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      June 2007

      Duncan could not wait to get the fuck out of this sand pit. He had grit in his junk, his armpits, the creases of his eyes. It didn’t do any good to try to rub it away because all you did was scratch yourself.

      Fucking desert.

      Jungle fighting would be welcome right now and that said a lot. He hated the jungle.

      Three more months before he reached the end of his tour and could go home. His last tour. He’d already decided to go on drill instructor duty when he was done, so he could train recruits at Parris Island in relative comfort instead of here. He’d served his time. Perhaps he and Melanie could actually build a life together.

      The Humvee rattled over a rock, bouncing him in the seat.

      “Monroe, you gotta hit every damn rock on the road?” Bates groused. “My ass is killin’ me.”

      The driver grinned and glanced behind him at the other two Marines. Bates always complained. “Dude, you’ve been here long enough to know the damn rocks breed like crazy. Scrape ‘em off and they’re right back with a new layer. I’m following the tracks exactly.”

      The men snorted in the back and Duncan looked out the window. The monochrome, hilly landscape stretched for miles, leading to the mountains in the distance. Rocky outcrops dotted the land, interspersed with scrub grass clumps, perfect ambush points they had to pass to get to the northern base, where they were due to relieve the current MP force rotating out. The convoy had been traveling for hours. It was slow going through this rough terrain. Driving in Iraq wasn’t like driving in Colorado. You had to be aware of everything and follow in the path of the truck in front of you. Too many men had died already by IEDs this year, and more died every day.

      Beauchamp had been the most recent. Blown to hell by a young Iraqi on a motorcycle that pulled alongside his window while he was talking to a group of kids. Three of the kids had been blown away as well, but insurgents didn’t care about them. They were supposedly blessed by Allah for dying a glorious death. He wondered if the mothers felt the same way as they gathered up pieces of their children.

      The radio squawked to life with men yelling. His ears were hit with a reverberation of sound and he knew immediately that an IED had been triggered. Duncan gripped his weapon, ready to jump to the ground as he searched for the source of the explosion. Monroe slammed on the brakes, sending the Humvee skidding in the loose gravel.  Duncan glanced in the side mirror. The vehicles behind them had disappeared in a cloud of smoke and fire. Burning debris rained down in chunks on their vehicle. Black smoke swirled upward. Duncan saw the vehicles were still there, but heavily damaged, all shoved akilter. The men’s screams reached his ears before they were drowned out by rifle fire.

      “Out of the vehicle! Bates and Clark, cover fire! We’ve got men down!”

      He threw himself out of the Humvee and shouldered his M16. There was a copse of rocks several hundred yards to the west. The attack seemed to be coming from there so he fired in that direction. Smoke obscured his vision as he took cover behind the truck, but he could still hear men screaming. “Monroe, get on the horn and make sure we have air support coming!”

      Crouching, Duncan ran across the open expanse of ground between his vehicle and the one behind him in the caravan, the M16 barking in his arms. Bates and Clark laid down cover fire as he ran. The first Marine he reached was already gone, a gaping hole in his sternum. Duncan circled the truck, which sat at an odd angle, flipped with the roof to his side. The front passenger’s side wheel was in a hole, but the ass end poked in the air. He tried to follow the sound of screaming while staying under cover. At the back of the truck, he found another young Marine trying to crabwalk around the vehicle. The distinctive chatter of the enemy’s AK47s echoed through the air, and the answering response from the Marines. Ignoring the heat of the smoldering truck, he surged to grab the kid beneath the armpits and drag him around the vehicle. Bullets struck the dirt in front of him and he jumped, rolling with the kid out of the line of danger. Monroe was there, then, laying down cover fire as Duncan dragged the Marine out of reach of the bullets.

      The passenger side door of the Humvee fell open just above them and two men tumbled out to the sand. One hustled to the front of the vehicle, raised his weapon and started to fire. The second fell to the ground and didn’t move. Duncan glanced down at the kid he’d just helped. His tag said Fallon. He gasped for air but Duncan didn’t see any obvious blood or breaks. “Hey Fallon, looks like you skinned by with this one. You’re fine, you just need to breathe. Just breathe. I’m going to check on your buddy.”

      Fallon blinked and nodded his head. He still had his helmet on.

      The Marine who had fallen to the ground did not. Duncan scrambled across the sand, ever conscious of how close the little puffs of dust around him reached. Some were within inches of his feet. The insurgents had planned this ambush perfectly. Before he rolled the kid over, he felt for a pulse. There, but faint. Again, he didn’t see any obvious blood but in situations like these what you couldn’t see was more dangerous. The impact of the percussion to the body and then the body against the vehicle could kill a Marine in minutes. Not an easy death. He called for a Corpsman, but all he saw was swirling smoke.

      Pulling the kid over enough to look at his face, Duncan leaned in. Shit. Parker. Newest of the bunch. He’d only been here two weeks.  Poor kid had a hell of a dent in his head that Duncan hadn’t seen at first.

      A bullet pinged off the undercarriage inches from his face and he knew he needed to move him whether he wanted to or not. Slinging the rifle around to his back, he grabbed the kid by the pits and pulled. Parker didn’t rouse at all. Bad sign.

      The Corpsman dropped down beside him as he lowered Parker to the ground, twenty feet from the overturned Humvee. He motioned to the young Marine’s head. “Head wound!”

      Scrambling back to the truck, Duncan pulled his weapon forward and took position behind Monroe, firing toward the rocks. The gunfire slowed and he wondered if the enemy had begun to retreat.

      Eventually the firing dwindled away. Duncan stayed put. Sometimes the enemy stopped shooting and waited till the Marines relaxed, then set in on them again. This time, though, they seemed to be gone. Or dead. Several bodies littered the outcrop.

      He clapped Monroe on the back, impressed that the young grunt had done exactly what needed done.

      The medic shook his head when Duncan returned to him. “I don’t know if he’s going to make it or not First Sergeant. He’s got serious swelling on the brain. I’ve called in a 9-Line Medevac but I’ve got other wounded to eval.”

      In other words, there was nothing more he could do for him.

      Duncan nodded and waved the man away. Monroe helped Fallon over to sit with Parker.  Fallon still wheezed and held his gut, but he’d probably be fine. Duncan followed Doc to the next vehicle in the convoy, obviously the epicenter of the blast. Bodies lay strewn behind the burning carcass of the Humvee. The transports were armored, but only to a certain extent. Obviously, this one had been deliberately targeted, fired upon repeatedly after it had hit the IED. Did they think he had been in it? The driver’s side was ripped open like the lid off a can, with its guts strewn everywhere. The men in the fire team were all men he knew and had spoken to hours ago. Now, they were all gone. The gruesome sight was enough to turn his normally cast-iron stomach. It had been his responsibility to get the men in these squads to the camp safely.

      His throat tightened as he went man to man, cataloging names when he could see them. Six dead, total, from two different teams. Six families he’d have to call when he got to base. Sorrow threatened to drop him to his knees, but he had to shove it aside.

      The third Humvee affected by the blast had little to no damage and the men were fine, though banged up. One had a bullet hole through his leg but was conscious and calm as the Doc bandaged him up.

      Duncan sent out a squad to secure their position. A few minutes later he heard the distinctive thwop-thwop-thwop of the Medevac.  Shielding his eyes from the sun, he watched the chopper roll in.

      It was a couple hundred yards away when a surface-to-air rocket blasted out of the hills from the west and struck the side of the massive two-rotor machine, sending it floundering in the air. Rifle fire sounded, three shot bursts, but it was lost in the whine of the overtaxed engines as the pilot tried to recover the craft.

      Too close. The thought registered even as his feet began moving. He tried to get the men up before the chopper came down right on top of them.

      Even as he started shoving Marines out of the way, he knew it was too late. The monstrous machine hit the ground behind him and blew. For a heartbeat of time, everything stopped- sound, motion, thought. Then the blast struck him in the back, flinging him into the air. It seemed like he flew forever before landing with a sickening crunch on top of one of his men. Heat seared his body from shoulders to toes.

      His burning world went dark.
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      Duncan jerked awake, then realized all he did was open his eyes. Reality smacked him in the face as he focused on the beige tile floor. Yep. Still at Walter Reed. Landstuhl Hospital’s floor had been pale blue with darker flecks in it. He remembered that much. Somebody had turned the page of the automotive magazine for him, but he was still strung up like a marionette, arms stretched out to his sides, in the medical contraption immobilizing his spine and protecting his burns. The mattress beneath him was hard. After three weeks in the same position, you’d think he’d remember. But, no. Every time he woke up, he wondered why God hadn’t just killed him and gotten it over with. At least then the pain would end.

      One of the nurses squeaked her way into the room. Pink rubber Crocs stopped beside his bed. What was her name? Lacey? Or Lainy? Something like that. He glanced into the edge of the mirror not covered by the magazine. She smiled at him, that professional nurse smile meant to conceal how very desperate his situation actually was.

      “How do you feel today, First Sergeant?”

      He rocked his head as much as he could and closed his eyes. If she was going to ask stupid questions like that he wasn’t going to answer her. She circled the bed and he felt her tug at the sheet over his burnt back. “How is your pain right now?”

      He sighed. She wouldn’t leave until he answered her. “About a seven.”

      She hummed under her breath and moved to the IV stand, adjusting something there. Within seconds he felt a blessed wash of numbing heat roll through his body. Seemed like the only thing that made him happy anymore was morphine. He closed his eyes and tried to sleep his life away.
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      August 2007

      

      “That fucking hurt!”

      The grey haired doctor at the foot of his bed grinned at him. “Good.”

      Duncan reeled against the mattress, in spite of the pain the movement caused his raw back. It had hurt. “Do it again,” he demanded.

      Richards ran the weirdly shaped roller up his foot and for the first time in two months Duncan felt something. “It’s about fucking time. Why did it take so long?”

      The doctor shrugged. “Well, in addition to the spinal shock you had the burns and the cracked vertebra. Your pelvis was broken in two places. It took time for all that to heal. Now the nerves are fixing themselves. I think a couple more months and you should be up and moving.”

      “Months?”

      “Yes, at least. Because I want you to take it easy. We can’t rush this, or it could set you back right where you started. You’ll end up in the chair permanently if we’re not careful of your recovery.”

      Duncan let the information sink in, shocked. He would be fine it would just take a while. He could stare at the walls a little longer.

      His heart raced at the first glimmer of good happening to him in months. A huge chunk of his company ─those valiant men─ were gone and his career fried, literally. Uncertainty yawned before him like an abyss. But finally, that one little tickle had changed his life.
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      That following Saturday, anticipation thrummed through his body as he watched the clock. Sixteen thirty-four. Melanie would be here any minute. He’d debated calling her to tell her the news but decided he wanted to see the happiness on her face when he told her in person. In spite of the doctor’s assurances that she could handle whatever happened, she’d been slowly withdrawing. Maybe this could also be her galvanizing spark.

      As if in answer to his thoughts, the hospital room door swished open and Melanie walked in, looking beautiful as always in the tan coat that matched her hair so perfectly. Her pale cheeks were flushed and her blue eyes glittered. She crossed to kiss him like she normally did but moved away from his side, instead choosing to stand at the end of the bed, hands folded in front of her. She kept her jacket on.

      His gut twinged in warning.

      “Melanie, are you okay? How was your drive from Columbus?”

      “Fine, Duncan. A little busy but not too bad. You’re looking good.”

      “Thank you,” he murmured. He’d shaved the stubble from his face and gotten his hair cut this morning, expecting her.

      Narrowing his eyes, he cocked his head. Obviously she had something on her mind to talk about. Some instinct made him hold his own news close and wait as she fidgeted. Finally, she looked up at him with tears welling in her eyes. “Duncan, I can’t do this anymore. I can’t be here for you anymore.”

      Chills rippled over his skin. “You mean here at the hospital? That’s fine. If it’s too much of a drive you don’t have to do it.”

      She shook her head, biting her bottom lip. “No, I don’t think I can be here for you.” She waved a hand at the medical equipment around the bed. “At all. With all of this.”

      Duncan stared at her, hard, until she shifted uncomfortably. She dropped her eyes to her white-knuckled hands. “I know you’ll get better, eventually, but I need to move forward with my life.” Straightening, she stepped to the side of his bed and held out the engagement ring he’d given her a year ago. Dazed, he took the ring, folding it into his palm.

      She folded her hands against her stomach, drawing Duncan’s gaze.  White-hot anger exploded when he realized what the swell beneath her hand meant. She’d worn the jacket to try to conceal it. “Ahh, it all makes sense now. So, who’s the lucky guy? Or do you even know?”

      Melanie sucked in a breath. “Don’t be like that,” she implored. “What did you expect me to do? Go without companionship for nine months while you were gone who knows where?”

      He looked at her incredulously. “Yes, exactly, just like I did. And are you serious? I was in Iraq fighting in a God damn war!”

      She broke into harsh sobs, but he didn’t─ couldn’t─ soften. She looked to be a few months along, so, just before he got injured. Hell, even if he hadn’t gotten injured he’d have come home to find her knocked up by some other guy. Betrayal turned his stomach.

      Something had nagged at him about the relationship anyway. She’d been remote since he’d gotten back, not very communicative. She’d moved to her parent’s house in Ohio. Hell, she’d only been up to Maryland to see him a few times since he got back in the States, and only called a few times besides that.

      Melanie was needy and spoiled. He’d known that a long time ago. Honestly, in his heart of hearts, if he was honest with himself, he’d kind of been expecting this.

      He looked down at his motionless legs. It was probably a hell of a downer for the party girl to think she was going to have to take care of him the rest of her life.

      The fact that feeling had begun to return to his legs didn’t matter. It wouldn’t change the outcome tonight, so he kept the information to himself.

      His ex-fiancée continued to weep beside the bed. Her audacity spiked his fury.

      “Ok, Melanie, you can stop with the water works.”

      She looked up at him from tear-drenched eyes that did nothing for him. She’d chosen her path.

      “I’m sorry, Duncan. I wish things had turned out differently.”

      He wasn’t interested in her platitudes. “Yeah, well, drive safe back to Ohio. Ship my stuff to my parents in Colorado.”

      Her eyes widened at the dismissal, and she opened her mouth as if to argue. Instead, she snapped her jaw shut, turned on her heel and disappeared from his life.

      The amount of relief he felt that she was gone surprised him. They’d been a little rocky to begin with, before he ever left for Iraq, but he didn’t think she’d betray him with such a flourish. He was a little regretful that he didn’t have anybody to share his news with other than his parents, who were on the other end of the country.

      Lacey walked in just then, as if she’d heard his thoughts. She gave him a cautious smile. “I saw your honey leave. She didn’t look happy.”

      He snorted. “She’s not my honey anymore. Guess she got tired of waiting for me. She’s pregnant.”

      The nurse winced. “Ouch. Nice. Let me guess, she was lonely and needed companionship?”

      Duncan looked at her, surprised. “How did you know?”

      Lacey shook her dark head. “Sad to say, but it happens a good bit in here. You guys are long term, and a lot of people just can’t deal with the way their lives have to change.” She shrugged. “I’ve been doing this several years, and the ones that hang around the first few months post-injury will likely be around for a long time.”

      He mulled that over as she fiddled with his IV. Some of the guys had family at the hospital day and night. Others didn’t have anybody. One Marine down the hall hadn’t had any family visit. Ever.

      His parents had just left for home in Colorado. They’d been here for most of his recovery, until he’d told them to get back to their lives. They’d been reluctant at first, unwilling to leave him alone, but he’d persuaded them, promising that he’d relocate back there. It was the first time his father had left the family print shop for any length of time. Sam, his brother, was running it while they were gone.

      He had to be honest with himself. The Marines had no use for a grunt in a wheelchair. Even a career man like himself. The thought of trying to find a job while restrained this way absolutely nauseated him, but no other option was available. His father had reassured him that there would always be a job available at the shop, but that would be the same as taking welfare.

      It made him that much more determined to get out of the chair.

      Lacey paused beside his bed, an earnest look on her young face. Her pretty eyes were soft with understanding. “You need to know that when they walk out like that, it’s not the patient’s fault. It’s a failing in them, not you guys. I’ve been a nurse here for six years, and it always happens the same way. But the Marine always conquers and adapts.”

      Duncan snorted at the way she dropped her voice and puffed out her chest for that last part.

      “Well,” he admitted. “I’ll let you in on a secret. I’m not that upset. I think I kind of knew it was coming.”

      Lacey grinned and nodded her head. “I thought not. Besides,” she said as she turned to leave, “you’ve got much bigger things to think about.”

      She wiggled his blanket-covered toes before walking out the door.
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      A week after he started getting sensation in his feet, they moved him out of the single unit room into a double occupancy. The threat of infection from the burns had passed, for the most part, and they needed the room for more wounded rolling in. His new roommate was Gunnery Sergeant John Palmer, incomplete spinal cord injury, or SCI, paralyzed from the hips down and angry at the world. It took Duncan a week just to get a ‘fuck you’ out of him. He eventually realized this was the guy that had no family, and it made Duncan all the more determined to connect with him, in spite of his surly attitude. Duncan watched two young nurses just out of school leave in tears because they tried to talk to the paralyzed Marine and had been ripped to shreds. The only nurse not outwardly affected by his nastiness was Lacey. She grinned when he cussed her out and shook her dark head. “If you weren’t so cute, Gunnery Sergeant, I’d smack that sour look off your face.”

      “Fuck you,” he snapped.

      She grinned that much more and sailed out of the room.

      Duncan felt slightly offended on the sweet nurse’s behalf.

      “Dude, they feed you. You better cut them some slack.”

      “Fuck you,” he snarled, with no regard to rank.

      Duncan didn’t try to correct him because he understood where the man came from. A week ago he’d thought he would be in the chair permanently, and it hadn’t been a good feeling. The tiny, living, feeling area that had stretched up to his ankles had reignited all his desperate hopes for a normal life.
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      A week after Duncan moved in with Palmer, Chad Lowell rolled into the room, pushed by an orderly. His left arm was bandaged and there was a stump below the knee of his left leg, but Duncan grinned in spite of himself and gave a yell. He leaned forward as much as he could and almost fell out of bed clasping arms with his ex-Sergeant, genuinely glad to see his buddy. They’d been on two tours together in the desert and they worked together well, though Duncan was several years older. Chad had been injured months ago while they’d been on patrol, walking next to the Marine that had stepped on the mine, Mike Dodd. Dodd hadn’t survived but Chad had, in spite of the traumatic injuries to his entire left side.

      He grinned and Duncan was relieved to see the easy-going character still in there. Though his eyes were haunted, his spirit still seemed strong. Duncan shook his head at the younger man. “I never expected you’d still be here. I asked a couple weeks ago but nobody would answer me. How the hell are you?”

      Chad shrugged and motioned to the orderly standing behind him. “Fine. Getting the royal escort.” He looked up at the orderly. “Mind if we hang for a while? I’ll holler when I’m ready to go.”

      The orderly gave a laid back wave and left.

      Chad looked him over. “You look like crap, Dunc. When I heard you were part of that messy ‘copter crash, I knew it was going to be bad. What’d they tell you?”

      Reaching above himself, Duncan used the bar hanging over his head to shift his weight on his hips. He was starting to feel when he’d been in one position too long. “I’m okay. Busted pelvis and a few burns. Spinal cord shock was the biggie. But my feeling is starting to come back.” He grinned in spite of himself, and Chad grinned with him. “What about you?”

      “Ah, well,” Chad paused to clear his throat, “you knew my leg was gone. Luckily I still have the knee joint. I’m going to be fitted with a prosthetic next month.” The young Marine looked where his leg used to be. “Damn strange nothing being there.”

      Duncan couldn’t imagine. As he looked at the Marine in front of him, changed for the rest of his life, it was hard not to get pissed at the country and all the suits who pretended to run it.

      “The arm had third degree burns. I’ve had several grafts that have taken well, but I may need more. The ones on my neck didn’t need to be grafted.” Chad touched the skin of his neck and grimaced as if he didn’t like the feel of it.

      Duncan nodded in support. The grafting process was as painful as the actual injury sometimes. They’d taken skin from his thigh to graft to his back. The pieces seemed to be attaching fine but he still took meds to combat rejection and infection.

      Chad looked across the room at Gunnery Sergeant Palmer, who was flipping channels on the TV. “Hey, Gunny.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Chad winked at Duncan. “Yeah, nice to see you too, buddy.”

      “I’m not your buddy, Lowell.”

      Chad made a comical face at Duncan. “The Gunny and I were in the same airplane for a while, weren’t we? Then we shared a rehab room for a while.”

      Duncan looked at Palmer. He’d refused to talk to anybody unless it was to berate them. This was the first time he’d heard the man talk to anyone without having a ‘fuck you’ attached. And though he was flipping channels on the TV, Duncan thought he seemed to be paying more attention than he normally did.

      “But don’t worry,” Chad continued. “His bark is worse than his bite.”

      Palmer snorted but didn’t remove his eyes from the screen. “Come within reach of this bed you little shit and I’ll show you how bad I can bite.”

      Chad laughed and wiggled his chair with his right hand. “Sorry, Gunny, I can only make left turns right now. Maybe another day I’ll let you take a chunk out of my hide.”

      “Plan on it,” he murmured.

      Duncan was in shock. The downright belligerent Gunnery Sergeant had berated and insulted all who stepped through the hospital room door, including Duncan himself, but he apparently had a soft spot for Lowell. The sharp kid was easy going and a bit of a cut-up. He’d been the perfect balance of tough and fun to work with the new pukes when they came in. Apparently the same approach worked well with Palmer.

      They sat and talked for the better part of an hour before the orderly returned for Lowell. “Grub’s coming, sir.”

      Chad nodded and made his goodbyes. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      Duncan wasn’t going to hold him to the promise, but when he rolled into the room the next day he was very glad to see him.

      They settled into a pattern of hanging out together unless one of them had rehab. Sometimes they scheduled their rehab at the same time, so they still hung out and encouraged each other.

      Palmer unthawed enough to talk to him, but he seemed reluctant to mention his wounds. Duncan couldn’t blame him, even though it was the great purple elephant in the room. He’d overheard enough conversation between the doctors to know that the other man’s injuries were not recoverable. Yes, he might feel things occasionally, but he’d never walk again.  Guilt that his own feeling was returning but Palmer’s wasn’t nagged at him, and he debated whether or not to request to be moved to another room, just so the other Marine didn’t have to watch.

      But he put it off the more connected they became. Palmer even gave him congratulations on the feeling moving up his legs. Duncan wished he could share his good fortune with the other man. They hadn’t been in the same unit, but he’d come to be partial to his grumpy ass.
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      Gunfire erupted right next to Chad’s head and it took everything he had not to clap his hands over his ringing ears. Instead, he tightened his fists on the stock of the M16 and tried to sight down the barrel. They were running low on ammunition. Every bullet had to count. “Short and controlled, men. Don’t waste your ammo!” Half a dozen ‘yes, Sergeants’ bounced back to him.

      He squeezed off two rounds and the return fire coming from across the street stopped. His ears had gone beyond ringing to numb and his head ached from the percussion of the gunfire in the confined space, but he grinned. They were pushing the bastards back.

      He glanced at his watch. Only an hour since they’d rolled into this damn little village. They’d engaged the enemy less than ten minutes ago. Ten minutes in Iraq’s Diyala Province was longer than ten minutes anywhere else on the Earth though, and he knew he probably had injuries in his squad.

      “Sims, you got air support coming?”

      The Marine didn’t respond. Chad craned his neck to see through the dust and rubble of the bombed out building they were in. Sims was in the corner of the room, mic clutched in his hand. The radio box was sitting on the floor beside him and he was twisting dials but not talking. “Shit!”

      Scrambling across the floor on his belly, he snatched the com out of the Marine’s grip and keyed it. Static filled the air. Calling out his location, he prayed that somebody would hear him, but it stayed quiet. Sims turned the box to the side, showing him the bullet holes in the back.

      Fuck.

      Heavy gunfire erupted across the street again, pelting the front of the building they were taking cover in. Apparently the bad guys could get back-up but the Marines couldn’t. What the hell! First Sergeant Wilde was somewhere to the East. Surely by now he’d heard the explosions and knew that his Marines needed him.

      The men he commanded were returning fire, but unless they got reinforcements or air-support, the entire sitch would swing the other way.

      As if in answer to his prayer, M16 gunfire sounded from the east. “Oorah! ‘Bout time First Squad!”

      He repositioned himself behind the weapon with new enthusiasm, firing at everything that moved. Seemingly too easy to believe, the two squads overwhelmed the few insurgents left in the village. They were quickly dispatched or ran away, and the silence rang through the heat of the day.

      Chad scrambled to get care for his wounded and met up with his commanding officer. Wilde slapped him on the back for maintaining their position. It was high praise from the First Sergeant.

      The men were all giddy as they started back to Base, and he couldn’t really blame them. The numbers had not been in their favor. But they’d all managed to walk out of the situation alive.

      As the group fell into loose formation, he went from man to man checking to make sure they were tight. He had a lot of new blood in his squad. Sometimes, the newbies had to go through a meltdown before they could get on with the job. It was tough, shooting people for the first time. Usually, especially in close quarters, there was a lot of puking their guts out and moaning over going to hell. Not this time, though. They all kept their shit together.

      Private Barnes seemed more quiet than usual. “You all right, Private?”

      The young grunt nodded. “Yes, Sergeant. Just thinkin’. There was a lot going on all at once.”

      “Well, that’s kind of the way they work around here.”

      Barnes grinned and nodded, looking a little more comfortable in his skin. “Yes, Sergeant.” He moved on.

      Chad pulled to the side a bit and waited as the men trooped past. Dodd paused in front of him and locked up at the position of attention. “Sergeant, my rifle malfunctioned a couple times during the fight. It wasn’t reloading correctly. I had to clear it manually before I could fire again.”

      Chad took the rifle from the Marine and ejected the clip, clearing the weapon. The squad marched on. With one eye on his men and the environment, he examined the M16. Structurally, it looked fine.

      “Was it mis-firing when you had it to your shoulder?”

      Dodd shook his helmeted head. “No, Sergeant. Only when I was holding it away from me.”

      Understanding dawned on the young Marine’s face as he worked out the problem in his head. “I know what it was, Sir. I didn’t have enough stability behind it to jack another round.”

      Slamming the clip home, he handed it back to Dodd. “You got it. Always keep your shoulder tight to the butt. The rifle needs that stability to send the bolt back with the next round.”

      Grinning, Dodd chambered a round and turned to follow the group, who was disappearing over a knoll. They picked up their pace to a jog, Dodd looping around a rock.

      “Dodd, follow…”

      …the footprints.

      Chad’s world went supernova. Blazing heat seared his body, blinding him, and he went spinning through the air. He landed on his pack and floundered, trying to find up. His brain blanked out. Adrenalin pumped through his body and he managed to pull his weapon around, even though he couldn’t see a damn thing. His eyes refused to focus.

      He heard voices to the right of him, and it sounded like a group of men. He brought his weapon to his shoulder but couldn’t find a target.

      First Sergeant Wilde’s voice broke through the melee. “It’s just us, buddy. I’ve got your weapon, Chad. Let go, buddy.”

      He didn’t want to let go. That weapon was his life and death. He slept with it, kept it in the latrine beside him. First Sergeant was asking for it, though, and of all the men in the unit, he trusted him the most. The weight of the M16 left his arm.

      The world was slowly coming back into focus, and there were a ring of faces hovering over him. Warmth was spreading across his lower legs. It felt like there was wool in his ears. The feeling was similar to the aftereffects of a hard shoot when he didn’t use his hearing protection.

      “I need a tourniquet above that knee!”

      Nothing on earth could make a grunt focus like those words. “What…tourniquet? Wait…” He rolled his head forward enough to try to focus on his legs, but all he saw was a blur of gore. Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck no. That much red couldn’t be good. Panic clutched at his insides. He reached out to his friend.

      Rough hands released Velcro and buckles, pulling his pack away, and he dropped flat to the ground. His helmet thumped against a rock, but it didn’t really bother him. The heat that was licking up his legs and rolling up his left side was bothering him more. He shifted on the ground, trying to get away from the burning, but it followed him, making him grit his teeth. “First Sergeant, what’s going on?”

      Duncan’s rough face leaned over his own, making solid eye-contact. “Chad, you got issues, buddy. Dodd stepped on a mine. Your left leg’s a mess, but we’re taking care of you. Medevac’s on its way, but it’ll be a few minutes.”

      Chad fought to untangle the words and keep focus on the face above.  “Fuck. My legs?”

      First Sergeant nodded. “Looks like just one though. The side that was closest to Dodd. Your other one looks good.”

      “Are my nuts still there?”

      First Sergeant grinned at him. “Well, I’m not going in to check, but from the outside it looks like you lucked out. You’ve still got your nuts.”

      Chad allowed himself to relax back against the ground. There were two sharp pinches in his arms, and the roaring heat on his left side kind of started to ease. The sunlight straight up above was hard to look at, so he rocked his head to the side.

      Dodd’s young face was surprisingly clean considering the mess the rest of him was in. His eyes stared unseeingly. Chad knew that wasn’t good. “You guys take care of him.”

      There was a warm, soft wave blocking the blaze of pain from his side as it was tugged him into sleep. With a sigh, he let his worries fall away.

      The next time he opened his eyes, he was in the hold of a Medevac. His stomach somersaulted as they surged into the air.

      Chad jerked awake, clutching the rail of the hospital bed. His left hand banged into the other side, sending agony roaring throughout his body. Nausea twisted his stomach. The dream had seemed so real. Even his left foot was aching. The same images pestered him every night. Dodd, wide-eyed from his first engagement with the enemy asking about his rifle. Then Dodd in pieces. The doc told Chad he’d died instantly, but that didn’t ease his guilt. It was his responsibility to train them up to be good Marines.

      Sometimes, in his dreams, he’d be the one to step on the landmine rather than Dodd. And he was okay with that, because when he woke up he didn’t feel nearly the same amount of guilt. He’d been a Marine for years. He knew what the risks were. Dodd had been so eager, just starting out his career. He hadn’t deserved to die.

      Over the months of being in the hospital, his images had changed sometimes. Since he’d reconnected with First Sergeant Wilde, he’d had flashes of helicopters landing on him. Talking to his roommate Swenson, his mind created scenarios of being mowed down by an AK47. The way he died changed every night, but he always flashed to his injury just before he woke up. The counselor he talked to said that was pretty normal, and that eventually the dreams would fade. Yeah, okay. It’d been six months already and they were just as vivid as if he were there yesterday.

      Squinting, he tried to see the clock on the wall. Zero two seventeen in the morning. Swenson snored away, undisturbed. At least this one hadn’t been loud enough to wake him up. Chad looked down at his legs and was shocked all over again when he remembered the left one was gone. Every morning he was surprised it wasn’t there, because it still ached. And itched. God, the itching was the worst. The docs said that would probably go away too.

      Chad pushed himself upright on the bed and dropped to the floor on his right foot, balancing. The wheelchair was right beside the bed, but he tried not to use it any more than he had to. Pushing away from the mattress, cradling his left arm to his stomach, he hopped to the bathroom, catching the rails just inside. Avoiding looking at himself in the mirror, he did his business and hopped back to the bed, grabbing his robe at the end. Once he was covered, he dropped into the wheelchair. Using the heel of his right foot, he pulled himself out of the room.

      Though it was ass-crack early, he wasn’t the only one up wandering the halls. More than one insomniac avoided his eyes as he rolled down the hallway to the elevator.

      One of the nurses looked up from her paperwork and smiled at him, used to his nightly wanders. He dragged close enough to steal a peppermint from the bowl behind the counter, then a second, winked at her and moved on. When the elevator arrived he pressed the button for fifth floor where the SCI ward was. Dragging himself down the long hallway with his foot, he peered into room 523. Duncan appeared to be sleeping, his gray head turned away from the hallway, but Palmer’s bed was empty, as he’d expected. He turned down another hallway and pushed out through a glass access door. At the far end of the balcony, Palmer had parked his chair in his normal spot to look out over the hospital grounds. There wasn’t much to see other than yellow mercury-vapor parking lot lights, but they didn’t mind. It was one of the few places they could get away from the sights and sounds and smells of the hospital.

      He parked himself next to Gunny. “Hey.”

      “Hey.”

      They didn’t say anything for a long time. Chad’s breath fogged the air. He pulled the blanket from the back of his chair to cover his lap. “You wanna share?”

      Palmer snorted. “Fuck no. I’ll freeze first.”

      The Gunnery Sergeant was only wearing a black T-shirt in the forty degree weather, so Chad thought it was definitely a possibility. Though it didn’t seem to affect the big, muscled Marine. Many a night this fall they’d sat out here just breathing, waiting for the next sunrise. Most of the time they didn’t say a word. The conversation wasn’t what they met for.

      “They’re kicking me out next week.” Palmer sighed. “Knew it was coming, but didn’t think it was going to be so soon.”

      Chad felt like he’d had the rug pulled out from beneath him. The Gunny could be a royal pain in the ass, but he still counted him as a friend. “North Carolina?”

      Palmer nodded. “I guess they have an awesome VA down there that would ‘better suit my needs’.”

      Chad winced. Basically he was being shuffled away. “Hell, Gunny. I thought they’d give you more time.”

      Palmer shrugged his big shoulders. “Other soldiers need the space, I guess.”

      They sat in silence until the morning sun crested. Chad didn’t sleep at all once they finally went back to their rooms. Though the Gunny played a good game, Chad knew he had to be upset. In the entire time he’d been in the hospital, he’d only seen him have a few visitors. The first was an aide who came to deliver his medical discharge paperwork. The second was his commanding officer. And the other few were grunts he’d trained and served with. All of the visits were painfully short.

      Chad felt bad. His family irritated the crap out of him, but they were still blood. They still came for visits and brought cookies and news from home. Still kept him in the loop, even though he was a thousand miles away. They were already making plans for him to return to the ranch in Texas.

      He honestly didn’t know what he was going to do when he got out of the hospital. Ranching just did not appeal to him.

      Palmer had no family. No parents or siblings or even cousins. Chad had made the mistake of asking him and had his ass handed to him. The only thing waiting for him at Lejeune was an empty rack.

      After PT, Chad rolled himself down to Duncan’s room. Palmer was sitting at the window and a nurse was holding Duncan’s chair as he transferred into it. Once she left, they all agreed to go out to the balcony. Palmer rolled out first, anger in every movement he made as he shoved his chair down the hallway. Duncan went next, pushing the wheels of his chair more calmly.

      Chad got there last, of course. His left hand wasn’t recovering as quickly as they’d hoped, so the thing was wrapped like crazy. They were talking about shipping him to Brooke Army Medical Center in San Antonio, where they specialized in burn treatment. It didn’t help that he banged it in the night, sometimes undoing the work from whatever surgery he had last.

      So, his one leg didn’t drag as fast as their healthy arms pushed on the wheels of the chairs. He couldn’t wait to be fitted with the prosthetic. Then he could get out of the chair and use a cane or crutches at least. How sad was it that he was hoping for a cane.

      It was cold outside, but nobody felt it. Palmer stared off in the distance, refusing to make eye contact with either one of them.

      “So, what’s your itinerary?” Chad asked him finally.

      Palmer glanced at him. “I fly out Friday. A volunteer will meet me at the airport and take me to my old barracks. Collect my stuff. I’ll be in a step-down program before I’m released completely into the world. Then I guess I’ll get an apartment and stare at the walls.”

      Chad cringed in sympathy. The scenario was something they all could be facing. “Are you going to go to school?”

      Palmer shrugged. “I’ve been an MP for years. Have no frickin’ idea what I’d go to school for.” He snorted. “Fuck, I barely made it out of high school. And I’d be older than everybody there.”

      They were each lost in their own thoughts for a while, because it was a reality they all could envision. Having no purpose in life other than to collect a disability check from the government. It gave him chills to even consider it. “We may not have an option.”

      Gunny shot him a furious look.

      “You know,” Duncan said, “we all have experience. We trained Marines for years. Military Police, no less. We have leadership abilities, decision-making skills, armory experience, and a boatload of other things the government considered us valuable for. No, we can’t drive anymore or run around shooting people, but somebody has to need what we can offer. We just have to find them.”

      Palmer looked unconvinced. His dark brows were furrowed over his black eyes and Chad knew that nothing was sinking in right now.

      He was ashamed to feel relief that he wasn’t the one leaving the hospital first. It had become a haven for all of them, where they’d been through similar things and experienced similar losses. Worry tightened his gut. Palmer had no family to rely on, very few friends and slim prospects for recovery.

      But he knew guns like nobody’s business.

      The thought of never seeing his friend again sent a chill through him. At least here, Palmer could bitch at the two of them. It was a relationship, whether he wanted to admit it or not. So many Marines had not been able to integrate back into civilian life. And the suicide rate was even higher for wounded service-men. John Palmer so fit the profile.

      “We need to make sure we stay in touch,” he told them.

      Snorting, Palmer shook his head. “Yeah, okay.”

      “I’m serious. We’re Marines, we stick together.”

      “I’ll move on and somebody else will take my place. It’s how it works here. You’ll forget about me by lunchtime the day after I’m gone.”

      Chad shook his head at the man’s stubbornness. “No, I won’t. You’re a brother. I won’t forget that. Just like I won’t forget any of the other men I served with.”

      Palmer stared at him hard for a couple of seconds, then turned to look out over the parking lot without saying anything. If Chad didn’t know any better, he’d think the Gunny had just gotten a little emotional. He glanced at Duncan, who gave the tiniest shake of his head.

      It was hard to convince somebody who had never been cared about that you actually cared.
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      John refused to acknowledge the pain that rolled through him from Chad’s words. Didn’t it figure? He’d looked for acceptance all his life. The Corps gave him that for a while, and, sadly, being in the hospital even more so. He’d served with these men on the front lines, and even though it was an adopted brotherhood, it was more than he’d ever had before.

      He felt pretty salty right now though. He’d served his country faithfully, through all conditions and three deployments, and they were turning him out like a relative who had stayed too long.

      Panic made his heart race and his hand slipped to his hip automatically, looking for iron confidence. But it wasn’t there. Hadn’t been there for almost half a year now.

      Hell, maybe it is time to move on.

      There wasn’t a lot of stuff at Lejeune. Which was good because he had no idea how he was going to get it anywhere. He’d say goodbye to some people and reminisce a bit, then be gone. If those meetings were anything like the few he’d had here in the hospital, they would be quick and final. The able-bodied grunts didn’t like to see the wounded because it reminded them of their own mortality. Any one of them could step on a landmine or drive over an IED.

      He looked at the watch on his wrist. Twelfth of the month. Three more days and he’d be out of here.

      In a way he was relieved to be moving on, before he became any more attached than he already was. Chad talked a good game, but he’d forget him eventually too. The kid had family that appreciated his service and were already making plans to welcome him home, with a parade and everything. The Lowell family had made a concerted effort to always have somebody at the hospital every week. In spite of the trek from Texas, his parents came out every month like clockwork. They’d have a heck of a surprise when they came out this month. Their boy would have his leg back.

      Genuinely, he was glad for Chad, but he couldn’t help but be envious at his recovery. The damage from the Humvee panel landing on his own back in the IED explosion was permanent, and no hoping in the world was going to change that. Yes, there were drugs and trials they could try, he was told, but there was no guarantee. Yes, every once in a while his leg twitched. Oorah.

      His dick remained a useless lump. It pissed like it was supposed to now and that was it. No arousal even when he tried to imagine fucking a woman. Or, God, getting a blow job. He’d deliberately tried to get hard several times with no result. He wouldn’t be trying again.

      All his life, he’d prided himself on being a good lover. It was a great cosmic joke that the thing he would miss most would be denied him.

      Rolling forward in his chair, he looked over the balcony. Five floors up probably wouldn’t do the job. Rather than killing him it would only injure him. Yet again.

      Fuck.

      Their rumbling stomachs eventually chased them indoors to find food. Chad left for his room and promised to be back in a while so they could watch Jeopardy together.

      John hated the thought of dragging himself back up into that hospital bed. He was so sick of it. If the nurses wouldn’t constantly nag at him he’d just sleep in the chair. He angled it near the window, facing the door.

      Duncan turned Comedy Central on while they ate, but they didn’t laugh. They were both dealing with crap and the chatter in the background sometimes helped drown out what cluttered their minds.

      “If the three of us went into business together, what would we do?” Duncan asked, flicking the mute button on the remote.

      John stared at him in surprise. “Are you asking seriously?”

      Duncan nodded his head, running his hand through his too-long hair. It had gone grayer in the time he’d been here, John noticed. “I am.”

      John squinted at him and shook his head. “Hell, I don’t know. Wheelchair test pilots. Medical disability collectors.”

      Duncan glared at him. “If you have to go out and try to get a job in three days, which you do have to do, I might add, what are you going to look for?”

      The question aggravated John because he had not the foggiest inkling. “I don’t know. I guess I would look at working for the city as a police or fire dispatcher or something.”

      Duncan seemed surprised to get a straight answer. “Huh. You know, that’s actually not a bad idea. With your MP experience that actually fits really well.”

      For some reason, Duncan’s praise eased some of his worry. Though he hadn’t known him long, he trusted the man’s opinion implicitly. If Duncan thought he could do it, he probably could.

      Chad rolled in just then carrying a colorful tin box on his lap. “What’s not a bad idea?”

      “Palmer being a police dispatcher.”

      The kid’s eyes widened. “Hey, I can totally see you doing that. Although you may have to unlearn the word ‘fuck’.”

      John flipped him the bird.

      Laughing, Chad rolled over to him. “Sign language, huh? That may be okay. At least the public wouldn’t hear you. Here, have a cookie, sour-puss.”

      John peered into the tin. Obviously, Mrs. Lowell had been busy. He selected two chocolate chip cookies, appreciating that Chad had shared. He bit into one and chewed slowly, for the first time in a long time appreciating the flavor of something. “These are damn tasty, Lowell. Tell Mom she did good.”

      Chad grinned, his mouth full. He held the tin out to Duncan, but was waved away. Duncan looked too contemplative to chew anyway as he surveyed Chad sitting in the chair. “Chad, what do you see yourself doing three months down the road? When you’ve got your leg and are mobile.”

      Swallowing, the younger man sat back in his chair. “Well, I guess it depends upon how mobile I am with the prosthetic. I know I’m not going to stay in the Marines. Obviously. Desk job just doesn’t appeal to me. As much as I hate to say it, I may go back to the ranch and see what I can do there. Mom and Dad would love to have me back in the house.” He shrugged. “Not sure, really. As good a place to start as any though.”

      Duncan nodded at his answer. Then Chad turned the tables. “What about you, Dunc?”

      The First Sergeant crossed his arms over his chest, wincing. John knew it had to hurt to stretch the recovering skin on his back that way, but he knew Duncan did it anyway just so he could hold his favorite position. Countless talks were given to new recruits when they landed in Wilde’s company, he’d heard. Procedure, tactics, hygiene- you name it, they talked about it. And learned. Chad had told him he’d never had a Company First Sergeant more knowledgeable about all things tactical, procedural, statistical. He’d compared Duncan Wilde’s brain to a computer more than once.

      John hadn’t served under him, but Chad said he had always stood in the same position. He called it his thinking pose. Personally, John thought it was a way for Duncan to appear more intimidating than he already did.  The dude was big without flexing his biceps and chest. Duncan was five or six years older, but in their prime they probably would have been pretty equally matched in a bar fight. Well, before they’d gone to war and been kicked in the ass.

      “Honestly, I’m in the same boat. Not sure exactly what I want to do. Or can do.”

      “Where are you going with this, Wilde?”

      Duncan looked at him and shrugged. “Nowhere, really. Just thinking out loud. I’ve talked to a couple of my guys that have been discharged, and it’s hard. They haven’t been able to find a job. At least nothing more than manual labor, for those that are able. One is going back to school, but it will take time before he becomes productive again. Seems like there should be a way we can help each other out. We have too much knowledge in our brains to sit at home and vegetate.”

      John could tell the ex-Sergeant was still worried about his men. That was admirable, but ultimately useless. They would all have to find their own way in the world.

      Or make a clean escape.

      His hand drifted to his empty hip.

      When he looked up, Chad was staring at him hard, all humor gone from his expression. “Whatcha thinkin’, Gunny?”

      “I miss my piece,” he admitted, sitting back in the chair. It was the truth too.

      Chad’s eyes narrowed. In spite of the fun-loving, good-ole-boy attitude, Chad was damn smart. It didn’t take a genius to know that some fights were better given up.

      He grinned at Chad. The guy had become one of his best buds. He couldn’t worry him right before he left. “Chill, Lowell. I’m cool.”

      Chad looked away but he still had a frown on his face.

      John couldn’t help but wonder if he’d be missed at all. Yeah, they were friendly now, but once he left the hospital, these freaks would forget about him. They had their own lives to look forward to. Chad would be heading back to Texas and his ranch, where he had, what seemed like, thousands of family members eagerly awaiting his return. As for Duncan, yeah, he’d lost his girl, but he didn’t seem too shaken about it. The feeling was coming back to his legs now, he was getting more PT and at the rate it was moving he’d be mobile within a couple of weeks. That took more of his concentration than anything.

      Bitterness was a hard pill to swallow as he looked down at his own legs. They looked the same, damn it. Just starting to lose some of their muscle. Too many times to count he’d woken, rubbed the sleep from his eyes, sat up, braced his arms…and slammed into a wall. His legs were supposed to drop to the side of the bed and support his ass just like they had for the past thirty-four years. But it didn’t work that way anymore.

      He knew for a fact God had an evil sense of humor when his legs twitched. Duncan’s legs did the same thing and he was getting feeling back.

      John kind of half wished his own legs had been blown off, or chopped off by that damn door that crushed him. Then he wouldn’t have this nagging, ridiculous hope that something miraculous would happen.

      The sun had sunk below the horizon and the shadows were creeping in. Two more days and he’d be gone.
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      Duncan wondered how John would survive in the outside world. He was surly about thirty percent of the time and downright rude the rest, so the general population probably would not welcome him with open arms. He was a true career Marine, from the attitude to the mouth, and it would be an adjustment for him to readapt.

      If he even tried.

      He’d seen John drop his hand to his thigh many times over the past couple of weeks, looking for his sidearm. And he’d felt his disgusted looks from the other side of the room as the doctors came in every day to measure the pace of the feeling creeping up his own legs. Duncan couldn’t help but be happy at his progress, though he knew it hurt John.

      In a way, he would be glad when John left, simply because he could enjoy his own accomplishments without being overrun with guilt.  But as soon as the thought went through his head he felt guiltier.

      Duncan knew only too well that he couldn’t save everybody. If he had the ability to save even a few from the trials that he knew they were going to face, he had to try.
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      Chad kicked their butts at Jeopardy that night, but he knew it was only because the other two were distracted. He had hoped that the nightly ritual of yelling out the most answers possible would help to lighten the atmosphere, but all it did was call attention to it. He depended on these evenings because when he went to his room, it was all he could do to keep from curling up into a ball and pulling the covers over his head. The PTSD flashbacks had gotten worse this week for some reason, and he didn’t know why. The counseling group he went to didn’t help much, though the counselor had spent some extra time with him recently, as if she knew he felt off.

      The fact that his buddy was leaving probably didn’t help matters, but he’d only been told that yesterday. That didn’t account for the rest of the week. Maybe it was his unease with how Palmer had been acting.

      On the plane ride from Germany, Chad had freaked. His sedation had worn off in the middle of the flight. When he’d roused to the thunderous noise of the huge aircraft, blurry eyed, he’d thought he was right back on the ground, fighting. Then he’d looked down and seen his leg gone, and his shit had disintegrated. He’d flailed and fought with the Corpsmen, but it had been one voice that had brought him back. Gunny Palmer. He’d screamed at Chad to get his fucking shit together and act like a God damn Marine. He could laugh at it now, but then it had been mind-blowing. Gunny had yelled at him long enough for the nurses to pump more crap into him to knock him out. When he’d woken, Gunny had been in the bay right beside his.  They’d gone to different parts of the hospital, but Chad still saw Gunny occasionally being wheeled in the halls or in PT. It wasn’t until they’d been there several weeks that he realized the Gunny was paralyzed.

      The shock stunned him for a couple days, because he couldn’t imagine the hard Marine living his life in a chair. It was just so wrong. Chad had promised himself that he would go look the man up as soon as he was cleared by the docs. As soon as his arm was safe from infection.

      And when he’d found him rooming with his First Sergeant, though he’d been relieved to see Dunc in one piece, he’d been dismayed at the change in the Gunny. His entire demeanor had dimmed. Just looking at him, Chad could tell he was thinking about ending it. Probably as soon as he got out of the hospital.

      When Palmer had disappeared out to the balcony that first day, he’d pushed himself closer to Duncan. “Is he okay?”

      Duncan smiled, but it hadn’t reached his eyes. “I think so. He’s been talking to a counselor every day.”

      Chad didn’t know if the counselor was doing any good, though. Or maybe Palmer just wouldn’t allow them to help.

      Every day Palmer seemed just a hair more unstable. A bit more brittle. Last night he’d seemed almost manic, his dark black eyes blazing with emotion and his jaw clenched. Chad felt helpless against what he feared was coming. But how could he blame the guy? Honestly, suicide had occurred to him as well when some of the pain hit at its worst. But he hadn’t entertained the idea for long. It was against everything he believed in, and he hadn’t survived a damn land mine to blow his own head away. Or choke himself on pills.

      Tonight Palmer was quiet, hollow eyed. They only had a couple more days together and Chad felt like he’d already lost one of the best friends he’d ever found in the clusterfuck of his military career. In spite of the totally opposite ways they’d been brought up, he and Palmer had a lot in common. He found himself lingering that night, waiting for an opening when he could talk to him about his fears. The counselors all said it was good to get them out in the open, but as the tension increased in the room, he wasn’t so sure. He was on the verge of giving up on the night and rolling out to his own room when the Gunny broke the silence. “You’ve been stewing on something all day, Lowell. What’s up?”

      Chad didn’t know what to say when he looked at him. He’d been given the perfect opportunity to talk, but his mouth didn’t want to work.

      “He wants you to promise you aren’t going to go blow your brains all over Camp Lejeune.”

      Blinking, Chad turned enough to glare at Dunc, unable to believe he’d just laid it out like that. “Fuck, First Sergeant, don’t sugar coat it or anything.”

      Palmer snorted and looked between the two of them. “Is that what you two ninnies have been whispering about?”

      Chad shrugged uncomfortably. “Can you deny you’ve been thinking about it?”

      “No.” There was no guile in his face, only flat acceptance. “Have I wondered about it? Yes. Have I wondered how to do it? Yes. Would I do it?” He stopped and looked between the two of them. “No. Probably not.”

      Chad blinked and looked down at the floor, more relief than he ever expected rolling through him. Emotion tightened his throat and he had to fight to keep damnable tears out of his eyes. He pinched the bridge of his nose and looked up at the gunny. “Are you fucking with us like you do everybody else?”

      Palmer blinked and sighed. “No, Chad. I’ve worked too damn hard for too many years for this country to wipe it all away with an eight gram piece of lead.”

      Tension eased out of him. Sincerity coated every word out of the Gunny’s mouth.

      “Ok. If you ever need anything though, to talk or bitch at somebody about something, you need to call us.” Chad pointed at his chest, then Duncan’s. “We’re here.” He rolled close enough to hold out his hand. After a long second, Palmer gripped his hand tight, shaking deliberately.

      Some indefinable tension snapped inside him. He actually felt the release like a belt had been physically loosened. Palmer held his gaze and, for the first time, allowed Chad to see his relief and appreciation for his friendship. Nodding, giving a final shake of his hand, Chad backed away.

      “I’ll, uh, see you guys tomorrow.”

      Without looking at Duncan, he dragged himself out of the room, down the hallway, to the elevator doors. His eyes burned with tears. He blinked them away, determined to get to his room before he lost his shit. If Gunny Palmer had taught him anything, it was to keep his act together. Seconds dragged as he rolled down his own hallway to his room and shut the door. Luckily, he was alone as he finally let the tears roll down his face.
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      “You better not be lying to that kid,” Duncan growled. “Or me.”

      The scene he’d just witnessed between the two men had made his own eyes ache, but he was too much of a hard-ass to let himself show that emotion. Chad’s heart was on his sleeve right now, though he was seriously trying to hide it. Duncan hoped he at least made it to his room before he broke down.

      “I’m not,” John said. “Chad Lowell is a good guy. One of the few actual friends I have. I wouldn’t betray him like that.” John glanced at him from the corner of his eyes. “Or you.”

      Duncan smiled at the admission. “Well, I appreciate that. And what he said goes for both of us. If you ever need absolutely anything, call me. Let me know. I may not know you as well as Chad does, but I consider you a brother.”

      John nodded and turned to look out the window. He coughed and motioned with his hand without turning. “I consider you the same. If you need anything, I’ll get my lame, sorry ass up here somehow.”

      Grinning, Duncan un-muted the volume on the TV. That was a hell of an admission from the Gunnery Sergeant and there was an awful lot of estrogen floatin’ in the room, so they needed the distraction. Duncan relaxed back against the bed, sighing as he stared at the beige wall. Just when Palmer got interesting he had to leave. It figured.
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      The next couple of days were some of the best he’d ever had at the hospital and the worst.

      The camaraderie between the three of them seemed more open somehow. They laughed more and talked more. Found more common ground. They all cheered when Chad stood for the first time on his prosthetic, then groaned in defeat when he tangled his feet and landed on his face.  Chad took the ribbing like a Marine and got right back up between the bars, and by the time they left PT, he was taking a few steps on his own.

      When the doctor came in the next morning to test his touch response, Duncan made them all gasp by flexing his ankles, both at the same time. Exhilaration made him laugh out loud, more happy to be alive than he’d been in a long time.  He’d been practicing in the dark of night, but hadn’t been sure he’d be able to do it with people watching.

      Then the morning came when John had to leave.  The three men were all quiet, knowing that their lives were changing yet again. John seemed especially remote as he shoved his few belongings into his duffle and avoided their eyes. When almost a dozen floor nurses and doctors walked into the room bearing a single-candled cupcake, he seemed genuinely shocked. When he read the “We’ll miss you, fuck you” note on the side, he burst out laughing.

      Duncan couldn’t remember him ever laughing like that, not in the several months he’d known him, and he regretted that it was only at the end of his stay that John had finally started to open up to other people.

      John looked at those who had cared for him, his expression a mixture of gratitude and contrition.

      “I know I never said it, but I appreciated everything you all did for me. I’m sorry I was such a pain in the ass.”

      They all joked with him and wished him well as they shook his hand and trooped back out of the room. Lacey was the last. She’d been with them the longest. She wrapped her arms around his neck and whispered something in his ear, making him laugh. He hugged her back, burying his face in her neck for a long moment. When they pulled apart, they both had tears glittering in their eyes. She pressed a kiss to his cheek and walked out of the room.

      John sat back in his chair, looking like he’d just been shot. Duncan felt bad for him because John was just beginning to realize how much he actually meant to other people, and now he had to leave.

      When the orderly came to wheel him out, Duncan rolled himself forward to stop beside John’s chair. Reaching over, he gave the man a hug, slapping him on the back as he pulled away. Chad wedged in on his other side and they reversed the process, holding just a minute longer while both men got control of their emotions. Duncan fought back his own tears as they locked arms, all three of them.

      “This isn’t the end,” he told them. “It may be a while, but we’ll get together again, and next time we’ll kick ass.”

      “Oorah!!”

      The orderly picked up the duffle as John rolled down the hallway and out of sight.

      Duncan looked at Chad beside him. Slapping him on the back, he clenched his hand around the other man’s neck. Determination settled in his gut. They would see John Palmer again.
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      Duncan did PT as hard as he was allowed. When he wasn’t in the actual PT room, he went through the motions in his hospital room. Feeling slowly moved up his legs. When it reached his knees, they decided he could try to stand between the parallel bars.

      The first time was a flop. Literally. His muscles, even with the physical therapy, had wasted and they gave under his weight the first time he tried. They focused more on strengthening his quadriceps and the second time he stood, they held him. The therapist clapped and urged him to take a step. He did, then another, and another. It was strange because though he knew he moved his legs, he could only feel pressure. In order for his feet to move forward, he had to rock his hips from side to side.

      But every day he grew stronger, and it seemed as if the more he worked his legs, the more the feeling crept higher up his thighs. Then the day came almost six months after the injury that the feeling was complete. The doctor plucked hairs all the way up his legs, making Duncan curse in happiness.

      “It took longer than normal with these types of injuries, but you had a lot of trauma to recover from. Medically, I don’t know if I need to keep you any longer. Your pelvis is strong and your last scan was clear.”

      Duncan sat back, shocked, but damn happy too. He’d been in here so long. Yes, the staff was fantastic, but this wasn’t a life. It was time to get out and make his way in the world.

      When he told Chad what the doctor had said that afternoon, his combat buddy visibly tried to be happy for him. Duncan knew it would be hard. Chad would be the first one in and the last one to leave the hospital. He’d gotten an infection in his last skin graft and was on yet another round of antibiotics. They were planning to send him to Texas for more specialized care now that his amputation was healed.

      They hung like they normally did, shouting answers at the TV and trying to pretend that everything was normal. Chad left sooner than usual, though, and Duncan couldn’t help but feel guilty. Nothing could be said to make it easier on him. Chad would get out of the hospital eventually, but Duncan knew from experience that it was difficult to see friends leave before you did. After John left it had taken them both a couple weeks to get used to the lack of his glowing personality.

      Chad was strong. Solid. Duncan hoped he got out soon, too, though.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A week later they were saying goodbye again, this time to each other. Chad’s transfer to Texas had come through the same day as Duncan’s medical retirement papers. It seemed like life was moving them on, whether they wanted to or not. Duncan’s packed bag sat at his feet. The ticket to Colorado bought. They stood in the downstairs lobby, reluctant to depart.

      With a sigh, Duncan reached out and tugged Chad into a hug, pounding him on the back.

      “Take care of yourself. I’ll call you next week, after you’re settled.”

      Chad nodded, jaw clenched, as they stepped away.

      “Hey,” Duncan cupped a hand on the back of his neck. “Don’t worry. This isn’t the end. Go to Texas and let them fix up your hand. Then we’ll get together again.”

      Chad sighed and grinned. “I will, Dunc. Good luck moving in with your parents.”

      Snorting, he shook his head. “I’m not moving in. Forty year-olds don’t move back home. I’m stopping for a visit while I find my own place.”

      Laughing, Chad waved a hand as he turned away, braced on his crutch. “Whatever you want to call it, buddy.”

      Duncan couldn’t help but laugh too as he watched Chad walk back to the elevators, with hardly a hitch in his stride. As much as he hated to admit it, the kid was right. Calling it a visit was just splitting hairs.

      He loved his parents dearly but as soon as he walked off the plane, the hovering started. His mother burst into tears when she saw him on his feet for the first time, and, he had to admit, he got choked up as well. Dad hugged him till he could hardly breathe, then pushed him to arm’s length to look him up and down. “You look good, Duncan.”

      But as he headed toward the baggage claim, he could tell they were dismayed at the way he walked. Duncan gritted his teeth as he made his way through the terminal, conscious of other people staring as well, but there was nothing he could do about his gait. He’d only been on his feet a few weeks and he was still getting the hang of maneuvering the cane. Concentrating, he made sure he planted his feet securely every single time.

      Dad snatched his duffle off the conveyor belt before he had a chance to and started for the parking area. “Let me go get the car.”

      “Nope, I’m good.”

      Actually, his hips were aching like hell and his back quivered. Just walking through the terminals today had been more exercise than he’d gotten in the past several weeks. A pain pill would definitely be in his future. But he wasn’t going to let his parents know how worn out he actually felt.

      Duncan settled into the guestroom of the house in Arvada. Though welcoming and comfortable, after a few days boredom drove him out of the house. He walked a lot, thankful for the smooth sidewalks in the subdivision. Melanie had shipped his personal possessions so he took a day to go through those. It made him a little regretful that things couldn’t have worked out better with her, but everything happened for a reason.

      The inactivity and lack of direction got so bad one day he consented to go to work with his father. As soon as he stepped into the family print shop, he remembered how much he disliked it. The smell turned his stomach, but he forced himself to hang out and pitch in. Helping his dad when he was a kid had been torture and not much had changed. The metal clang of the machines kept him on edge. He couldn’t imagine working here for any length of time. His younger brother Sam was there and it was nice to reconnect with him. Sam had taken to the family business with a passion Duncan never had and he was glad for it.

      Robert, the oldest, was an accountant in Denver. He’d promised to come home for dinner on Sunday and visit.

      They’d never been a close knit family, but they were certainly close enough to call upon each other when they needed help. His parents had always understood that Duncan didn’t fit in with them exactly. But they’d encouraged him in everything he wanted to do.

      So when he started looking for apartments in Denver, though dismayed, they helped. He found one he liked and they helped him move in with little fuss. They seemed happy he was within driving distance. He promised to call if he needed anything.

      Once he was on his own he began to concentrate on what he wanted to do. For a couple weeks he scanned the want ads, but nothing appealed to him. Though he’d lived a regimented lifestyle for years, he didn’t want to work for anybody anymore.

      He wanted to be in charge and he wanted to help other vets.

      He began to plan.
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      Seven months later…

      The woman was freakin’ hot! As she danced in front of John, all his worries about the service faded away. He was on leave for another forty hours and it had been forever since he’d had a good fuck. There was no way he was letting this opportunity pass.

      When he asked her if she wanted to get out of there, she giggled and leaned down to pick up her lip-stick from the table, giving him a perfect peek down her generous cleavage. Not that it was difficult anyway with the tiny shirt she wore. In the bars surrounding bases, there were certain types of women that came in for the uniform only. And he was good with that. He certainly didn’t want any lasting entanglements.

      Somehow the scene morphed into one of his old, empty apartments. Seemed like he was deployed all the time, so he never had time to actually furnish it. The girl didn’t seem to mind, though. She led him to the one piece of furniture he did have, a king-sized bed, and pushed him down on the edge. Nudging him to lay back, she attacked his zipper, ripping it down and pulling him out. She had crazy long nails, but she was gentle as she handled his erection. Immediately, warm wet heat engulfed his cock.

      “Oh, fuck yeah,” he moaned.

      The woman was an expert. She teased him just the way he liked, jacking him long and slow, bobbing on the tip of his cock. She teased the slit on the underside with her tongue, then sank down his length as far as she could go.

      John tried to reach down to touch her, but she guided his hand to her heavy breast, pressing into his touch. He was okay with that. Her breasts were magnificent.  Hell, what was her name? He couldn’t even remember. Amber? No. Kimber, that was it. Maybe.

      She fondled his balls with her second hand, cranking his arousal. Everything around him faded away as she pleasured him, wringing feelings from him he hadn’t felt in too long. He tried to shift to take over, but she held him down gently. “I want you to finish like this,” she whispered.

      Hell, who was he to disagree? Relaxing into the mattress he let her work his body. The combination of the wet heat of her tongue and the motion of her strong hand had him on edge within less than a minute. With another glance at her heavy hanging breasts, he was a goner. Pleasure overwhelmed him and he shouted out, almost blacking out from his orgasm as he arched on the bed. She swallowed him down─ but continued to jack him with her hand, using his own cum as fresh lubricant. His mind blanked as he let the euphoria glide through him.

      When John opened his eyes a few seconds later, he was surprised to feel wetness on his hand.  He glanced around, not recognizing the dim room at first. He’d been in his old apartment, he thought. Reality slowly sank in and he winced. There was no woman.

      Flinging the sheet from his body he looked down at his receding erection and wet hand and belly.

      “Holy hell,” he muttered.

      He’d just come all over himself. From a fucking dream.

      Emotion tightened his throat as he looked again just to be sure. Yep, it was everywhere. He laughed out loud, then sank back on the bed as tears flooded his eyes and rolled down his temples. The aftereffect from the great orgasm made his muscles languid. He’d masturbated in his sleep. Unbelievable. He’d been out of the hospital for months and not been able to even get

      an erection, let alone jack off.

      He laughed out loud and looked back down. Nope, it was still there. He held his right hand up in the weak morning light and watched it glisten. Regretfully, he reached to the bedside table for a handful of tissues to clean himself up, then hesitated. His cell phone was right there; maybe he should take a picture just to remind himself later. No─That’s too fucking weird.

      He hoisted himself into the chair and went into the bathroom to clean up, smiling the entire time. Though it completely creeped him out, he wanted to call Duncan or Chad to tell them what had happened. Chad was always going on about marking milestones and this was definitely a milestone. First orgasm post-injury.

      He rolled into the bedroom to dress and noticed his cell-phone was blinking. He hit the green redial button when he saw who had called. Excitement built in his gut as he waited for the call to be answered.

      “‘lo?”

      “Dude,” he laughed, “you must have known I was going to call you.”

      Chad was quiet for a minute, and John knew it probably shocked him to hear him laughing.

      “Is this Gunnery Sergeant Palmer?”

      “Fuck you, Lowell.”

      Chad snorted on the other end of the line. “Yep, definitely Gunny Palmer. What the hell’s up with you? I don’t think I’ve ever heard you this excited. Did you get that security job you put in for last week?”

      “No, well, don’t know yet. This is something different. Better.”

      “Huh. I’m at a loss, brother. What’s up?”

      John blinked, suddenly attacked by embarrassment. Would Chad even care? Fuck it. He had to tell somebody before he busted his gut trying to keep it in.

      “I just came all over my hand.”

      Silence stretched on the other end. “Uh, ok. Why’d you do that?”

      “That’s not the point,” he growled. “It was the first time since my injury.”

      It took a minute for the words to sink in. “Oh, no way! Palmer, that’s fucking fantastic. Congratulations on your messy hand!”

      John laughed, just because he couldn’t not. More than a fucking year since he’d had any kind of release. ‘Bout damn time.

      “Was she hot?”

      “Ha! Well, she had nice tits, I remember that.” He tried to remember the dream he had. “Totally don’t remember her face though.”

      Chad snorted. “Of course not. Well, I’m happy for you. Maybe now that your body has remembered what to do it’ll be easier next time.”

      If John believed in a higher power, he’d pray for it to be so. “We’ll see. So, what’s up?”

      They talked about inconsequential things for a solid half hour before they hung up. John was in a euphoric mood, and he knew he probably sounded downright giddy compared to his normal tone. His body felt more satisfied and relaxed than it had for a long time. He knew it was completely psychological, but he didn’t feel like a freaking eunuch.

      Dressing himself in shorts and a t-shirt, he headed to the gym to take advantage of his burst of testosterone. He was actually excited to get on the machines. For the past six months he’d gotten disenchanted with even trying to look decent up top.

      A woman on one of the stationary bikes looked up when he rolled in and gave him a smile. John was taken a little off guard because for more than a year, he’d been a hurdle for people to work around. Ignored. Most even avoided eye contact. Had his demeanor actually changed that much with just that one orgasm? Hell, he didn’t know. But when she drifted over to watch him do flies with the free weights, he talked to her. And relished feeling like a somebody again.

      Leaving the gym an hour later, he marveled at how much his life had changed in the past few hours. And it changed yet again when he rounded the corner to his ground floor apartment. Duncan Wilde leaned against the door jamb to his place, a slender black cane at his side.

      John jerked to a stop, shocked to see his old roommate on his feet. For months he’d laid in the bed beside his own, recovering. John had never actually seen him vertical. Hearing it on the phone and seeing it were two completely different things.

      Duncan smiled, obviously relishing the surprise.

      John couldn’t help but laugh. Today, for some reason, fate had given him bounties beyond what he’d ever had before. As he coasted to his door, he looked Duncan up and down. “Didn’t realize you were such a tall fucker.”

      Duncan slapped him on the back and went so far as to lean down and give him a manly hug. He picked up a carry-out bag from the floor. “I brought Chinese and beer. Open the door.”

      John unlocked the door and glided inside, cringing at the sight of his unkempt apartment. He certainly hadn’t expected company. Shoving clothes off the couch and clearing trash from the coffee table, he wheeled one-handed from mess to mess, cleaning as much as he could. Duncan stepped in behind him and placed the bags on the coffee-table, then sank to the couch with a sigh. “You weren’t exactly easy to find.”

      John glanced at him as he parked opposite the couch. “Yeah. I wasn’t wild about the apartment they tried to get me into. They wouldn’t approve this one, so I left the program. If I’d realized you’d be looking for me I’d have given you my address.”

      Duncan made a face. “No biggie. I got it from Chad. He said his mom likes to send you cookies.”

      Embarrassment heated the tips of his ears. “It’s the only actual cooking I ever get.”

      “Well, how about some more take-out?”

      He unpacked the bags, lining up cartons in the middle of the table. John retrieved clean utensils from the kitchen and they dug in. It was only late morning, but for some reason the food tasted phenomenal. Or maybe it was the company. John was man enough to admit he’d missed his buddies. Phone calls were fine, but there was so much that wasn’t easy to talk about on the phone.

      Duncan cracked a beer and handed him one. “Come on, Palmer. You have to drink one.”

      “Why? I don’t normally toxify myself until after lunch. It’s a little early yet.”

      Duncan winked at him. “We have to celebrate opening our agency.”

      John squinted at him. “What agency?”

      “The investigative agency we’re going to create.”

      For several long seconds, the words just did not compute. When they did, a thrill launched through him. “Are you being serious?”

      Instead of answering him, Duncan reached into his pocket and pulled out a sheaf of papers, handing them to him. It was a lease agreement to an office building in Colorado. The owner’s names were listed as Duncan Wilde, John Palmer and Chad Lowell. He looked at Duncan in confusion. “Why is my name on here?”

      “Because you’re one of the partners.”

      John knew he sounded stupid, but he had to ask again. “Why?”

      “Because, you have experience. Valuable experience that the government gave you and I’m going to take advantage of. Can you still wire a camera?”

      He frowned. “Of course.”

      “Think you can brush up on your surveillance techniques?”

      “Yes.” He shook his head, numb. “But I didn’t buy any part of it.”

      “Well, what would you be comfortable paying for a percentage of it? The caveat being that I maintain controlling interest. I’m not working for anybody anymore.”

      John was floored that he would even be offered the opportunity to take part in this. If Duncan wanted to run the company himself that would be fine, all the better for him. Emotion clogged his throat as he looked down at the pages again, and his name typed in bold on the top line beside those of the two best buddies he could ever remember having.

      The thought of going into business with them and doing legitimate, needed work thrilled him more than the orgasm he’d had that morning. “Are you serious? Have you talked to Chad about this?”

      “No, not yet. I wanted to make sure you were on board first.” Duncan grinned. “I knew you’d be the more difficult one.”

      John snorted, glancing at the pages once again. He thought of what was in his accounts and retirement and knew it wouldn’t be enough. When he rattled off a number, Duncan shook his head. “No, you’re only buying a quarter interest. I’m going to maintain control of the business, but I want you guys there as partners.”

      They settled on half of what John had offered and he signed the business contract, promising to be in Colorado as soon as he could release his apartment and make travel arrangements.
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      Chad looked up at the sound of a truck rumbling behind him. The inattention made his weak left hand slip and thirty feet of barb-wire sprang back into a coil.

      “Shit!”

      He flexed his left hand inside the glove, cursing his lack of grip. Yes, it was his weak hand, but it was even weaker than when he was a kid. Frustrated the hell out of him.

      The familiar red truck pulled to a stop a few feet away and a woman got out. Chad lowered his head until his hat covered his eyes and swiped the sweat from his face. He should have known he wasn’t far enough away.

      With a sigh, he stepped carefully around the fencing materials, dropping the pliers into the leather saddle-bag on the ground.

      “Hey, Tara. What brings you out this way?”

      As if he didn’t know.

      “Hi, Chad. Well, it’s been forever since I talked to you so I thought I would just slip out and say hi. Your momma said you were fencing. Can I help?”

      He frowned and looked her up and down. Her blond hair was curled, make-up on, nice boots and low-cut shirt displaying her boobs. Not exactly fencing attire. More like seduction attire.

      “Nah, that’s alright. I’m about done anyway.”

      She swayed forward and reached up to kiss him on the cheek. Chad let her but pulled back when she tried to rest her hand on his chest. The smell of her God-awful perfume reached his nose. Even in the middle of a thousand acres of cow shit, it was enough to set him back.

      He turned back to the fence line. If she wanted to hang around and watch him work that was fine, but this hole needed to be patched. He walked to the previous post, placing his left foot deliberately, and reached for the coil of fence. Barb-wire was cantankerous on the best of days with two good hands, let alone his. Finding the end, he pulled, slowly unhooking each barb from the coil behind it. It was slow, tedious work and more than once his hand slipped.

      Tara stood to the side watching him. One quick glance at her face was enough for him to see the pity in her eyes. And the longer she stood there staring, the more frustrated and angry he got.

      “Tara, why don’t you head to the house and say hi to my mom. I’m sure she’d love to see you.” Sorry, Mama. His mother would probably rather walk barefoot on hot asphalt than entertain Tara Johnson, but he didn’t know how else to get rid of her. “I’ll be home in a bit.”

      Letting the coil of wire spring back, in spite of all the time he just spent unwinding it, he turned to guide her back to the truck.

      “Well, I don’t--”

      “Tell her we have a new calf from that black cow of hers. She was wondering about it.”

      Tara’s expression brightened when she realized she could be the bearer of good news. “Okay, Chad. I’ll tell her. And you’ll be home in a little bit?”

      He nodded, though he’d already begun fabricating an excuse in his head.

      As she started the big truck her daddy had bought her a couple years ago and turned around, Chad wondered how he could foist her off on some other charity case. Before he’d gone to Iraq, they’d dated fairly regularly and gotten along well. When he’d come back, wounded and bandaged, she’d seen a kicked puppy needing care. It drove him nuts. She used to be an awesome girl, but now all she did was mother him and look at him with her sad eyes.

      For the thousandth time he wondered if he shouldn’t just go somewhere else for a while. Get away from all the well-wishes and concerned looks. He could get physical therapy at any VA. He didn’t have to stay in Texas. His arm was healing and his prosthetic fit like a glove, giving him more freedom than he’d ever expected to have. If he put his blade prosthetic on, he could run for miles on a flat surface. Choppy ground was still difficult, but he would adapt.

      As much as he appreciated Honeywell, Texas, and its residents, they still treated him like the kid he used to be. They’d given him a hero’s welcome when he’d come home, with a parade and his name on the soldier’s wall at the courthouse. But it was as if his combat experience was glossed over. To them he was still a kid who needed taking care of.

      His parents were the same way. As much as he loved them, they smothered him. It had been months before they’d allowed him to do any work alone on the ranch. Once he’d gotten used to riding again, it had been easier to get away to find something that needed done.

      No matter how many times he returned from chores unscathed, they still watched him as if he were going to break at any given moment.

      His cell phone chirped in his pocket. Pulling it out, he smiled when he recognized the number. “First Sergeant, how the hell are you?”

      Duncan chuckled at the greeting. “I’m fine, Chad. How are you doing? You get hitched yet?”

      “God, no! Don’t wish that on me. There are women crawling out of the woodwork down here to try to entice the poor, wounded Marine.”

      He turned and stepped over the fence roll. The horse was tied under a tree and looked content. Chad dropped down in the shade a few feet away and snatched a water bottle from the saddle bags, then allowed himself to lay back against the saddle. He twisted the cap from the bottle and quickly drank half the contents, washing away the pervasive Texas grit.

      “They’d love a chance to get me to the altar.”

      “You’re just too purty for your own good, Lowell.”

      Chad choked out a laugh, looking at the gnarled skin of his forearm that wasn’t hidden by the leather glove. “Yeah, right.”

      “Maybe it’s all that sugar you eat making you irresistible. Women love sweets.”

      “Whatever.” Chad dug a piece of Double Bubble from his pocket, ripped it open and popped it in his mouth. “You’re full of shit.”

      “Well, maybe they won’t bug you so much in Colorado.”

      “Colorado. What the hell’s in Colorado?”

      “Me. And the business I’m going to open up. With your help.”

      Shock slowed Chad’s chewing down. He was actually going to do it?

      “And what business is that, First Sergeant?” he asked carefully.

      Duncan snorted. “I’m not a sergeant anymore, Chad. I’m just a regular guy opening up an investigative slash protection service in Denver. And who’s looking for a couple of partners.”

      There was silence on the line for almost a solid minute.

      “Chad? Did you hear me?”

      “Are you serious?” Chad’s heart thudded against his chest wall as he waited for confirmation.

      “I am. I already have a list of clients willing to hire us for several jobs.”

      He was floored. Yeah, they’d kind of talked about it at Walter-Reed, but he didn’t think Duncan had been serious. Chad should have known better than that. If Duncan Wilde said he planned to do something, then the man was damn well going to do it.

      Possibilities raced through his mind. Selfishly, his first thought was that he could get away from all the wounded hero crap that followed him everywhere here. If he left home he’d be able to reestablish himself without all the childhood baggage.

      And, more importantly, he’d be able to feel worthwhile, doing needed work rather than the busy-work his parents had him doing.

      “How much is it to be a partner?” Chad asked, not daring to hope yet that he could afford it.

      Duncan named a figure that had to be incredibly low, but Chad jumped on it.

      “When and where?”

      Duncan sighed on the other end of the line. “I was worried I’d waited too long to get you to take a chance. As soon as you can get here we’ll start. I went down and offered John part of the firm too.”

      Chad smiled.  “Oorah! This will be exactly what he needs. Did he say yes? If not I’ll go down and kick his sorry ass until he does.”

      “Oh, he agreed. Took a little more convincing than you did.”

      “Ha! Well, I’m pretty desperate right now,” he admitted. “I was just thinking about getting away somewhere.”

      “Well, now you have a place to go. You can crash at my apartment until we find you a place of your own. Call me when you have flight arrangements and I’ll pick you up.”

      “I will.”

      Chad hung up the phone and let out a war whoop, pumping the air. He could get out of Texas and away from the smothering. His mom and dad would be disappointed, but he had to make his own way in life.

      Rolling to his feet without even a catch in his step, he attacked the fence with new enthusiasm. The sooner he got it done, the sooner he could move on down the road.
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      One week later…

      

      Duncan looked up at the office building. Big, metal, kind of generic and non-descript, which suited their needs perfectly. They’d rented the fourth floor of the seven floor building, and they had room to grow. On the east side of Denver, the entire city was spread before them.

      “I thought the Gunny would be here by now, “ Chad groused. “I want to see inside.”

      He grinned at the younger man, enjoying his impatience. “He will. He’s coming straight from the airport.”

      As if in answer to their words, a yellow cab mini-van pulled up to the curb. The side door opened and a ramp lowered down. Within seconds John, glowering true to form, rolled to the sidewalk. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” he called to the driver. The stress of traveling domestic for the first time was written all over his lean face, and Duncan knew it had to have been hard dealing with the cabs and the airports and planes. Not to mention the public. But, in true Marine form, Palmer had gotten it done.

      John wheeled his chair forward to meet them. Chad whooped and grabbed his hand, then leaned down to bump shoulders with him. “It’s damn good to see you, Gunny!”

      “You too, Lowell.” He grinned. “Looks like that Texas sunshine has been agreeing with you.”

      Chad ran his hand over his chin and grinned. Duncan realized Chad actually did look healthier. Even the few scars on his neck were fading. The arm still had a good ways to go but Chad seemed to be using it okay. As for the prosthetic leg, well, Duncan hadn’t even been able to tell he had one on until he’d lifted his jeans leg to show him. The man moved as if he still had two natural legs, definitely easier than he himself did.

      John looked healthier too. His face was lean and he hadn’t shaved for a while, but his eyes were direct and strong. He’d switched to a more compact racing chair with slightly slanted wheels that responded to his hands as if it were actually part of his body. There was a frown on his face, but his eyes glinted with humor.

      “So are we going to check this place out, or what? I need to start looking for a place to live.”

      Duncan held the door for him to enter the lobby. He waved at the security guard as they walked to the elevator. “Twenty-four hour monitoring. There’s a physical guard on duty at all times. The top two floors have some kind of medical research firm.”

      They stepped inside and he pressed the button for four.

      “So, you said you had jobs lined up for us?” Chad asked, leaning back against the wall and folding his arms.

      “I do,” he said. “I have a contact in the Worker’s Comp Bureau that needs a couple of cases investigated and another contact that needs records searched at the courthouse.”

      Chad grimaced. “Record searches? Really?”

      Duncan grinned. “Yep. Hey, we’re just starting out. In two days I have a lady coming in to talk about finding a son she gave away for adoption twenty-three years ago. We’ll get meatier contracts eventually, but we have to start with small stuff first.”

      The doors dinged and they exited the elevator to stand in an empty reception area. A broad door was open to the right of reception. They walked through into an expansive office with a small kitchenette in one corner. “This will be my office.”

      “So, where’s the furniture?” John asked.

      Duncan grinned at him. “Well, we have to go get it. Probably tonight and tomorrow.”

      “We’ve got customers coming in two days and the furniture hasn’t been delivered yet?” John rolled out to reception and down the hallway where the other offices were located, sticking his head in each one. Chad and Duncan followed along. “Is there any equipment at all?”

      “Well,” Duncan admitted, “I haven’t actually bought any furniture yet. Or equipment.”

      Chad’s dark brows shot to his hairline and his jaw fell open. John, on the other hand, looked furious. “You haven’t bought a god damn piece of anything yet? What the hell have you been doing out here?”

      Duncan smiled at him, not disturbed by his anger at all. “Well, I’ve been closing escrow on the building, filing the proper business paperwork for the state of Colorado, getting your forms to be certified as investigators by the state, opening a bank account, making contacts and placing ads. Oh.” He reached into his breast pocket for a slip of paper, handing it to John. “And looking for handicapped accessible apartments.”

      The heavy frown slipped away from John’s face. “Fuck handicapped.”

      Chad laughed out loud and slapped him on the back. “Oh, Gunny. You’ve never served under First Sergeant Wilde, so you have no idea what you’re in for.”

      Duncan pointed at a box against the hallway wall. “I did have some letterhead printed up.”

      Chad crossed to it and flipped up the lid. He pulled out an invoice. “LNF? What does that stand for?”

      “Lost and Found Investigative Services.”

      They all shared a long look. They didn’t need an explanation on the title. They’d all been lost and found. With each other.

      “Sounds good to me,” Chad said.

      “Yeah, I guess it’s all right.”

      But the look on John’s face said otherwise.

      “What, John?”

      The other man shrugged. “It’s just cheesy. I mean, LNF, really? You name anything else around here, Duncan, as your partner, I want a damn say…”

      Duncan held up a hand to interrupt him. “We’re working with the public, John. We can’t use the word ‘fuck’ in anything. Why the hell do you think I kept controlling interest?” He grinned at the two laughing men, genuinely excited at the prospects before them.

      It wouldn’t be easy building a business with men like them, but he couldn’t imagine tackling it with anybody else. The way he saw it, fate had thrown the three of them together for a reason. It would just take time, a willingness to learn and dogged Marine determination.

      Many would say that success would be next to impossible, but then they’d already returned from impossible. “Let’s go shopping boys. We’ve got a lot to do.”
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      Shannon looked down at her rear tire incredulously. “Are you serious? Why today, damn it?”

      Snow flurried around her as she stood there, hands on hips, and tried to decide what to do. She’d have to change it, of course. And call Duncan to let him know she’d be late. Grumbling, she stomped up the walk and into the house to change her clothes.

      Twenty minutes later, she was positively livid. Not only was the brand new snow tire flat for no apparent reason, but so was the freaking spare. How the hell did that happen? She could hear her father’s amused voice in her mind now, as he whispered ‘oh, calamity Grace’. Little black rain clouds followed her sometimes and no matter how many pairs of boots she wore or umbrellas she carried, she always managed to get drenched.

      Lisa pulled into her driveway two houses down just then and waved. Shannon heaved a relieved sigh and crossed the snowy ground to her. “Hey, neighbor.”

      The pretty strawberry-blond flashed a tired smile. “Hey, yourself. Something wrong? You’re usually gone by now.”

      Shannon waved a hand at the lopsided Explorer. “Somehow, I managed to get not one, but two flat tires sitting in my driveway.”

      Lisa scrunched up her face and laughed. “Really? Oh, Shannon, even for you that’s impressive.” She looked down at her blue scrubs. “Give me a minute to change and I’ll drive you to the garage. Come on in.”

      Shannon followed Lisa up the walk and waited on her entry rug while she changed. “Wow, nice TV,” she called. The flat screen took up a huge expanse of wall-space. Looking around, she could see evidence that a man might be staying with her neighbor.

      Lisa peeked her face around the corner, grinning.

      “You like that? Boyfriend’s last apology for being a schmutz.”

      Shannon laughed and shook her head. Lisa’s up and down relationship with her boyfriend was more tumultuous than a Colorado snow storm. “So why do you stay with him?”

      Her friend’s face closed down. “There are some things you can’t change in life; who you’re related to, taxes, the nasty boss you’d like to shove off a roof. And you can’t choose who you’re attracted to.”

      Oh, boy. Didn’t she know it?

      Lisa drove her to the garage, then back home and hour later. Shannon couldn’t quit wondering aloud about the tire. “If nothing was in it, how did it get flat then?”

      Lisa glanced at her and shrugged, but Shannon could tell her patience had worn thin.

      “Sorry. I know I keep harping on this, but it’s driving me nuts.”

      “Well, do what the mechanic said and drive the truck in and he’ll check the other tire too.”

      Shannon nodded and looked out the window. She needed to think about something else.

      “I’m sorry I’ve dragged you away from your sleep. Did you have a bad shift at the hospital?”

      Lisa grimaced as she turned into their subdivision. “Bad enough,” she admitted. “A three year old swallowed two quarters and a nickel, an old guy came in with chest pain, and there was a car crash out east that was flown in. Not pretty. They all managed to survive though.”

      “I don’t know how you do it, Lisa.”

      The other woman shrugged. “You get used to it.” She grinned. “I don’t know how you sit at a computer all day.”

      “You get used to it,” she retorted, laughing.

      Lisa stayed with her long enough for Shannon to change the tire, then headed home. Shannon changed her clothes, again, and drove to the garage. The nice little mechanic had the truck ready to go in minutes.

      “Nothing in that tire either, ma’am.”

      Shannon stared at him for several long seconds, and asked him to repeat that. He did, but it didn’t make any more sense the second time. She paid the man and walked out to her truck in a daze. What would cause both tires to go flat that way?

      Or who?

      Unease tightened her scalp, and she glanced up and down the busy street. Then she shook her head at her craziness. It was a fluke. Had to be.

      

      John Palmer gritted his teeth and clenched the wheels of his chair in his fists as he listened for Shannon in the outer office. She’d come in beautiful but frazzled two hours late and said her tires had been flat. That actually hadn’t worried him as much as the unease he had seen in her eyes. She’d tried to laugh the incident off, but he’d been watching her for a long time. Everybody else accepted her explanation, but in his gut he knew something didn’t ring true.

      Something one of the men said snagged his attention and he tried to pay attention. He was supposed to be taking part in the meeting, but the proposal was so ridiculous he’d zoned out, straining to hear Shannon.

      With effort, he focused on the two men seated beside him. Were they for real? Yes, they were competent, knew the security business and had plenty of money to throw around, but at the bottom line they wanted the publicity of financing an all-veteran detective agency. His eyes flashed to Duncan’s across the desk. He seemed just as unenthused.

      Why were they wasting their time?

      “Are you fucking serious?” he snarled.

      The men looked uncomfortable for all of two seconds before they plowed on with their spiel.

      As if it wasn’t bad enough they were disabled, now these yahoos wanted to make money off them? No fucking way. Even Chad seemed turned off. Texas was his home state. He’d pushed for this meeting to talk about a possible expansion to Dallas. John personally thought that the Denver office was enough for now. They were busy, but not so busy that things slipped through the cracks.

      The meeting finally began to pull to a close. The automatic cringe on Duncan’s face when he heard the proposal had said it all. How were they supposed to be effective investigators if their faces were plastered everywhere, as well as their disabilities? That was the part that turned his stomach. Why on earth would he want more people to know he was damaged? He could hardly stand the stares now. He had taken the on-line crimes section and the technology side, the bugs and wires the guys used every day, deliberately so he wouldn’t have to deal with the public.

      To offer them money for doing the shit jobs nobody wanted was just crass.

      Chad, ever the happy-go-lucky Texan, deflected the conversation to a favorite sports team and Duncan told the men they would consider their proposal. John knew by the sound of his voice, though, that they would do no such thing.

      The business had flourished as soon as it started. There was a period of adjustment he’d had to go through when they first opened. He couldn’t be part of the detectives out on the street. Chad had been responsible for a lot of the running in the beginning. Looking down at his worthless legs, he was once again swamped with anger. As a Marine, it had been standard practice to run for five or ten miles a day. Now he was lucky if he could get his thigh to twitch on command. It was historic if he could even get a hard-on.

      Although, he thought with a slight smile, it happened more and more often when Shannon was in the room. The first time he’d seen her, more than six months ago now, she and Mrs. Harrison had been kneeling on the floor going through files. Mrs. Harrison planned to retire and Shannon had been brought in to replace her. She’d straightened and arched her back to work out the kinks. She’d been wearing a cute little pink outfit thing that clung to her lush curves. The lust that had fired through his veins caught him totally unaware.

      For the first time in five years, he’d gotten excited looking at a woman’s ass. He had sat silently in his chair and soaked up her subtle beauty and the exhilaration of being turned on. The women hadn’t seen him, so he’d used their distraction to his advantage and cataloged everything he could about Shannon Murphy. Mrs. Harrison had told them she was extremely intelligent and competent at her job, but she hadn’t told them how exceedingly beautiful she was, with her trim form and curly brown hair laying gently on her shoulders. She was a good bit smaller than the older woman beside her and had a laugh that gave him chills. His own lips curled up in shared humor, even though he had no idea what she laughed about. Without conscious thought, he had pushed his chair forward to get their attention.

      Mrs. Harrison saw him first and pushed herself to her feet. She urged the young woman up beside her. John barely heard the introduction as his eyes hungrily took in the details of her face. In honest fact, she was not classically beautiful. Actually, cute would more likely be applied to her mobile features and dancing hazel eyes. Her broad smile started with up-tilted lips on one side, then spread to encompass her whole mouth. He held out his hand automatically and was entranced as she pumped energetically. Without blinking, he watched for any hint that the chair or his disability bothered her, but she seemed almost oblivious to the fact that he could not stand up to shake her hand. For the first time in longer than he could remember, he had met a person that not by word or deed made him feel like less than a man.

      Even her height made him feel manlier. In her bare feet, she was maybe an inch over five feet tall. With heels on at work, she stood about five four. Before the accident, he had stood six three in his stocking feet. So sitting in his modified racing chair, he was only a bit shorter than her. And no shorter when she sat in her own office chair, which she did a lot when he entered the office. She seemed to sense that it put him more at ease, to be on an equal level. John appreciated that more than she knew. It infuriated him and frustrated him beyond belief to be stuck in this chair, especially when he had to look up at men he could not tolerate.

      The Texans stood to make their goodbyes, and John pulled his attention back. He wanted to leave Duncan’s office and join Shannon for lunch. A couple of times a week he tried to join her in the break room. Even such casual contact soothed his emotions. They didn’t talk about anything in particular. Actually Shannon usually did most of the talking. He was content to just sit and listen. And wonder.

      It sounded like she had an interesting life, with her animals and her family, and the house she moved into a year ago. Totally different than his own boring day to day routine. She didn’t badger him with questions about what had happened to his legs or try to dance around his disability. The only time she hesitated was when she told him she jogged occasionally. He knew by the reaction on her face that his own must have reflected a crushing desire to feel the hot asphalt beneath his pounding feet. Smiling softly, she left the table, but not before she rested her hand gently on his shoulder. ‘Believe me,’ she told him softly, ‘You’re probably faster in that chair than I’ll ever be on my feet. Maybe you can join me sometime.’

      And just that easily, she made one of his greatest losses just a bit easier to bear.

      He rolled out of Duncan’s office. He didn’t care if he was abrupt. The others usually shook their heads at him no matter what he did.

      Shannon wasn’t at her desk when he rolled by, nor in any of the other offices down the hallway. His heart began to pound as he pulled up to the break room door and looked in the half window. There she sat. Laughing and gesturing with her hands to Roger Stottsberry, one of the night detectives. Roger had been coming in every Friday for Shannon’s lunch since she started.

      John didn’t blame him. When he wasn’t at the agency, it seemed he just sat at home and stared at the walls. It was hard to go out in public, both physically and mentally, and these offices had turned into a haven for the men who worked here. Duncan had let them convert one of the empty offices into a multi-purpose room, with a couple of bunks in one corner in case somebody needed to crash, and a TV and game system on the opposite wall to help them relax. The refrigerator had been stocked with easy, microwaveable foods. John found himself occupying that room more and more.

      He shoved through the break room door and immediately, Shannon’s broad smile warmed him. Any aggravation she felt earlier in the day had apparently faded away. The tension in his own body eased.

      “I was just telling Roger about my niece naming one of my kittens Boohini,” she told him. “I had called him Houdini because he kept getting out of wherever I put him and somehow she changed it around to Boohini.”

      That was kind of cute and he chuckled along with them, before he wheeled around the table to the large crock pot on the counter. His mouth watered before he even lifted the lid. Shannon’s food was phenomenal. But by the time he got his meatball sandwich made and situated on his lap for the return trip, Shannon had gathered up her things to leave. He almost dropped his plate as she stretched behind herself for a cola, her phenomenal breasts outlined by the cloth of her peach colored sweater. Man she looked nice in that sweater. Dragging his gaze away, he situated himself at the table. She plunked the cola in front of him, threw her stuff away and told the men goodbye.

      He watched intently until she disappeared from sight.

      Roger had his head cocked to one side, and his dark brown eyes danced. “Oh, so it’s that way huh?”

      John picked up his sandwich. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      The former Marine laughed and slapped his leg with his good hand. The molded left hand rested on the table, currently immobile. John admired Roger, because his amputated arm had been replaced with a state of the art cyber skin prosthetic that was actually wired into the nerves of his arm. It was truly a wonder to watch, because it was so lifelike. Even the skin tone was incredibly close to Roger’s dark walnut color. There were military medical trials going on with paraplegics and quadriplegics using stem-cells, but he had chosen not to participate in them.

      Roger was leaning down, trying to catch his eye.

      “What, dammit?” John shoved his plate away and sat back in his chair, ready to fight. Adrenalin coursed through his veins, disproportionate to the situation.

      Roger held his hands up placatingly before sitting back in his own chair. “I didn’t mean anything by it. I think Shannon is a great girl. Why do you think I get myself out of bed so early every Friday?”

      John narrowed his eyes and tried to breathe deeply. Was Roger interested in her like he was? He could understand some women would be attracted to him. He wasn’t bad looking, even with the shrapnel scars covering one side of his face and the prosthetic forearm.

      “I just didn’t realize you had a claim on her.”

      “I don’t,” John grumbled. That was the whole problem in a nutshell. He had no claim on her. He didn’t even know if he wanted to claim her. Yeah, she turned him on, but what could he offer her? Certainly nothing long term. What would an active, vibrant woman like her want with a broken man like him?

      John tried to think of other things as he finished his sandwich, and ignore the ache in his chest.

      

      Shannon hated to leave the break room. She saw John so little. Duncan had added responsibility to everybody recently, which kept them busy. LNF Investigative Services had expanded exponentially as more people learned of their ability and dedication to get a job done. The service had gone from the three partners when they first started to almost twenty now, five years after they opened. Shannon knew that Duncan had stacks of résumés from other disabled vets who would love to work here. New ones came in every day.

      Just this week they’d hired a brash young Marine that had been a canine officer in Afghanistan.

      Settling into her chair, she began typing up Chad’s dictation notes from his surveillance on the Malone divorce case. A couple of weeks ago she’d found him in the spare office hunting and pecking on the keyboard with his good right hand. He admitted that the report writing was difficult, because he did not have the same mobility in his left hand and arm he used to have. Everybody in the office had physical therapy appointments, and Chad was no exception. The scars that crisscrossed his left arm showed that he had been burned terribly, and Shannon’s soft heart had gone out to the former Marine. All of the men had been in their prime when they were injured. Most were adapting to their injuries accordingly, but a couple still visibly struggled.

      As the only woman in the office, she tried to make it a point to pay everybody a little special attention. Several of the men had left their families to come to Denver to work for Duncan. He’d evoked enough loyalty for several members of the agency to move from several states away.

      Chad walked into the office and through the reception area to her desk, smiling broadly. Shannon could not help but return his smile as she reached for the candy container in her lower desk drawer. Chad Lowell had a sweet tooth that would not stop. The candy needed to be hidden or it would all mysteriously disappear. In jest, she had tried to hire him to find the missing candy, but he gravely told her it would be a waste of her money, because he did not think the candy was ever coming back. Occasionally, giant bags of his favorites would materialize on her desk. Shannon knew that Chad would be a great friend, not just a boss.

      “Hey, Chad,” she greeted. “What are you up to?”

      Chad put on a wounded look that was totally ruined by his twinkling eyes. “I don’t know what you mean. Why would I be up to something?”

      Shannon laughed outright and put the plastic container at the edge of the desk within easy reach. “Right….”

      Chad dug a couple of pieces of caramel out of the container. “We have an interview in a while. Boss man wants to talk at us before the kid gets here.”

      “Jennings?”

      “That’s the one. Duncan wants to see what we read from him.”

      Shannon gave a single nod, and kind of hoped that they didn’t hire the recently discharged young Marine. There was something that nagged at her about his eyes. Almost as if there was a disconnect there and he seemed to be going through the motions to present himself correctly.

      But it wasn’t really her place to say anything. If he got hired, she’d do her best to make him welcome as she did the others.

      She saved the work on her computer and printed off the notes she had just typed up for Chad’s case, then attached them with a paper clip and handed them to him.

      “Oh, Shannon, you are a doll. That would have taken me two hours.” His pretty green eyes lost their twinkle.

      “It only took me ten minutes. And it was no big deal. I’m trained to do it, you aren’t. Besides, Duncan doesn’t keep me too busy,” she lied. “Why don’t you try the dictation machine I gave you?”

      “I will, I promise,” he told her as he slipped into Duncan’s office.

      John wheeled in seconds later as she put the lid on the candy container. He chuckled as he pulled alongside her desk, making her shiver convulsively. The man was sex on wheels, literally, and it was all she could do not to jump into his lap. A hint of his deodorant wafted over her. Shannon clenched her teeth in an effort to control her roaring response but it was always the same. And he seemed totally oblivious. Of course.

      “Hi, John.”

      “Shannon. I see Chad’s already been here.”

      Shannon nodded as she held the dish out to him, but John declined. His sweet tooth leaned more toward baked goods. Fridays she usually brought in some type of cake or cookies.

      “Hey, I wanted to see if you could find a copy of an invoice for me.”

      Shannon straightened in her chair, fingers ready at her keyboard.

      He reeled off the company name and the list of what he ordered. Shannon frowned. “I just put a copy of this on your desk yesterday. You lost it already?”

      John glowered, clamped his jaw, and looked down at his lap. He didn’t say anything for several long seconds, and when he looked up, his dark brown eyes were calm. “My desk is pretty terrible right now. Maybe it is there. I’ll look after I talk to Duncan. Thanks, Shannon.”

      He turned and powered his chair through Duncan’s doorway.

      “Lunch was awesome, by the way,” he said, just before he disappeared.

      Shannon could not keep the goofy grin from spreading across her face. John very rarely commented positively on anything. Within thirty seconds she had gotten an ‘ok, I’ll check’ and a ‘lunch was awesome’ out of him. That was a new record. Not that he was a grouch or anything.

      Well, maybe he was a bit on the grumpy side.

      It seemed like he was genuinely trying to be a little friendlier, though. They’d had to go through some growing pains when she was first hired. She wasn’t a Marine and she didn’t appreciate being yelled at like one. There’d been an incident a couple of months ago when she’d gone off on him. She couldn’t even remember what the original conversation had been about, but he had demanded some paper or another that she had already given him. John had said flat out that it was not on his desk. Shannon had physically walked to his office and pulled the paper off his cluttered desk before he believed her.

      Before she left his cluttered office, she snapped at him, “And you could be a little nicer about it, too,” before she slammed his office door shut.

      Since then, John had tried to temper his snappishness, at least with her. The men were another story entirely. If one of them did something wrong, John let them know immediately. But constructively. She had to give him that. He always yelled with a purpose.

      Shannon strongly believed that his paralysis had darkened his already reserved demeanor. And she didn’t blame him in the least. If Shannon were in his place, it would have done the same to her.

      With his black crew cut, dark brown eyes, and shadowed jaw, John’s dour expressions seem to fit his dark coloring naturally. His heavy brows drew down when he was upset and his olive complexion darkened. More than once, she had compared him in her mind to a swarthy pirate yelling at his crew, or a Bedouin chief directing his desert army. In her daydreams though, the anger changed easily to lust.

      And there was no wheel chair.

      Not that being in a chair seemed to have slowed him down at all. He was such a dominant personality and the chair was such an integral part of him that she hardly even noticed it after a couple of days. She’d seen him race Chad down the long office hallway and beat him. She’d walked into his office one day and found him rocking backward on two wheels, with the front dangling in the air. It had scared her a little and she’d asked him if he’d ever fallen over backward that way. She’d snapped her mouth shut the moment the words hit the air, because she hadn’t meant to sound so informal with a man who was technically one of her three bosses. The twinkle in his dark eyes had brightened, though, and he’d grinned at her. ‘I have, but not in front of anybody.’ It was one of the friendliest interactions they’d had at that point, and the beginning of her infatuation.
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        About the Author~

        NY Times and USA Today Bestselling author J.M. Madden writes compelling romances between 'combat modified' military men and the women who love them. J.M. Madden loves any and all good love stories, most particularly her own. She has two beautiful children and a husband who always keeps her on her toes.

        J.M. was a Deputy Sheriff in Ohio for nine years, until hubby moved the clan to Kentucky. When not chasing the family around, she's at the computer, reading and writing, perfecting her craft. She occasionally takes breaks to feed her animal horde and is trying to control her office-supply addiction, but both tasks are uphill battles. Happily, she is writing full-time and always has several projects in the works. She also dearly loves to hear from readers! So, drop her a line. She'll respond.
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