.
Sara rushed inside the room. “Lock the door,” she told Dani.
She passed JT, who was still on the bed and went right for the man slumped against the broken window. “Is this Clarkson?” she asked, as she pressed two fingers to his neck.
“Yes,” Dani said, feeling too wrung out to cry anymore, even as more tears threatened to spill.
Sara holstered her gun and went to JT. “Can you walk, JT?” His head was down and he seemed to be struggling to breathe. 
“Yeah,” he said and tried to stand. Sara slipped an arm around him and pulled his hand onto her shoulder. “Dani, come help. We don’t have to go far. I’ve got evac just downstairs. We do have to hurry though. The town is in an uproar and they must have heard the gunshots. If the Marines heard and come in from the helicopter … well, that could go badly for us if they don’t know Clarkson orchestrated all of this.” She took the gun out of JT’s hand. “Is this Clarkson’s?” Dani nodded.
 JT leaned heavily on them and they rushed out the door to the waiting car below. Dani could hear its engine rumbling as soon as they left the door. It sounded strange in a place that liked small Japanese-made cars that normally just whispered. 
JT’s skin seemed fever-hot, hot enough to burn her. They made it to the bottom of the stairs without falling. A small, almost mousy man waited there with the back door open. He shifted his weight from foot to foot nervously and tried to look in all directions at once. Behind him, an Egyptian man dressed in American clothes gaped at them from the driver's seat. “Mitch, Mitch no, Mitch he is injured — bloody,” the Egyptian man said in heavily accented English. The mousy man didn’t even look at him, but said “I’ll pay you three times what I promised you. He needs help.” Dani felt a surge of gratitude. She didn’t know who this small, compact man was, but he seemed efficient, and on their side. Dani hadn’t felt that very many people were on her side in the last week. The Egyptian man’s eyes widened and his mouth dropped into an almost comical ‘O’. He seemed to recover and ran to his trunk, pulling out a blanket and a quite-large first aid kid with the big red cross stamped on it. He shook the blanket out into the back seat, and laid the first aid kit on the floor, then got back behind the wheel. Dani heard the big car thunk into gear and marveled that she noticed such an unimportant noise. She and Sara helped a groaning JT into the back seat, then climbed in after. The front passenger door slammed after the other man climbed in, and then they were spitting sand behind them as the big sedan climbed to a cruising speed down the only road out of town.
Sara pulled a knife out of a holster on her body and sliced JT’s shirt down the middle, making a clucking noise with her tongue as first his monster, radiating bruise was revealed, and then the small, red, weeping hole just under his collarbone. “Mitch, we need the closest military base. I don’t know if we can make it to Camp Patriot, and we don’t dare chance a local hospital.”
The man in the front seat already had a phone at his ear. “I’m on it. There’s an Australian Army base on the border.”
“Will they help us?”
“I’m betting they will. They offered to send me out a helicopter yesterday if I hadn’t found a place to stay. But Khalid here took me in and that was better - closer.” He nodded at their driver. 
“Thank you Khalid,” Sara said. 
Khalid nodded, a wide-eyed look of concentration and terror on his face. The car turned a corner and sped down a lonely highway through painted desert on both sides.
Mitch’s phone opened a line with someone and he began talking. Sara turned her attention back to JT’s injury. 
Dani couldn’t believe she wasn’t screaming. Couldn’t believe normal words were being spoken. Why was the world not sitting still and watching this horror show of Uncle Kevin dead in the room and JT suffering in the back of this little car. She chanced a look at JT’s face to see if he was still conscious.
He was. His skin was white as fallen snow, so white that only his eyes seemed alive. They eyes burned into her. His face spoke volumes. It said why? It said betrayal. It said how could you? Dani’s cheeks flooded with heat and she glanced down.
“You should have told me,” JT said, his voice low and husky. Dani’s insane memory shot her back to the last time she’d heard it like that. He’d kissed her. He’d touched her. He’d told her she was beautiful. He’d claimed her and she’d welcomed it. She’d given what she had to give. And then he’d rejected it. Just like he was rejecting her now.
“I’m sorry,” she said, “I just …” she fell silent, unable to express how badly she wished she could do it over. How much she wished it wasn’t true.
“Why did he do it? Why did he kill my best friend? And my squad? And almost me?” His eyes flashed in anger, and then he said something she never imagined she would hear from his mouth. “Is this some sort of a story for you?”
Dani squeezed her eyes shut. This isn’t happening. This isn’t happening. JT doesn’t really think I know anything about this does he? JT didn’t just accuse me of being kidnapped for an inside scoop, did he?
“She should have told you what?” Sara asked, her voice suggesting she already knew.
“Clarkson is her uncle,” JT spit out.
Dani felt Sara’s gaze land on her. Judging. Sentencing. She didn’t look up. She didn’t want to see the verdict. Her brain was full of a feverish mix of shame, grief, shock, and outrage. The emotions bounced around inside her and threatened to burst through as words, splashing vitriol over all of them.
Mitch turned from the front seat and said, “We have a helicopter inbound. It will meet us in 10 minutes. They have a doctor and blood on board. They say they can take us to Camp Patriot.”
“Perfect,” Sara breathed. “JT, hang in there.”
“Hanging,” JT said, his voice no more than a whisper.
Dani wanted to look at his face to see how he was. She also wanted to jump out of the car and never see him again. Her heart tore itself in half. Even the men who weren’t supposed to ever hurt you, hurt you, it said. 
“Do you have a line to the President, Mitch? I need to talk to him. He’s not going to be very happy to find out one of his Marine Colonels set this up, and that Marine is now dead in a St. Marin hotel room. This situation is going to need a lot of damage control.”
“What the actual eff-word?” Mitch said from the front seat.
Sara smiled in spite of herself. “Yep. That’s the sad story. Can you get me the President? I’d like to explain it to him before we get on the helicopter. 
Dani listened with half an ear to Sara’s conversation. She heard her last name, then her first name bounce around in the conversation a few times. She heard Sara say, “No, she hasn’t been interviewed yet,” and knew she was in for more interrogation once they got to Camp Patriot. She wondered if Sara believed she had been in on it too. She pushed herself over toward the door as far as possible in the big back seat, not wanting to touch JT, not knowing how to make any of it better.
When the helicopter set down in the desert and she watched the Australian Soldiers carry JT to it, starting an emergency IV as they went, she wished for her father and mother in a way she hadn’t since childhood. She’d never felt so alone in her life.
 
 
 


Chapter 30
 
 
 
JT opened his eyes, not totally sure where he was. But as the thumping noise and floating sensations flooded into him, it became obvious. A helicopter. He was on a helicopter. He looked up and saw a bag filled with red fluid above him. A tube from it snaked down to an IV in his arm. He was getting blood. His entire right shoulder felt like a throbbing tooth. But his head was starting to clear again. He looked around and saw soldiers in strange uniforms, one of them holding something on his shoulder. A doctor, he thought. Although he couldn't say how he knew that.
Dani. Where was she? There. Sitting in the very back, next to another soldier in a camouflage uniform whose yellows were too bright, and whose blobs of colors were too rounded. He blinked hard, trying to clear his eyes. Then the doctor spoke to Sara and he understood. Australians. They weren’t American soldiers at all.
Dani. Sadness fell over him. He’d like her so much. She was such a queer mixture of strength and sensitivity. Of beauty, and practicality. But she’d lied. Why? He still didn’t understand why she would lie about such a serious thing. If she knew her uncle had been behind everything they had gone through, she had a duty to tell, to share, to confess. Even if he was family. Especially if he was family! His mind doubled in on itself. Had he accused her of being in on it with him? The thought speared guilt through him. Why had he done that? She wouldn’t do that, would she?
He looked at her again, trying to read her soul. Trying to see honesty or deception stamped on her face, in her body language. She was looking out the window, almost curled up in a ball on the seat, as if she were trying to disappear altogether. Her eyes were flat, like inanimate marbles. He could read nothing on her face but heartache.
He turned away, feeling a bit of heartache himself. Sara. Let Sara sort this out. He couldn’t deal with it right now.
He felt the helicopter start a descent.  Where were they landing? The doctor squeezed his hand and said, “We are at Camp Patriot. How are you feeling?”
He didn’t answer. He didn’t know. His body seemed unimportant and far away. All of it but his heart. It was there. Beating. But scarred and gun shy. Women, he thought. How is it they can put you though the wringer without even trying?
The helicopter landed and he was rushed into the clinic. Nurses and doctors threw questions at him and poked him endlessly. He looked around the walls, remembering that Shane had been here little more than a week before. When he was alive. Shane had sent him an email from here. He looked at the faces of the people around him, wondering which one was the civilian nurse who let Shane use her phone. Her? Her? 
A large male doctor wearing green scrubs with a silver eagle over his pocket snapped his fingers in front of JT’s eyes, saying “Can you speak son?” Fuck you, JT thought in slow motion. Even if I can, I don’t want to. He turned his face away so he didn’t have to look at the man anymore. Oxygen. The room had no oxygen in it. He pulled in a breath, sucking it in harshly, but still he felt winded. Liquid filled his throat. Hot liquid that tasted like iron. He gagged and spat some out.
The big doctor with the Colonel’s rank on his scrubs called “Surgery, get him into surgery right now! Pulmonary hemorrhage!”  
JT’s hospital bed rolled swiftly into the surgical ward with him on it, his brain thinking oddly of dots swimming across the sun, his heart hurting in a way he hadn’t felt in years.
 
***
 
 
 
JT woke all at once to darkness and pain. The hood. The damnable hood. He wanted it off and he wanted out of here. A beep, beep cut into his thoughts. He couldn’t possibly have the hood over his head. They’d escaped. They’d walked through the desert. He’d shot Clarkson. Killed him. Dani. Dani had lied to him. Dani was related to Clarkson. He moaned aloud as the events of the last few days slammed into consciousness. 
“Shh. Shh, Jon, it’s OK.” A female voice said and a cool hand rested on his brow. Dani? He opened his eyes, half-hopeful and half-wary. A woman he’d never seen before stood over him, a slight smile on her lips. He swore he didn’t know her, but she looked familiar. Her wavy, brown hair hung long and thick around her kind face. Her eyes were a startling blue. He knew those eyes. But he didn’t know her. In fact, she’d called him Jon, and not JT, which told him everything he needed to know about whether he knew her or not. He didn’t.
She put a cell phone to her ear. “He’s awake,” she said into it, still smiling gently at him. 
JT ran his tongue over his dry lips. She saw and got him an ugly hospital cup with a straw. She held it to his lips and he took a giant swallow. The water tasted heavenly. He wanted more. “The doctor said only small sips for a while so you don’t sick it up,” the woman said to him.
Another woman swam into his vision on his other side. “Sara,” he said, testing his voice. It worked OK.
Sara smiled at him too and took his other hand. That one hurt horribly, but he still squeezed her hand, almost to prove that he could. “We made it. Thank you,” he said.
“You are welcome, JT. I would say anytime, but I hope to never do that again.” 
He laughed a little bit and it hurt deep in his chest. He felt like an invalid and that pissed him off. He struggled to a sitting position. The two women watched him, Sara helping him while the other woman tried to push him back down. 
“Help him up Vivian, he wants to sit up.”
“But the doctor…” Vivian said, looking around.
“The doctor will want him to move around soon anyway. He’ll be OK.” Sara spoke soothingly. Vivian considered for a moment and then helped him, but the worry-line on her forehead never smoothed out.
“So you’re JT, not Jon?” the woman said to him. 
“Yeah, JT. That’s me.” He tried to lick his lips again and she got him more water. As she put it down on the table he opened his mouth to ask her who she was, but the door to his room opened and more people streamed in. 2 big men, both with an air of para-military about them, and a pretty woman with strawberry blond hair. The woman rushed right to him and grasped his face between her hands. She kissed him directly on the lips and he caught a scent of vanilla on her hair. He pulled back into his pillow a little, feeling confused and insecure at the affection. He didn’t know her either. And yet, she looked familiar too. Again it was her eyes. They were the same color as the other woman's. And the same color as your own, a voice spoke up in his head. Reality folded a little in his brain, and he thought he almost knew what was going on here.
“Who are you?” he whispered. The two women looked at Sara, disbelief in their eyes. One of the men chuckled behind the strawberry blond. 
Sara held her hands up, palms facing the women. “It never came up,” she said.
“Oh my,” the brunette said. “You don’t even know that you have sisters do you?”
Sisters. He did know he had sisters. His mom had told him. And these were them. His sisters. He should have known it when he first looked at them. They both had his eye color. The brunette had his face shape, but not his eye shape. The strawberry blond had his eye shape but not his face shape. They were lovely and fresh and sweet and they were related to him. His heart pooled with something like gratitude and he let out a long shaky breath and retrieved his hand from Sara. He held it out to the strawberry blond. 
“You're Vivian,” he said, looking momentarily at the brunette. “And what is your name?” 
She laughed and he smiled at the smooth sound. “I’m Emma.”
“He’s JT, not Jon,” Vivian whispered to Emma and JT marveled at their easiness. Their obvious affection. Their acceptance of him. The rightness of the moment. He felt a slipping of the world around him and realized it was his life, changing for good. He wasn’t alone anymore.
 
***
 
 
 
The doctors came and made everyone leave so JT could rest, but not before he’d been introduced to Emma’s husband, Craig, and Sara’s boyfriend, Jerry. Vivian had a husband too but he was also injured in another room in the hospital. They promised JT would meet him tomorrow. 
The last word anyone spoke to him was Sara. “I have to interview you tomorrow also, about what happened in the hotel room. Will you be up for it?” 
JT had nodded then slipped off to sleep. He awoke 12 hours later, with sun from the window falling on his face, heating a patch of it. A nurse changed a bag of fluid at his side. “Morning, handsome,” she said. 
He looked at her blankly. It was morning? The good feeling he’d ended the night with before he fell asleep had fled, and he knew why. He’d had the dream again. But this time, it had been Dani he couldn’t save. Not Tina. And now in the daytime he didn’t know how he felt about Dani. He mulled it over, but had to push it aside as the door opened and the doctor that had ordered him in to surgery stepped in. 
“Gunnery Sergeant Taylor. How do you feel?” 
JT rolled his shoulders and shifted in the bed. “I feel OK. Thirsty. Hungry.”
“Good, good. We’ll get you some food right away.” He walked to the bed and picked up JT’s right arm, not gently at all. He poked and pulled and peeked under JT’s bandage. “Good. This is all coming along nicely. Has anyone told you anything about your injuries?”
JT shook his head no, feeling the tightness and pain along his right side at the movement.
“The bullet entered your body at the very apex of the lung, tearing a small piece of it away. It lodged there, saving you from drowning on your own blood, for a while. You were very lucky you made it back here when you did.”
JT nodded, blessing Sara and her team.
“We dug the bullet out of your lung and stitched you up. There was some muscle damage, but nothing too bad. You should recover from it just fine.”
JT smiled weakly. Good news.
“But.” JT’s smile faltered and died at the word. “But the electrical testing on that arm is not good. It seems you have suffered nerve damage from the prior injury and having your hands secured behind you for so long. We won’t know how much until you have rehabilitated and are able to do physical therapy. But that’s not something we can do here. You’ll be rotating stateside to Camp Pendleton for that.”
JT could read between the lines. “Are they kicking me out of the Marines?”
“No son, no. You aren’t being kicked out. You’re just being shipped back home for a while. No decisions will be made about anything until they see what kind of function you retain in that arm.”
JT turned his face away. Function. That was a killer of a word. If his arm didn’t function, he was no good to the Marines and he knew it. 11 years in the Marines, and it might all be at an end. He felt strangely flat and void of feeling, like it didn’t matter anyway. Well, there was nothing to be done now, except move forward.
“Thanks, Doc,” he said, still looking at the wall.
“Of course son. And we’d like to see you up and moving today, if you think you can.”
JT nodded, suddenly wanting his sisters. 
The doctor left and JT had a few minutes to ponder his future. But then the door whooshed open and Emma and Vivian crowded in, bringing smiles and laughter with them. JT felt the hand squeezing his heart let up just a little bit. He wondered what their lives were like. If he left the Marines, maybe he could live near his sisters. Sisters. The concept still felt strange and unreal to him. But welcome. He was glad he had a distraction from the rest of the mess of his life right now.
They swarmed him, kissing him and fussing over him. JT felt their soft lips on his cheeks and thought back on the missed 30 years of sister-kisses with a sense of loss. But here they were, now, both talking at once and bringing a smile to his face.
Vivian bubbled over with excitement. “How are you feeling? Because if you are OK I want you to meet Hawk. His doctor says he can come down here and sit in a chair. And Sara and Jerry are coming too.”
“Yeah, bring him down. I can’t wait to meet him.” A thought struck him. “Is Jerry related to us?” 
Emma laughed and a look passed between Emma and Vivian. “No, not by blood, but he might as well be family. He’s my partner.” JT nodded, confusion on his face. “We’re Firefighter/Paramedics in Westwood Harbor.” 
JT nodded again, but it still didn’t make sense. “What are you doing here? And how did you find me? And who exactly is Sara and how are you partners with the boyfriend of the only woman in the world who could walk into a terrorist camp and make it out alive with two hostages?”
Again that look passed between the two women. JT wondered when he was going to be a part of that look. “It’s a long story,” Vivian said. “A really long story. Let’s wait till everyone gets here and we’ll fill you in on all of it.”
JT nodded, knowing it would have to do. His curiosity swirled and peaked while people filled the room and his breakfast came. Finally, Hawk made his way into the room slowly, his right arm in a sling and taped to his body. He found he liked Hawk immediately. Hawk had a quiet air of strength and masculine sensitivity that he identified with. 
JT sat on his bed, Jerry, Sara, Craig, and Hawk sitting in chairs around him, and his sisters sitting on his bed. Vivian massaged his right arm while Emma fed him eggs from the breakfast tray. He felt a little silly, but he also felt pampered, fussed over, loved. He listened to the conversations the friends were having and, although he didn’t get most of their references, he felt like an insider. Like he belonged with these people. His mom’s face appeared in his mind’s eye and he smiled at her. Thanks Mom, he thought. For everything. And then he blinked and looked at Emma. “Hey Sis, you promised me some answers.”
Emma laughed. “OK Bro, what do you want to know first?”
JT thought. What did he want to know first? He wasn’t feeling tired yet, so he probably had time for a few hours of talking. So he wanted to know everything. But first… He turned to Sara. “Who are you, really? And how did you manage to get in that camp and get us out of there? And how do you know my sisters?”
Sara started talking. She began with her story. A rough sketch of who she used to be. How she met Jerry. The strange events of the past month that had ended with her being a direct consultant to the President. And she ended with the news story showing JT and Dani taken hostage and Emma calling and asking for her help.”
JT winced at Dani’s name, but didn’t let his thoughts flow to her.
Sara looked at Emma. “I know Emma was just asking for me to maybe be a consultant to the people who were going to rescue you, or maybe for me to intercede with the President so what happened to the other soldiers didn’t happen to you guys, but the more I thought about your situation, the more I decided that me going in, alone, gave the highest chance of getting you two out alive.”
JT looked at Jerry. “And that didn’t scare you?”
Jerry pulled Sara close to him. “It terrified me. But I knew she was right. I love Emma as if she were my own sister. Vivian too. I couldn’t let my own selfishness get in the way of their desire for you to be safe.”
JT shook his head. He understood sacrifice. He understood doing what was right for the people closest to you. But none of these people even knew him when they decided on this gutsy, crazy plan. Family. Blood. Were there any stronger bonds? But that made him think of Dani again. Dani and her uncle. He chewed on his lip and pushed the thought away.
JT looked at Emma and Vivian. “My mom died two weeks ago. She wrote me a letter in the hospital saying she had adopted me and that I had two sisters. Up until then I didn’t know you existed.”
Emma smiled softly, tears in her eyes. Vivian laughed and clasped her hands together. “We didn’t know you existed either JT, not until a few weeks ago ourselves. In fact, we only found each other a bit over a year ago. Isn’t that a crazy story though.” Again the look. But this time after they looked at each other, they both looked at JT. He felt a zing down his spine at those two sets of eyes, so like his own, sharing a moment with him.
“Who are our real parents? Do you know them?”
Emma sucked in a breath through her teeth, like it was complicated. “They are both dead,” she said gently. “And it’s not a nice story how it happened. In fact, our father was kind of a monster.” She looked at Vivian again, and so did JT. Vivian’s face had fallen and she was nodding sadly. JT looked past his sisters to the rest of the group. They each wore identical grim expression, even Sara. His heart lurched. A monster? That was an awfully strong word. His own father? A vision of Dani flashed in front of his eyes. Dani pulled almost into a ball in the helicopter seat. Heartache from his rejection stamped on her face. At the time he hadn’t been able to dredge up any compassion for her. But now his heart stuttered and tried to go to her. He leaned his torso back on the pillows and waited for his sisters to go on.
 
***
 
 
 
JT heard screaming and realized it was him. He tried to get to her even as he screamed. Tried to help the woman who was part Dani and part Tina escape from the mugger. The gun raised big as a cannon and JT knew it was about to flash fire and end the life of the woman he loved. An angry roar erupted from his throat and he pulled at the hands that held him back.
“Sergeant Taylor, stop!” A female voice chastised him and broke through the nightmare. His eyes fluttered open. A young nurse in flowered scrubs held a bandage to his arm. “Sergeant Taylor are you awake?”
He nodded weakly, trying to remember where he was, what was going on. 
“You had a nightmare. And you pulled your IV out.” Her voice was offended, accusatory, like he did it on purpose.
His memories flooded back. His father. Definitely a monster. Killed his mother. Killed himself. The story that Vivian and Emma had spilled out over three or so hours, with occasional help from Craig and Hawk. And then exhaustion had settled in his brain. He had taken it all in, but couldn’t process any of it. How could he be related to someone like that? He had said he was going to take a nap. But it was now dark?
“What time is it?”
The nurse looked at her watch. “It’s 4:30.”
“In the morning?”
“Yes in the morning. You’ve been asleep since yesterday afternoon but the doctor said not to wake you. So we didn’t.” The nurse took his right hand and placed it over the bandage. “Hold pressure there.” He did, feeling his right side ache and howl. She pulled out a needle and some packets of antiseptic. “I have to start a new IV.”
JT let his mind go. It crawled over everything he had heard the day before. He felt the prick of the needle and heard the nurse talking lightly to herself, but none of it seemed important. His mind worked and turned and sifted his new knowledge, like a gold digger looking for nuggets.
Finally, the nurse let him be. He closed his eyes so she would think he was sleeping. But inside he was active. His identity re-forming and trying to stay clean. 
Time stretched and folded and still his mind worked overtime. It was still laboring when his door opened and Sara came in. He looked around for a clock. 
“It’s 5:45, but I asked the nurses to call me when you woke up. The President wants a report today on what really happened. The press is already having a field day with what they think happened and he wants to put things straight. So I need to interview you. I should have done it yesterday, but I agreed with the doctor that you needed your sleep.”
JT nodded and gave her a weak smile. “Let’s do it.”
JT recounted his tale, everything that had happened from the moment Sara left them in the market. She asked a few pointed questions, but mostly just let him talk. 
“Are you going to interview Dani, too?” he asked, feeling like he didn’t really deserve to know.
“I interviewed her while you were in surgery. She’s already gone with her mom and her dad and one of her sisters. Since her uncle was found dead by the Marines in the hotel room, speculation is running wild. Social media right now is freaking out, and some people are saying she must have been in on it. The news channels aren’t quite going there yet, they are being more careful, but the President has to say something. I don’t even know where they went. I just know they didn't go home. Their house is probably swarmed with reporters right now.”
JT winced. This was bad news. And he’d been the first. The first to accuse her of being in on it. Guilt shot through him like a spear.
“But she wasn’t in on it, was she?” 
Sara’s face was kind. She put a hand lightly on his arm. “No JT, she wasn’t. She was doing the same thing as you were. Investigating him, trying to figure out why he was acting strangely. Her father had just told her that Colonel Clarkson had come into a ton of money and his wife had said some suggestive things about where it came from. Her father was distraught at the thought of his brother being a criminal, possibly betraying his country.”
Sara’s words bit into JT like a small animal with sharp teeth. She had lied. Or omitted the truth. The excruciatingly difficult truth. In a time of duress and hardship. And he’d been a total dick about it. He hadn't even given her a chance to explain before he had convicted her in his mind.
“I have to go, JT. We’ll talk later.” Sara squeezed his hand and left him with his swirling thoughts.
 
 
 


Chapter 31
 
 
 
Dani paced the small room she’d been given before her live television interview. Her breathing came in short, shallow gasps and she could hear her heart beat rapidly in her chest. Calm down Daniela, get a grip. Take a deep breath, she told herself. Being in front of the cameras and the live audience didn’t scare her. She’d done that hundreds of times. It was always nerve-wracking, but never like this. It was the subject matter that made her feel like she was in a blender.
She was finally going to do it. She was finally going to speak out on the subject of her uncle, the traitor. She was going to act as the spokesperson for her family and break their three-month-long silence. Her mother had practically begged her to do it. Her mother wanted her life back. Her mother wanted to be able to go to knitting group and bingo night with the girls again. Her mother wanted to be able to walk in the grocery store and meet people’s eyes. Dani had an idea that, if this went well, she was planning on uploading the video to YouTube and playing it for people on her iPhone if they hadn’t seen it yet. 
Her dad had only said ‘whatever you think is best,’ and nodded his head in a weary way. It was her father she was doing this for, ultimately. The scandal his brother had perpetrated had hit him the hardest. Rocked him to his core in a way. He looked five years older now, and he never left their house either. Amazon delivered groceries, and Mom and Dad slept and puttered and avoided the news and the neighbors and the occasional reporter. 
The reasons why her uncle had done what he did were becoming partially clear, even though they thought everything he had masterminded had not been revealed yet. Sara and an intelligence team were working nonstop on the case and every time they had a major update, Sara gave a press conference. Even though it had been three months, public curiosity and demand to know was still high. The President had promised, and so far was delivering, full transparency. Uncle Kevin and his wife had owed money to more than just Dani’s parents. They had owed money to 4 different bookies in Las Vegas and California. And when they were far enough in the hole (1.4 million dollars) that their legs were in danger of being broken again, Uncle Kevin had somehow connected with Musa-Elbenah who had plenty of money to funnel to him, for the right services. First, Uncle Kevin had just placed his units in the wrong place at the wrong time, allowing enemy shipments and soldiers to pass over borders. And then he graduated to selling weapons to the enemy. Dani and her father had taken this admission really hard, both wondering how many U.S. troops and allies had been killed with those weapons. With the money he got from these debacles he had paid off all of his debts and had money to spare, and seemingly tried to stop the treasonous activities. But then something had happened that he hadn’t planned on. Musa-Elbenah, furious at having been cut off, contacted one of the bookies. No one knows how he got the name of the bookie, but maybe Uncle Kevin told him himself, just in normal conversation. Sara had gotten this information from Uncle Kevin’s wife. Musa-Elbenah promised the bookie 5 million U.S. dollars if he could put some pressure on Clarkson and convince him to work with Musa-Elbenah again. They put their heads together and the bookie had some thugs kidnap Uncle Kevin’s son from his new private school. They called Uncle Kevin and had him talk to his sobbing son, and said if he went to the police, Kenny would die. Uncle Kevin hadn’t even told his wife until she had gotten worried and driven out to the school and not found Kenny. All of this was revealed to the public, and they lapped it up like milk, but public opinion towards Dani and her family didn’t seem to change with any of it.
So here she was.
A knock at the door. “Miss Clarkson, you’re on,” a voice called. 
No time to get a grip on herself now. Dani grasped the doorknob and headed out through the small hallway to the hot lights of the set.
She heard her name and the murmuring of the audience. She walked out to weak applause, heading for the host, her interviewer, Kirk Kussler. When she agreed to give her own station the scoop, she should have specified who the host would be. She had never liked Kirk. He was handsome in a sort of lopsided, sneaky way, but his looks didn’t do anything for her anyway. She cared about how a person acted, how they treated you, and Kirk barely noticed anyone but himself. She shook his hand and gave him a fake smile. Kirk Kussler, that was the fakest name on the planet. She bet his real name was Dick Widebottom or something. The thought make her smile widen and become almost genuine before it slipped off her face for good.
She sat on the couch and looked to the left, where she knew her parents would be in a private audience box. Her mom waved and her dad gave her a thumbs up. She kept her eyes on them, not caring what it looked like to the camera. She could feel the hostility of the audience already. It felt like a heavy hand, clawing at her, trying to crush her and steal her breath. 
“Miss Clarkson, thank you so much for joining us to talk about this heavy subject today.”
Dani nodded but Kirk was diving ahead, barely noticing her.
“Please, tell us how your ordeal started. The world has never heard the full and exact story. It must have been horrible for you.”
Dani took a deep breath. The last thing she wanted was to share the intimate details and dredge up that time in her mind, but she knew she must. For the crowd to drop the hostility, they would need to feel sympathy. And she could bet that as long as the live audience acted hostile towards her, the millions watching at home felt the same way.
“I guess it started a few days before I was actually taken. I was at home, and my father was very upset because he thought his brother was doing something illegal. He told me this and I decided to head to Kuwait to talk to Uncle Kevin myself.”
Kirk nodded, his face set carefully into sympathy lines. “This Uncle Kevin, that’s Colonel Kevin Clarkson, the man who had you taken hostage.”
“Yes.” Dani tried to say. It came out a whisper. “Yes.” That one was stronger. “When I got to Kuwait I called Uncle Kevin and asked him to meet with me. He said ‘OK, tomorrow at noon at a cafe in Kuwait City.’
Kirk nodded. “Uh-huh, uh-huh, and that cafe is where it happened.”
Dani looked at her father again, for strength. “Yes. The men cleared the cafe, and then they came in from the back with guns and ordered us to cars in the alley behind.”
“You and Sergeant Taylor.”
Dani nodded and pushed on, not wanting to talk about JT at all. She hadn’t seen or heard from him since she sneaked her last peak at him in the hospital bed at Camp Patriot. Sara had given her updates the few times they had spoken on the phone, even though Dani didn’t ask. She was glad for the news of him, but thinking of him always called up the pain of him staring at her in anger and saying ‘Is this some sort of story for you?’ And it hurt so much. Too much. There had been the letters though… 
Kirk interrupted her thoughts of the unopened letters hidden at her parents’ house. “Please, tell us in your own words what it was like being in the hostage camp.”
“It was horrible. They put a hood over my head and tied me to a chair. My hands were tied behind me for 5 days straight. I didn’t eat. I barely got enough to drink. And I slept sitting up, tied to that chair.” Dani heard a few horrified murmurs from the audience. She chanced a look and sure enough, there was a bit of softening on the faces closest to her. She didn’t dare look at her parents now though. She knew her mom would be crying. Her dad too maybe. She wanted to tell about JT talking to her and getting hit with the gun butt for it. About his bravery and his strength. But the words wouldn’t form in her brain. A tear leaked out of her eye and ran down her cheek. Not for the experience. She’d worked on it relentlessly with a therapist and thought she was ready to put that part behind her. But for her fledgling relationship with JT. The relationship that rose from the ashes of a tragedy and promised to be so good, but instead ended without even a bang in that car in the desert. That rolling ending whose seed had been planted with her lie, and whose roots had been exposed with his flat accusation. That still hurt every day. She hadn’t even told her therapist about that part. She wasn’t ready to get rid of that hurt yet. It was a bad hurt, a horrible hurt. But it was her hurt.
Kirk leaned forward, a hungry look on his face. “And what part did Agent Acosta of the former DCIA play in your escape?”
Dani pushed on. Soon they’d be getting to the worst of it. “Every part. She impersonated one of the women servants, who was little more than a slave, and entered the compound. She cut us loose and led us out of there, then called in missiles from the Navy to blow it up.”
“What happened next?”
“We walked in the desert. The helicopter that was supposed to pick us up had gotten shot down by rebels so Agent Acosta, Sara, led us to the mountains and we slept in a cave.” Even as Dani said this part, what loomed in her mind was the feel of Sara’s gun, bucking in her hands as she shot two men. She wasn’t going to share that though. 
“Did you have food, water?”
“We had a little. Sara had MREs on her. She collected water from the plants in the desert.”
“So you walked to St. Marin.”
“Yes, we walked the next day, all day.”
“And what happened in St. Marin?”
Sara looked at her parents. They sat frozen in their seats. She swallowed and heard a click in her throat. “Sara left us in an empty building while she went to arrange for us to get out of town. The villagers found us. And they chased us. We ran, trying to find Sara. Instead, my uncle found us.”
“What did he do?” 
“He pointed a gun at us and ordered us to go to his hotel room.”
“And that’s when you knew that he had been behind it all along?” To Dani, Kirk looked suddenly rat-like, and ugly. She knew she was being unfair, anyone would have asked these questions. But he didn’t have to ask them so … so hungrily.
“Yes. That’s when I knew.”
“And how did that feel? How did it feel to know that your Uncle had arranged to have you taken hostage and killed?”
“Like shit,” Dani snarled, watching Kirk recoil and look at the director, flustered out of his greed. Gladness leapt in her heart at his discomfort. She had said it. But he would be blamed.
“Then-then what happened once you were in Colonel Clarkson’s hotel room?”
“Uncle Kevin hit Gunnery Sergeant Taylor in the head, knocking him out. He ordered me to tie his hands up. I did. Then he tried to tie my hands up. I fought with him and broke the window with a phone.” Dani’s voice came out robotic, mechanical. She just wanted this to be over already. She couldn’t believe she had agreed to it. “He knocked me to the ground and kicked me. Gunnery Sergeant Taylor woke up and told him to stop. He lowered his gun to shoot me and Gunnery Sergeant Taylor knocked me aside, taking my bullet. But he fought with Uncle Kevin. I cut the ropes on his hands and he wrestled the gun away. Uncle Kevin had another gun. He lifted it to shoot at us, but Gunnery Sergeant Taylor shot him first. And then Sara found us and got an Australian helicopter to take us to Camp Patriot.” Dani heard the crowd murmuring softly again, but she no longer cared what they thought. Maybe she would move to Australia.
“Wow, that was quite an ordeal. Would you say you owe your life to Sergeant Taylor?” 
Fuck you Widebottom, Dani thought. She looked at him, eyes flashing. “Of course I do. Weren’t you listening to what I said?”
Kirk smiled at her this time, and made a there-there gesture with his hands. Dani stared at them, red staining the sides of her vision.
“Have you talked to Sergeant Taylor since the incident?”
Fuck you sideways, she thought viciously, and was dismayed to find that she almost said it out loud. “No.” The word hung in the air like a balloon. Kirk’s smile broadened. 
“We have a little surprise for you, Miss Clarkson.” He looked offstage and Dani wet her lips. Oh no, she thought.
JT walked out, wearing a perfectly-fitting, expensive-looking suit. His hair was still cut in the standard Marine haircut, and his eyes sparkled with a joy she’d barely glimpsed during their few days together. God, he was handsome. Knock you on your ass, handsome. Dani heard a woman whistle in the audience and that brought some light laughter. She wanted to climb in a hole and pull the dirt over the top of her. She wanted to disappear into the couch cushions. She wanted to run. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, may I introduce Gunnery Sergeant Jon Taylor.”
During the wave of applause that followed (much stronger than what she got, Dani noted), JT shook the hosts’ hand. His eyes only touched Kirk’s for a second, then they slipped off and found Dani. His mouth moved. Dani saw his mouth form the silent words: I’m sorry.
She realized her mouth was open and she wasn’t breathing. She tried to compose herself and took a deep breath, breaking eye contact with JT. She looked at her parents and saw them sporting identical, wide smiles. Her mom lifted her hand and waved. She looked at Kirk. He was watching her closely, probably trying to figure out exactly what was going on between her and JT.
Nothing. Nothing is going on. 
JT walked towards her. She got the impression he was thinking about hugging her. She pulled back a little, not wanting to touch him. Or not daring to.
He must have read something in her face because he made an awkward half turn and sat next to her instead. Kirk ran his eyes over both of them and then addressed JT. “Sergeant Taylor—” JT held up a hand. “Please, call me JT. I’m not in the Marines anymore.” Dani’s heart jumped. Why not?
“Why not, what happened?” Kirk asked, looking slimy as ever to Dani.
“I entered rehabilitation for my gunshot wound, and after a month, the physical therapist came to me and said I would never gain full response in my right hand again. He said that since I was a gunnery sergeant, they wouldn’t kick me out for that, as long as I could still pass the physical fitness test. But he also said they would put me on a kind of permanent light duty if I decided to stay. So I weighed my options and decided not to stay.”
“You can’t use your hand then?”
JT raised his arm up to the audience and flexed and moved it in a circle. “So far, I’ve regained most of my usage and a lot of the range of motion, but this area is still numb.” He ran his hand from his inner elbow up to the chest. “I can’t feel anything there.”
“How did you fight with and shoot Colonel Clarkson if your hand wouldn’t respond to you?” the host-from-hell asked. JT looked at him for a second, as if he were trying to decide where such a senseless question came from.
“With my other hand,” he said quickly. “But Kirk, I know you’ve already heard exactly what happened from Miss Clarkson here. Do you mind if I take a few minutes of your show to apologize to her?” But he wasn’t looking at Kirk when he said this. He was looking at Dani. Dani felt every eye in the place swivel to her and imagined she could feel the cameras pan in tight on her face. She struggled to keep her face neutral. What is going on?
“Apologize to her for what?” 
“Well, when I discovered her Uncle was the one who was responsible for the mess we were in, I did something reprehensible.”
Kirk smiled indulgently and chuckled lightly, like JT was a four year old using a big word for the first time. Dani fought an urge to punch him in the face. “What did you do?” Kirk asked.
“I didn’t give her the benefit of the doubt. I assumed that she maybe had something to do with what had happened, no matter how remote. I jumped to horrible conclusions based on my limited knowledge at the time. But I’ve since found out that Miss Clarkson and her family had no knowledge of what was going on, and they are as horrified as all of us.” JT gave the camera a hard stare. “Dani Clarkson was kidnapped on her Uncle’s say-so, because she had asked a few too many questions about why he was acting strangely. She and her family are just as much victims of circumstance as the rest of us.” The audience murmured. JT looked back at Dani, his eyes soft again, and pleading with her. She felt his plea in her gut, way down deep where she stored the memory of her stolen time with him. “Dani, I am so sorry. Will you ever forgive me for what I did to you?”
“If you forgive me for not telling you he was my uncle,” Dani said softly, surprised when the words came out of her mouth.
“Done.” JT said, and held out his hand. Dani took it. JT pulled her hand to his mouth and kissed it lightly. “I’m so sorry.”
Dani felt the stone that had weighed her heart down for three months crack in half and poof out of existence. She laughed a surprised laugh at the lightness she felt suddenly. Applause started in the audience, somewhere near the back, and it crackled and popped weakly before dying again. Dani looked at her parents. Her mother had her hands clasped to her chest. Her father’s face was split in a wide grin. 
Kirk Kussler cleared his throat and opened his mouth to say something, but JT spoke first, clearly and strongly.
“I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you for the last three months. Will you go out on a date with me?” 
Dani felt warmth flood her body and happiness fill her heart. “I would love to, JT.”
And this time when the applause started, it picked up quickly and thundered through the room. Waves of warm feelings flooded in from the audience and Dani felt her eyes fill with tears. What she hadn’t quite been able to do with a horrible story, JT had done in an instant with an expression of remorse and emotion. 
JT stood and pulled her up too. “Is right now OK?” he asked, struggling to be heard over the applause. Dani glanced at Kirk and giggled. “Right now is perfect.” 
JT blew a kiss to the audience and yelled “Thank you!” and the noise level from the applause doubled. Dani looked out at them and knew that, thanks to JT’s charm, the only one who would feel cheated in the room was Kirk. She was OK with that. 
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JT pulled Dani to the left side of the stage and down a small hallway lined with people who applauded, every face lined with a smile, some women even crying openly. Dani yanked her microphone equipment off and pushed it into someone’s hands, then she pulled JT’s off too. He squeezed her hand and kept leading her through the maze of backstage. 
Dani wondered if he knew where he was going. She decided he did when he pulled her down the last hallway that would lead to an exit in an alley behind the building. He gave her a goofy smile and said, “I have a car out here.” He almost looked embarrassed. Dani raised an eyebrow, but followed. As he pushed the exit door open she saw a black limousine waiting in the alley. She looked at it curiously, expecting JT to pull her past it to his car. But he stepped to the back door and opened it, motioning for her to enter before him.
She felt a fluttering in her belly. “JT, is this for me? What if I had said no?” she breathed. 
“Yes it’s for you. And if you had said no, I don’t know what I would have done. I tried not to think about it.”
She bent and slid into the leather backseat, admiring the clean and cozy compartment stocked with refrigerator, champagne glasses, a microwave, and what looked like a full bar. JT slid in after her and took her hand again. “Thanks for not saying no.”
“I can’t believe you did this. I don’t need this, JT. We could have gone in a regular car.”
“I know you don’t need this. But you deserve it, Dani. I wanted to do it for you. I want you to relax and enjoy yourself for once. I know the last few months have been hard on you. And I just wanted to do something special and fun for you.”
Dani smiled and sank back in the seat. “Well … thanks,” she said, suddenly aware of her arm against his, his skin touching hers.
“Any time. Can I take you to lunch?”
“Yes.”
“Great, we have reservations at Cafe Lucali.” Again he smiled that goofy, embarrassed smile at her as the car rolled forward out of the alley and turned right onto the main street.
She raised an eyebrow at him again and the smile widened. “I just wanted to be prepared. I hoped and prayed you would say yes. And if you’d said no … shot me down on live TV, well, I guess I would have just canceled the reservations.”
Dani nodded, glad he’d asked. Glad he’d taken the chance. She felt like she was floating. Like he had done the one thing that could have made it all better. If someone had told her yesterday that the mixture of shame and guilt and anger and frustration and betrayal she’d felt around the subject of JT could have been burned away in an instant - just like that - she wouldn’t have believed it. She would have laughed and said it was too complicated for that. But it wasn’t too complicated. And it was gone. Now when she looked at JT’s handsome face and lost herself in those sparkling blue eyes, all she felt was peace and happiness. Joy and anticipation. And trust. She checked inside herself. Yes, trust. Those feelings of complete trust she’d felt in the desert were back. Back when she’d given her heart to him and he hadn’t even known it.
JT caressed her hand as the car bounced over a pothole. “Penny for your thoughts?”
“I was just thinking how glad I was that you asked. I’ve thought about you a lot over the last three months too.”
“Yeah? I really did act like an ass in that car, so I hope you didn’t focus on that.”
“Well, I thought about that sometimes, a little bit, but no, that’s not all I thought about.”
JT stared into her eyes, his face serious. “I thought about our kiss in the cave. And how easily we could talk to each other. And how brave and strong you were,” he said.
Dani felt her eyes fill with tears. She could have said the exact same thing to him. She tried to forget a lot of things about that trek out in the Sinai Desert, but that night in the cave was special to her. She still held it close to her heart. And sometimes she dreamed about it. The memory always made her warm, but today with JT so close, it stole her breath too. 
The car stopped and Dani heard the driver’s door open. She dabbed her eyes with her finger, trying to get the tears to spill without disturbing her makeup. JT offered her a tissue and she took it gladly. 
He climbed out of the car and offered her a hand. As she got out, she looked up at the skyscraper that housed Cafe Lucali, one of her favorite restaurants ever. Dimly, she wondered if he knew that or if his lunch choice was a lucky guess.
In the elevator, he pressed the button for the top floor. Confused, she told him Cafe Lucali was on the 23rd floor.
“Yes, but we are eating on the rooftop today.”
“They do that?”
He smiled widely at her. “Yes, they do, if you pay enough for it.”
“JT, I can’t — you don’t need to impress me. I can’t accept this. I mean, you don’t even have a job anymore.”
“You can, Dani. It’s not that much. Besides, I do have a job. Quite an interesting one actually. I’ll tell you about it when we sit down.”
The elevator doors whooshed open and JT took her arm, leading her to the only table on the rooftop. Not that much, she thought. I don't believe that for a second. If this cost him less than a thousand dollars I’d be surprised. And then she was lost in the view, lost in his thoughtfulness. The entire city stretched out before them, and even the Atlantic Ocean sparkled a greeting from the distance. “Oh, it’s beautiful,” she said.
JT also looked around appreciatively like he hadn’t seen the view yet. He pulled out her chair for her. She sat down, happy that she could still see the city perfectly from her chair.
“So spill,” she said, forcing her eyes to her handsome date. “What’s this new job?”
JT put his elbows on the table and steepled his hands. “I started my own company.”
The skin on Dani’s face and neck tingled. “And it’s lucrative already?”
“Yes, very.” JT laughed. “You won’t believe what kind of a company it is.”
Dani opened her hands in a tell me already! gesture.
“It’s a hostage negotiator training school called Calm from Crisis. I’m the celebrity consultant, plus I’ve hired three retired hostage negotiators. I’ve already got training contracts from most of the police departments on the West side of the country for classes from basic to advanced. And groups you would never think of are paying me big bucks to come speak at their events. Last month I spoke at a Veteran’s of Foreign Wars event and at an Action Writers of America event.” 
Dani spread her fingers out against her chest and stared at him in shock and approval. “You’re kidding me.”
JT held up two fingers. “Scout’s honor ma’am. It’s been an amazing couple of months.”
“What do you say?”
“I just tell them what happened. They just want what old Kirk wanted back there. And what the audience wanted. They want to hear something that will make their heart pump a little faster, and make them say a little prayer of gratitude it wasn’t them. And the veterans wanted to share their stories with me. And the action writers wanted to ask me questions to get new ideas for their books and movies.”
“And that doesn’t bother you?”
“No, actually, it’s been interesting. The first time I told the story, it felt heavy and hard. Like there was still a lot of — I don’t know — fear and pain caught inside me. But every time I speak and every time I tell the story, it gets a little bit lighter and bothers me a little less. I almost feel like it’s really just a story I made up, and not something that happened.”
Dani nodded, fascinated. Maybe she should try it.
A waiter appeared and asked for their order. Dani already knew what she was eating. She ordered her favorite entree. JT handed over his menu, unopened, and said “that sounds good, make it two.”
JT’s face grew serious and he grasped Dani’s hand above the table. “I have a little confession to make.”
Dani’s heart gave a warning ping, and then fell silent. Nothing could be as bad as what they’d already been through.
JT seemed to have trouble getting out his words, but he finally spoke. “Let me ask you first though, why didn’t you ever respond to my letters?”
Dani sighed. “I never even opened them. It just seemed too … scary. Like I knew that you would try to apologize, otherwise why would you be writing, but I didn’t think you’d be able to fully lift the hurt that was on my heart with some words. So I was trying to get my head straight first. I knew I was being unreasonable, but I didn’t know how to stop it, know what I mean?”
JT nodded. “I think I do. I had to get my head straight too.” He dropped his eyes to the table, then lifted them again. “My confession is that I contacted your dad two weeks ago and asked him what he thought I could do to get you to talk to me.”
Dani’s mouth dropped open in a perfect O of surprise. “Really? What did he say?”
“Well at first he was surprised to hear from me, because apparently you hadn’t mentioned a word about me.”
“Yeah, they’ve been having a hard time. I didn’t want to add to it with my own issues.”
“He thought it was something like that. He said you were always a good daughter, and a sensitive one. But he’s the one who helped me cook some of this up. He told me this was your favorite restaurant.” 
Dani thought of her dad keeping a secret like this for two weeks. No wonder her parents had seemed so happy back at the interview. She squeezed JT’s hand to let him know there were no hard feelings and he squeezed back, then rubbed his thumb lightly over the back of her hand, his eyes locked on hers. Dani almost gasped. That one little caress sent a shock of tingles up and down her spine. Heat flushed in her belly and pooled in her thighs. A memory came back to her. Back in that sand-covered cave, need and desire like she’d never felt in her whole life coursing through her body. Her bold exploration of him, when she’d always been almost painfully shy with other men. What was it about him? She tried to pick his features and traits apart in her mind, to get a better grasp on why she responded so powerfully to him, but her thoughts jumbled together and trailed off. Her nerves jumped and twanged and begged for JT’s hands on her body.
The elevator whooshed open, pushing the smell of food out to them, and she pulled her hand back from JT, dropping it in her lap and looking down. She could feel the blush on her cheeks and hoped it didn’t advertise what she’d been thinking. 
The waiter placed their food on the table. Dani gazed out at the city, letting the breeze cool her cheeks. When the waiter left she retrieved her fork and began to eat with relish, trying to distract the feeling of need at her core with food so it would calm down and shut up. After a few bites she chanced a look at JT. His eyes swept the city.
“It’s amazing up here. I could look at this view all day,” he said.
“Me too,” Dani agreed, glad of the change in topic. The view seemed safer, less sexually charged. 
They talked comfortably, like old friends. Dani found she didn’t have much of an appetite and couldn’t finish even half her meal. She refused dessert and so did he, as if taking a cue from her. Instead they had peppermint tea, moving to a small bench by the edge of the rooftop, sipping the brew as they sat next to each other. Dani pointed out the buildings of interest in the city to JT, enjoying the way his eyes lit up as they talked and the way he looked at her like she were the most important person on the planet. A girl could fall in love, she thought idly, then laughed at herself, hoping she wasn’t already halfway there.
“JT, do you ever think about it, you know, what would have happened if Sara hadn’t gotten us out of there?” she asked, surprised when the question came out of her mouth. She hadn’t been planning on asking anything.
“Every day,” he said, his eyes far away. “Especially when I find myself getting frustrated or angry over something. I remind myself how lucky I am to even be here right now.”
Dani let that roll around in her head for a moment. 
Then she asked her second question that she didn’t know had been waiting to come out. “Do you ever wish that it just had never happened?” 
“Never.” JT pulled his gaze back close and focused on her. “Because then I wouldn’t have met you.” Dani’s nerves, which had calmed somewhat in the last 30 minutes, sang out on high alert again. She shivered. He went on. “But I guess we would have met some other place, some other time, if we are really meant to be together.”
Dani’s eyes went wide. “Do you believe that?” 
JT took her hands in his. He spoke softly, and that slightly-embarrassed grin was back. “I do. I think I started believing it in the desert, even when I barely knew you. Back when we first kissed. I think I thought I was trying to make the best of a bad situation, you know, so I would say it to myself, and not really believe it. But then we made it out of there. And my life changed a lot. And still I thought of you every day. When I decided to get out of the Marines, the first thing I wanted to do was tell you. And when I celebrated opening my own company, I kept wishing you were there with me. I don’t know if I believe in soul-mates, exactly, but I believe in something. True love maybe.”
The words hung in the air like diamonds, sparkling just for Dani.
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Dani soaked in his words, quietly thrilling at every one, heart skipping at true love. Without thinking she leaned forward and pulled him to her. Their lips met in the middle. Dani made a small noise of contentment in her throat. This was right. This was good. His lips were soft and warm and his facial hair scratched her slightly, contrasting deliciously with the gentleness of his kiss. Her mouth opened to him like a flower and she breathed in his air, tasting honey on his tongue. He kissed her lightly, but thoroughly. Dani couldn’t remember ever having been kissed like this. Desire slowly built in her body while her brain lost all thought, all reason, all restraint.
She pulled back slightly. “JT, where are you staying?” she breathed, her lips tingling.
“At the Sheraton.”
“Can we go there?”
“Dani, we can do anything you want, but are you sure that’s what you want to do?”
She nodded, feeling exquisitely naughty, but liking the feeling.
“Oh thank God,” he said and fell upon her again. Mouths entwined, he hooked an arm behind her and lifted her right out of the bench. She wrapped her legs around him and marveled at his strength. Under her hands, the muscles in his shoulders and back bunched and worked. She kneaded them through his shirt, thinking she couldn’t wait to get the damn thing off of him.
He carried her to the elevator, still kissing her, making her forget everything with his tongue.
“What about the check?” 
He buried his face in the crook of her neck and kissed her collarbone between words. “It’s taken care of. Check and tip are included when you pay for the rooftop lunch. We could have gotten anything at the same price.”
“Oh.” Dani said. This struck her as funny and she threw her head back and laughed, partly at her silly response and partly from the joy of the moment.
The elevator ride was too short. JT backed her into a corner and put his attention on her ears and neck, occasionally nipping her lips. She put her normal properness aside and enjoyed it, soaking in the stimuli. Miraculously they made it to the bottom floor without stopping for more passengers. He took her hand and led her to the car, his eyes flashing with every glance at her. 
Dani couldn’t help herself. That desire to be naughty, to be bad, remained and she glanced down at the front of his pants. His cock was fully erect, straining against the fabric, the shape of it visible to anyone who looked. Her face went crimson immediately, at the thought that she had done that to him, and the thought that there was no way for him to hide it, and at the thought of the word cock. It wasn’t a word she would normally use, but nothing else seemed relevant to JT. It was a masculine word. A serious word. And it fit. Her brain wanted to keep saying it. Her eyes wanted to see it. Her tongue wanted to— Dani buried her face in JT’s shoulder as they half-ran, half-walked towards the parking lot. She was sure her thoughts were stamped all over her face for the world to see.
The limousine ride was too long. JT tugged her head back and laid a path of kisses down her chest, biting softly as he passed over her erect nipples. She tore at his clothes, knowing she shouldn’t take them off of him, but wanting to at least get her hands under them and feel his hot skin with her fingers. She ran her hands under his shirt, feeling the hardness of his stomach, the bulging muscles of his chest, and even the veins in his arms. They kissed and kissed until she thought she would be driven mad by desire. Desire to have him inside her already. When they finally stopped in front of the Sheraton, Dani felt like a hot mess, her hair disheveled, her clothes rumpled and pulled sideways, her makeup probably smeared and running. No matter. They were here. If they could just make it to the room…
JT stepped out of the car looking perfect. Of course, his short hair didn’t muss and his expensive suit barely wrinkled at all. “How do I look?” she whispered at him as she climbed out, trying to pat her hair into submission. 
“Hot,” he answered, his eyes taking her in greedily. She stopped messing with her hair and took his hand. “Let’s go.”
They shared the elevator with 2 other couples. JT put an arm around her and pulled her close. She could feel his heart beating in his chest. She watched the numbers change over the elevator door and chanted hurry, hurry in her mind.
Finally, the doors opened on floor 34 and JT pulled her behind him out of the elevator. “I’m right down here,” he said, turning right.
He put his room key in the lock to room 3404 and opened it, pulling her inside.
He backed up against the wall just inside the door, looking at her and pulling her to him. “We made it.” He put a hand to her cheek and gently caressed it, gazing into her eyes.
She smiled, still feeling that desire to be naughty rocking her insides. She’d never felt like this before but she liked it. She craved it. She encouraged it and asked it what to do next. It answered.
She pressed against JT and kissed him hungrily, relief at finally being alone with him washing over her. He put his arms around her and lifted her slightly but she wriggled out of his grip. She wanted him right here, against the wall. She smiled playfully at him and pulled his jacket down off his shoulders, delighting at the way his body looked even before she could get the clothes off of him. He helped, pulling off his tie and his shirt and flinging them away. “Shoes now,” she told him. He kicked off his shoes and pulled off his socks, his eyes never leaving hers.
Dani dropped to her knees in front of him. His eyes tracked her. She lifted a hand to his belt buckle and slowly undid it, pulling it out of the loops, then she undid the buttons one by one, brushing what felt like silk over steel with the backs of her fingers. His pants dropped to the floor and he kicked them off. Dani stood back up and took him in, naked except for his forest-green, silk boxers. Her Marine. Her JT. His body was everything she had imagined it would be, strong and taut, hard and perfect. She ran a finger lightly over the red, condensed scar under his right shoulder. “Does it still hurt?”
“No, not unless you press on it hard.”
“Well I won’t do that.”
She dropped to her knees again and reached inside his boxers, following the orders from the bold, naughty part of her that had awakened with this man. His cock was there, waiting. Its skin felt as smooth as the silk that covered it, and hot. JT moaned deep in his throat as her fingers ran over it. She stroked it, loving the feel. Loving how big it was. Slowly, like she were unveiling it, she pulled it out of his boxers, then ran a finger under the boxers waist and dropped them to the ground. She felt a compulsion that she couldn’t help - didn’t want to help. She leaned forward and took it in her mouth, tasting it, loving the sensations of her lips and her tongue sliding along the silky saltiness of his most intimate skin. 
“Jesus, Dani,” he breathed, his hands lightly brushing through her hair. She looked up at his face. His head was thrown back against the wall and the look on his face told her everything she needed to know about whether he was enjoying this. A sensation of power flooded through her. Power to give pleasure. Power to take pleasure. Power to please and satisfy. She’d never felt like this about sex in her whole life. Sure it had been good before. With her one lover, Tim. But good didn’t compare with her feelings with JT. With JT she felt like it was right. Like she had been made for this. Like he had been made for her. She pulled as much of him into her mouth as possible and he groaned. 
“Dani, you have to stop — I’ll never make it — I want you to enjoy — .” He pulled weakly at her shoulders. 
She didn’t want to stop, but she didn’t want him to feel badly either. I’ll come back here, she thought, and let him pull her up.
He looked at her with something like relief. “Now you,” he said and whirled her around so her back was on the wall. He pressed his mouth to hers, hard, pouring his desire into her. His hands moved down her body and plucked at her clothing. Her shirt came over her head and her skirt dropped to the ground. She stepped out of her shoes as his hands moved to the back of her bra.
He pulled the bra away and flung it on top of his clothes. He pulled back and looked at her, much the same way she had looked at him. She could feel his gaze, hot on her breasts. “Have I told you how beautiful you are?” 
“Not lately,” she said as his lips sealed over her nipple, his hands lifting and cupping both breasts. “You’re beautiful,” he released her nipple long enough to say, and then he fixed his attention on it again. Heat and sensation seared through her as his tongue made passes over her nipple. She could feel every pass in her lower belly. Tension and desire built in waves in her body. She threw her head back against the wall and moaned. 
Suddenly she was off her feet. He carried her to the bed and dropped her gently on it, his mouth laving first one nipple, then the other. His hand trailed to her underwear and lightly skimmed over her most intimate parts. She sucked in a breath and arched back into the mattress. Yes, yes, there! she cried in her mind, realizing she was on the edge of orgasm already. And he’d barely touched her. A low sound came from her throat and her breath came in harsh gasps. His fingers brushed her again and she thought she was going to fly apart in ecstasy. “JT, I’m going to— JT, you’ve got to—” she tried, but the words didn’t finish. He dipped a finger inside her underwear and lightly pushed it inside her while his thumb pressed on the tight bundle of nerves at the top of her sex. Her orgasm slammed into her, lifting her hips off the bed as she cried out her pleasure, eyes squeezed tightly shut, hands clutching the coverlet. Wave after wave of pleasure burst through her, carrying her away from everything for just a little bit. 
When the world came back to her and she opened her eyes, JT was lying next to her, gazing into her face. “Wow,” he said. She felt her face color immediately, and the flush rush down to her breasts. But for once, she didn’t care. “Wow,” she said back.
He laughed and kissed her again, lightly at first, then with increasing heat. Her body responded at once, her nerves still tingly and raw, but wanting more, more, more. She thrust her hips upward and tried to pull him on top of her. He complied, his erection pushing at her hip.
She pulled her underwear off, wanting to feel every inch of his skin on her. He pushed his knees between her legs then stopped and looked at her as if to say, are you sure? “Yes, JT, yes,” she breathed dropping her head back on the bed, wanting nothing more than to feel him inside her. She heard a condom wrapper open and she marveled at how he had managed to get one in his hand. Never mind, she would tease him about it later. He moved back up to her mouth and kissed her again, nudging himself slightly between her swollen lips. She pulled and tugged at him, trying to get him to do it, to take her, to be hard, to be rough. But that wasn’t his way, at least not this time. He pushed inside her gently, filling her, stretching her. He rocked gently and whispered so beautiful, so soft, so perfect, in her ear. She felt a second orgasm building and she held on for dear life, knowing this one was going to rock her even harder than the last. 
“JT,” she whispered in his ear. “I’m going to come again.” He thrust into her harder, sending stronger bolts of raw, climbing sensation spiraling through her. She clung to him and felt the first spasms rock through her. He thrust a final time and growled low and hard in her ear. She felt his every muscle go tense as they detonated together and lost themselves in pleasure for a time.
Dani felt her body drop fully into the bed, every muscle like jelly, aftershocks of pleasure rippling through her. JT lifted himself and pushed off the bed. “Be right back.”
He disappeared into the bathroom for a moment and Dani watched him go, appreciating her first glimpse at the view from behind. She grinned at herself, glad her naughty streak hadn’t disappeared. She wanted to play with it. With him. JT made her want to do bad things and say worse things and she hoped he didn’t have anywhere to go for a while.
He returned to the bed and pulled the blanket out from underneath her, then climbed in next to her and pulled her close. “How long can you stay?” he asked.
She turned her head, her thoughts light and airy, nothing seeming important but right here, right now. “I don’t have anywhere to be tonight.”
He propped himself up on his elbow and stared into her soul. “Will you stay with me tonight?”
Dani ducked her chin and smiled at him from under her lashes. “Depends, do you think you can do that again?”
JT threw back his head and laughed. “It’s like that is it?”
“Yep. It’s like that. I feel like we’ve got a few months of sex to make up for.”
He kissed her lightly on the end of her nose. “I think I’ll be able to manage something.”
“OK then, I’ll stay.”
He put his head down next to hers and said, “Dani, would you think it was crazy if I told you I think I’m a little bit in love with you?” 
Dani felt her breath catch in her throat. “No, JT, I wouldn’t think that was crazy,” she said softly. 
“Good.” His arm rested across her chest and his breathing came deep and regularly while she still marveled at the word love. At her incredible fortune. At how good life could be. 
Her eyes closed and she drifted to sleep, and in her dreams she saw JT, exactly as he had been today. She smiled in her sleep and gave her heart to him again and again. 
 
***
 
 
 
When she woke, he was up, standing by the window, dressed in shorts and a black t-shirt that stretched appealingly across his back. She looked at the clock. 7:30 at night. It was almost dark outside and she could see the moon rising faintly over the next building. He noticed she was awake and crossed the room to sit next to her. He offered her some water and she took it silently.
The TV was on, turned to CNN, with the volume muted. Dani saw a picture of herself and another picture of JT side by side. This wasn’t unusual, but the caption was new. At the top of the screen, AMERICA’S SWEETHEARTS was emblazoned in bold letters. The pictures were replaced by a clip of JT blowing a kiss to the audience and leading her offstage past a stricken Kirk Kussler. Just above the ticker, another caption declared LOVE FROM TERROR. And then a flattering picture of her parents looking pleased. Wow, what a difference a few hours makes, she thought.
“Penny for your thoughts.” he said.
“I was just thinking that maybe it’s time for me to accept that anchor position in San Francisco that the station keeps offering me.”
JT’s eyes went wide. “You’ll move to California? When? How soon can you go? We should fly tomorrow and find you a place. Or you can stay with me if you want.” The words spilled out of him in a rush. Dani felt a lightness at his enthusiastic response.
He grabbed her hands. “You can meet my sisters! You’ll love them. They’ve been wanting to meet you.”
“Your sisters! You found them?”
JT whacked a hand to his forehead. “I never told you. They found me. They were waiting for me at Camp Patriot.”
Dani marveled at this. Meeting JT’s sisters. Being a permanent part of JT’s life. Of course she would. She couldn’t wait. “OK, let’s go tomorrow. Once I have a place I’ll fly back here and empty out my apartment. But for now …” She pulled him down on top of her. She felt his lips smile against hers, and then he fit his body in place on top of hers like a puzzle piece. Like he belonged. Like he’d never leave again. 
 
<<<>>>
The End
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