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Once I finished Five Days Grace and it was published, I knew Will's story was next. What I didn't know until a few months later is that Will's story actually takes place before Grace's. Oops.

I envy writers who can figure all these things out ahead of time. Sadly, I am not one of them. I hope it's not too confusing to those readers who have already read Five Days Grace.

So, here is Will's story, with mentions of Grace still being married to her first husband, Luc. Don't worry. She's absolute going to meet and fall in love with Aidan shortly after Will's story ends.
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Buhkai, Africa

January 16th

Navy Master Chief Petty Officer Will Gerard was one of those guys whose heartbeat stayed as steady as a metronome, even in the middle of a firefight.

It was a quirk in brain chemistry that few possessed, one that short-circuited the body's natural alarm system against danger. It made him one of those people who stayed calm and could think under pressure, a highly prized quality among candidates for the SEAL teams.

No one was shooting at him now. Nothing had blown up. He wasn't about to jump out of an airplane. He wasn't in a helicopter going down.

So he was surprised to realize his heart was pounding fast and heavy, just because of a phone message.

It had started out as a perfectly ordinary day, if he ever had such a thing. He'd been hot and sweaty. He seemed to have dust or dirt in every cell in his body, and he'd have given anything for a decent meal.

Perks of the job, as one of his friends and fellow SEALs said when anyone complained. And the job did have its perks. Will thought it was the best job in the world, although sometimes he had to do it in really lousy places. Like here in Buhkai, a crazy little country on the eastern coast of Africa, where a full-scale uprising seemed more likely with every passing day.

Something had happened. He didn't know what, because the Buhkai Presidential Guard officers he was training didn't really trust him yet, or the United States. For that matter, Will didn't fully trust the Buhkai officers. All he knew was that a few minutes ago someone had come roaring up in a ragtag Jeep, yelling in an obscure dialect Will didn't understand, and his pupils had taken off.

Again.

It was the third time inside of a week. They'd come back when they came back, Will knew.

Officially, he was here, in this long-abandoned town ninety minutes from the capitol, teaching the small group of officers how to fight in an urban area, where it was too easy to kill innocent civilians instead of bad guys.

That is, he would teach them if they stayed long enough for him to do it.

Heading back toward the shell of a building where he slept, to get out of the sun for a while, he hit the one spot where he tended to get a satellite signal, and his phone rang.

"Gerard," he said, as the line crackled.

"Will? How are things in the big city?" It was Mace, one of Will's buddies in the SEAL teams.

"Peachy," Will said.

"You know, I'm about to get off duty, and I'm thinking about finding a nice icy cold beer, maybe a big T-bone steak for dinner."

"Yeah? Me, too, asshole." They both knew Will wasn't near anything cold, and certainly no beer. No hot food, either. "You call just to give me shit?"

"No, I called to tell you to call home." Mace laughed, because it was the kind of message a kid would get from the teacher in the middle of a school day.

A normal kid.

Will's childhood had been far from normal.

So the message—call home—sounded like a joke.

"Mace, what do you want?"

"That's the message. Call home. Have you got some woman stashed at your place that I don't know about? Because I didn't think you had anybody waiting for you at home."

"I don't," Will said.

Home, to him, was a condo he hardly ever saw near home base for the east coast SEAL teams in Little Creek, Virginia, near Virginia Beach.

People didn't leave him messages that said, "Call home."

He'd never seen his father. His mother was an alcoholic and a drug addict, in and out of one destructive, abusive relationship after another his whole childhood. He wasn't even sure if she was still alive. The whole story of his sorry childhood was one even those closest to him in the teams didn't know. There was no one who'd leave him a message like that except...

Damn.

He started to feel vaguely uneasy, because there was someone who might... just might... if something really important came up, call the emergency contact number and leave a message like that.

"That's it?" he asked. "Just call home?"

"Yeah. 'Sam says, call home.'"

And there it was.

Sam.

That was when his heart rate kicked up about twenty notches. The flight-or-fight response, an automatic reaction from caveman days that, for most people, sent blood to the extremities and away from the brain. It made it easier to run away or fight, rather than think. It made sense when you were a caveman faced with a wild animal, but not so much if you were a Navy SEAL executing a carefully crafted plan of attack.

Thinking in times of chaos had always come easily to Will. He and chaos were old friends.

Not so much at the moment.

He made himself think anyway.

Sam was the closest thing Will had ever had to a father, despite Will carefully trying to keep a certain distance from the man and his whole family. Sam had left the message, so he was probably fine.

Rachel? She was every pleasant image he associated with the word Mother, even though she'd been his for such a short time, and so long ago. She loved to stuff him with glorious things she cooked. In the rare times he had visited her in the last two decades, she would have catered to his every whim, like he was some kind of visiting royalty, if he'd let her. She and Sam behaved like it was an act of kindness—his toward them—when he so much as showed up for a day or two every few years.

Please, he thought closing his eyes, don't let something be wrong with Rachel. Or one of the foster kids they had actually gotten to adopt, unlike him. Surely some people should get to have damned fine lives, easy and trouble-free. If he got to pick people for that, he'd choose that whole family.

"Hey, you still there?" Mace asked.

"Yeah, I'm here."

"Need the number?"

"No. I've got it."

"Hey, call me back if I can do anything. If we need to get you home, we will."

"Thanks, Mace."

Will disconnected the call, an odd heaviness settling into his mid-section. His phone got something that resembled really poor Internet service, with text-sized messages that came in like e-mail, when he had a connection.

He tried that next, and there it was, a message from Sam.

Call home.

Another just like it, and then, Call home. Emergency.

"Fuck," Will said.

It was nearly 11 a.m. here, so not quite 4 a.m. in Baxter, Ohio, where Will grew up. He checked the message again, saw that it was sent around two-thirty in the morning, Ohio time, and... that day. Not that long ago. Whatever it was, it had just happened.

He looked at the number on Sam's message. Home, not Sam's cell, so that's what he dialed. Sam answered on the first ring.

"Sam? It's Will. What's wrong?"

* * *

Baxter, Ohio

January 13th

Three days earlier, Sam McRae sat on a stool at the diner, his coffee getting cold, while on the flat screen TV mounted on the wall, chaos unfolded on the other side of the world.

Another country, long ruled by a dictator until a year ago, was trying to hang on to a fragile democratic rule.

Too bad the process was proving so perilous.

The camera cut to a close-up of protestors being beaten back with clubs by militants loyal to the former dictator, who was fighting to return to power.

Sam winced and looked away. Then he realized a man he knew was two stools away, watching the same news report.

"I can't watch that anymore," Sam said.

"It's killing me, but I can't bring myself to look away," said James Warren, who had served as U.S. ambassador to a dozen Middle Eastern and African countries. He was retired now, working on his memoir and teaching at a nearby college. Sam had finished restoring a beautiful Georgian home for the man nearly a year ago.

The two shook hands, and Sam asked what James thought of Buhkai's chances of surviving without sinking into all-out war.

"For a while, I thought... maybe, but I swear, every time I see the news in the last few weeks, it looks worse. It's driving me crazy."

"Me, too," Sam said. "A kid I know is over there."

"You're kidding," James said. "My daughter's there. She's teaching in an international primary school and living with a diplomatic family we knew when I was posted in Saudi Arabia. If I didn't know how seriously the man took his family's—and my girl's—safety, I'd have yanked her home for good over the Christmas break. Assuming I could have ordered her home, and she'd have actually come. Daughters, you know?"

Sam nodded. "I do. I'm afraid the Frenchman my youngest married is an idiot, and I'm no art critic, but his paintings suck, which is how he supposedly earns a living. That and the family trust fund. If it ever runs dry, he'll be in serious trouble."

"It was so much simpler when they were younger, and we could run their lives. I tell Amanda that, and she says I'm the one who raised her in countries just like the one where she is now. What can I say to that? It's true." James shook his head and laughed briefly. "Who's the kid you know in Buhkai?"

"I shouldn't call him a kid anymore. He's thirty-eight, a soldier, and a damned good one."

"We don't have U.S. soldiers stationed in Buhkai," James said, looking even more uneasy.

"Yeah. He's Navy. But the truth is, I'm not exactly sure who he's working for these days or what he's doing."

"Special Forces?"

Sam nodded. "He told me not to worry, that what he's doing there is no big deal, routine even, but he always says that."

"When I was at the State Department, we sometimes had Special Ops guys working security for U.S. officials, or even our allies, in especially hairy places. Sometimes State loaned them out to the locals, for special projects, things like helping train security forces for governments we'd like to see stay in power."

Sam swore softly. "Which would put him right in the middle of things now."

"Yes, it would." The ambassador shook his head. "I wonder, if I paid him enough, if he'd kidnap my daughter and bring her home."

They both laughed, then turned back to the TV, sobering instantly as they watched an unconscious protestor being dragged through the streets.

"Kidnapping is looking pretty good to me now," James said.

Back at home, Sam didn't say anything to Rachel, not wanting to worry her. But he kept an eye on the news and tried three times to call Will, with no luck. That wasn't unusual. Getting him was often iffy, even by cell or satellite phone.

Three days later, around two-thirty in the morning, the phone rang.

Time difference, Sam thought. Will, calling despite the hour, because he'd finally gotten Sam's messages.

Sam snapped on the light. Rachel's eyes came open. She pushed her long hair off her face and frowned. "What is it? What's wrong?"

"Nothing. I bet it's Will. I've been trying to call him." Sam gave her a quick kiss. "Go back to sleep."

"Is he okay?" She looked tired and worried but still beautiful after all these years. He was a lucky man, and he knew it.

"Last time we talked, he was fine." Sam got out of bed, grabbed the bedside phone and walked into the hall, closing the door behind him, hoping Rachel would go back to sleep.

"Hello?" he said.

"Sam? This is James Warren. I'm outside your house. Can I come in? It's an emergency."

"Sure," Sam said, wondering if something had happened to the ambassador's daughter? Or Will? Or both?

* * *

Baxter, Ohio

Seven weeks later

Amanda Warren knew where she was.

In her bedroom, in her father's new house in Ohio.

She knew she was safe, that her ordeal was over, and yet it wasn't. It was coming back to try to grab her, pull her back inside. She could feel it, like someone in the shadows always following her, waiting for a chance to pounce. She could keep moving, but she couldn't outrun it.

Curiously, she knew she was asleep, yet couldn't make herself wake up. She knew what was coming, yet could do nothing to save herself from it. And it seemed so real, like living it all over again.

She started to whimper, to shake, to try to bury herself more deeply under the covers. Even though she never slept without a light on anymore, her room seemed black as night, while the sounds of that awful day started to come back to her. The sounds and the smell of chalk.

She'd seen chalk on the floor, broken, some of it ground into dust. It was like it got deep inside her nose, into her mouth, coated her throat. She could taste it.

The smell of chalk made her want to throw up, even inside her nightmares.

Finally, she broke free of sleep, jerked upright in her bed, crying and whispering, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. She was shaking, in a cold sweat, her hands clamped over her mouth, hoping she hadn't woken anyone.

Her father and her Aunt Margaret took turns sleeping in the bedroom next to hers, because the house was big. They didn't want to be too far away when she woke up screaming. It was like she was six years old again and her mother had just died. That was the last time Margaret had lived with them, during the first few difficult years following Amanda's mother's death.

This was what Amanda's life had come to, feeling like a child who couldn't so much as sleep through the night without several big night-lights and someone to come running when she screamed.

She knew they were worried, that she should be grateful she had people in her life who cared enough to look after her so well.

It just got to her, how scared she was, how dependent on others. With her mother gone, she was raised by a loving but busy, important man, raised to be strong, capable and confident, to want as her father did to make a difference in the world. Which is what she'd thought she was doing as an American teaching little children in Africa. She just hadn't wanted to believe how quickly the country was falling apart, a stunningly bad mistake for her—a career diplomat's daughter—to make.

It felt like forever since the attack in Buhkai, but she wasn't getting any better, despite the doctors, the medication, the therapy.

She was angry at the whole world, and most of all at herself for putting herself there in the first place and refusing to leave when she should have.

She'd been so naive, so stupid.

She missed the kids she'd taught in Buhkai, missed going to work every day, laughing with them. They were so adorable at times and always funny, always surprising.

She missed her life, missed seeing the world as a grand adventure, where she could go anywhere, do anything. Her life was so small now: this room, this house, her father, visits to doctors and therapists. Fears. Nightmares. Awful memories just out of reach.

She hadn't been this afraid since her mother died.

Amanda lay there, waiting for a bit of light to shine into her windows, so she could get up, shower, dress and go downstairs without her father or Margaret worrying about her. Amanda was tired of worrying everyone, tired of being angry, really tired of being afraid of things she still didn't fully remember.

So she was going to see a new therapist, Emma McRae, who happened to be the daughter of the man who'd restored the house she now shared with her father, a man with some kind of connection that had helped get Amanda out of Buhkai.

Her father had invited the man's family to dinner in an attempt to be normal when nothing was, because Amanda barely left the house, saw anyone or spoke to anyone. Amanda hadn't wanted to have dinner with strangers, but she'd forced herself and found the McRaes to be nice, kind people. Emma McRae had acted refreshingly normal with Amanda, something few people could manage since her story—of being caught in the uprising in Buhkai—had been big news in the U.S.

Most people stared, like she might break apart at any moment.

But a woman who could look Amanda in the eye, smile and make normal conversation over dinner? That was a woman Amanda wanted to know, and maybe one she wanted for a therapist.

So, she claimed she wanted to take a drive and soon found herself on the quiet streets of downtown Baxter, Ohio, and soon after that, in Emma's comfortable office, with a fire in the fireplace and big, comfy, overstuffed chairs.

"So, you said you were thinking about finding a new therapist?" Emma asked.

Amanda nodded.

"What can I tell you, to help you decide whether you might be comfortable working with me? Although first, I should tell you that it seems like Sam and your father have become friends."

"I know. I'm glad he has someone to talk to. Is that a problem?"

"Not to me. I won't talk about the things we discuss with anyone. But there may be things your father tells Sam, things Sam might mention in front of me that I wouldn't otherwise know, because of their friendship. And of course, there's Will. He's pretty closed-mouthed about everything, but since he's home now and practically a part of the family—"

"Wait," Amanda said. "Who's Will?"

Emma fell silent for a moment, then said, "There are things you don't remember about being rescued?"

Amanda nodded. "Or about what happened in the school. Who's Will?"

"Uhh... Tell me what you do remember."

"I have flashes of images and sounds, and I have these fears...." Her voice broke. "It's like I remember all of the fear, but I don't remember exactly what caused it, and I keep trying to piece it all together in my head, but I can't. It's like the memories are in my mind somewhere, but I can't get to that part of my brain. Does that make any sense?"

"It does. You had a head injury?" Emma looked at the small patch of very short hair, which had been shaved in the hospital, and maybe the scar, sometimes covered up by her long hair, sometimes not.

"Yes. The neurosurgeon said it's not uncommon to have short-term memory loss of events from just before to soon after an injury like that, for physical reasons. My first therapist said the same thing is possible for psychological reasons."

"That's right. It's the brain's way of protecting us from memories that are particularly traumatic, possibly too painful for us to process."

"No one's sure which is the cause in my case."

"Well, if it's psychological, it's exactly what you said. The memories are still there, but it's like they're locked away from you. I know it doesn't seem possible that information could be inside your own head, and you not know it, but it happens."

"But the memories come back?"

"Possibly, with time. I've worked with people who had repressed memories. I don't know what, if anything you might have heard about my own background, but I've dealt with some... not repressed memories, but repressed emotions and fears of my own. And I've seen people I love deal with them, too. Which I tell you only in case it helps you feel more comfortable with me."

"It does. Thank you." Amanda felt hopeful for the first time in a long time. Maybe Emma did truly understand. "The therapist my father chose for me—and I feel like an idiot saying that, but I was in no shape to find one myself at that point—feels strongly that I should wait and let the memories come back on their own."

"I can't say I disagree with that," Emma said, "but I know it can also be frustrating and frightening."

"You do understand." It was such a relief. "I feel like it's not really over because I don't know what happened, that I have things I need to deal with that I don't even know about yet. Don't you think I should know?"

"I'm not sure," Emma said. "I'm sorry. I know that's not what you want to hear, but I'd need some time with you before I made a decision about that."

Amanda sighed. "That's fair. Frustrating, but fair. I've said that to the therapist I'm seeing now, and I don't think she hears me. And I don't feel like I'm getting better as fast as I should. I felt so comfortable with you at dinner. Thank you for that, for not acting weird around me and for not staring. I hate that. Not that I go out often since... it happened."

Emma nodded. "How long has it been? Six weeks?"

"Seven."

"It's really not that long, although I'm sure it feels much longer. Recovery is a process. It takes time, Amanda. I can't tell you exactly how much time. No one can. But I don't want you to have unrealistic expectations, either, that if you'd had a different therapist, you might have made more progress by now."

Amanda almost started to cry. The feeling just came over her at times. One minute she was fine, and the next, she was sobbing. Like her tears were on a hair-trigger now, which her doctor said was also normal.

"I just... have to feel better," Amanda said. "I have to. I can't stay in this place, feeling this bad. I feel so out of control."

"I know. I promise, I do," Emma said with a kind, understanding smile. "What else can I tell you? What else do you want to tell me?"

"I want to tell you everything," Amanda said. "I like you. I want to work with you. Will you work with me?"

"Yes, I will."

"Thank you." Amanda felt so much better. She'd made a decision. She wasn't helpless after all. Surely that was progress. "Oh, you never told me... Who's Will?"
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Baxter, Ohio

January 16th

Sam opened the front door to the big Victorian he and Rachel called home. James Warren stood there, alone in the dark, his expression bleak.

"Sorry about this, but I need a favor. A big one."

"Your daughter?" Sam asked.

James nodded grimly.

"Come on in."

In the kitchen at the back of the house, Sam quickly started a pot of coffee, then turned back to the ambassador. "What happened?"

"See for yourself." Warren handed Sam a tablet computer.

A video popped up and started to play. Sam saw blurry, shaky images of armed men storming a building.

"That's the school where my daughter teaches."

God. Sam wasn't sure he'd be able to walk or talk if one of his daughters was in a situation like that. "I'm so sorry, James. Do you have any news about her?"

"Not yet. This just happened."

Sam kept watching. Kids came running out here and there. Little terrified-looking kids. A few adults. No one who looked like a young American woman.

"How old is she?"

"Twenty-six. She has long, blonde hair, but I made her dye it darker so she wouldn't stand out so much over there. I don't see her in this video. I've studied every angle, believe me."

"Do you know she was at the school when this happened?"

"Normally, she would be at that time. Classes start at eight. She gets there at about seven-forty. This happened at eight-twelve. They're eight hours ahead of us, so two hours and eighteen minutes ago."

"Any footage from other exit points?"

"None that I've found yet. Until I got here, I've been living in front of Al Jazeera. It airs more news about the region than anybody."

"Have the men who stormed the building said what they want?"

"No."

"You think this is part of the uprising? Or something else?"

"No way to know, but a lot of the country's current leaders send their kids there. Probably, the best that I can hope for is that she's a hostage. And that they haven't figured out she's an American or a former American ambassador's daughter. It would make her even more of a target."

"Yes, it would," Sam said. "But the U.S. government won't just leave your daughter there, right? We go in and get Americans out when things get dangerous in other countries."

"Maybe. It depends on a lot of factors. I've been in an embassy when things go bad, Sam. It takes time for the U.S. to decide what to do, even longer to execute a plan."

"Oh."

"Plus, there's no telling what Buhkai will do. If whoever's in charge now decides to go in with his own soldiers to try to end this, I don't even want to think about how badly that could go."

"Of course. You want me to call Will?"

James nodded. "He's already there. The longer they have Amanda—"

"I understand."

"Who's he with, Sam? I need to know."

"He's a Master Chief Petty Officer with the SEAL teams, last he said. I don't even know how many times he's been deployed to Iraq and Afghanistan, plus places he can't tell me about."

"Good. That's what I need. Someone with that kind of experience. Have you heard anything from him since we talked?"

"No. Not for lack of trying. But I'll try again. Right now."

* * *

Baxter, Ohio

Seven weeks later

"Will is..." Emma hesitated. "Sam and Rachel would say he's part of the family, but Will wouldn't."

"My father told me Sam knew someone in the military who helped rescue me. That was Will?"

Emma looked very uncomfortable, but finally said, "I won't lie to you, Amanda. Yes, that was Will."

"And he's here? In town? Now?"

"He is," Emma admitted.

She had put on what Amanda considered that serious-therapist-face for the first time. "And you're not going to tell me his last name or how to find him, are you?"

"Not after spending less than an hour with you."

"But he's here, and he should know a lot of what happened to me. Doesn't he?"

"I don't know. He doesn't talk about his missions. Most of the time Sam and Rachel don't even know where he is."

"Missions? So, he's a soldier?"

"Sailor, he'd tell you. He's Navy. I suspect much of what he does is classified. He's that closed-mouth about it. I wouldn't have known he was involved in your rescue if Sam and Rachel hadn't been so worried about him. They were as glued to the TV as your father was, waiting for news together."

"So, Will was actually there in Buhkai?"

"Yes, I remember Sam saying they'd gotten word that you and Will were safely out of Buhkai airspace. So, I assume he was either on the ground or in a plane. Or a helicopter that got you out of there."

Amanda closed her eyes. Did she remember flying? The sensation of speeding forward and rising smoothly like she was in a plane? Or the more direct, unsteady sensation of being in a helicopter? It always seemed to her like they had such a precarious hold on staying in the air.

Up.

They'd gone almost straight up, she thought, seeming to remember the noise. Helicopters were so loud.

And hands... She felt hands all over her, scaring her...

She opened her eyes, rattled and unable to hide it.

"And that's why we talk about potential conflicts of interest," Emma said. "All that about Will, even mentioning his name? That's not something another therapist would have known."

"I know. I'm sorry. I didn't expect anything like this from you. But I want to talk to him. Will you help me do that? One day?"

"Maybe. We have a lot to discuss first."

They agreed on an appointment in two days, and Amanda felt like she'd actually accomplished something already, like Emma was going to help her. Like one day, Amanda might actually feel normal again.

It was the first time she'd believed that since she'd woken up in a hospital in Germany with her father at her side, looking like he'd aged a decade. Just the sight of him had scared her half to death. Most everything had been scary and confusing ever since.

But today, she felt better.

Today, she had hope.

She also had a name of someone who was in Buhkai with her.

Will.

* * *

Buhkai, Africa

January 16th

The connection crackled with all the distance between them, but Will thought Sam said, "Are you still in Buhkai?"

What the hell?

"Yes."

"Good. I need a favor. A big one—"

"Wait, are you guys okay? Rachel? Emma? Zach? Grace? Emma's kids?"

"Yeah. Sorry—"

"Jesus, Sam. You said there was some kind of emergency." And then Will was embarrassed, thinking of what he sounded like, not at all the cool, calm special operative that he was. What the hell was the matter with him?

"I'm sorry. I should have made it clear that everybody in the family's okay. But I've got a friend whose daughter is probably one of the hostages in the school in Buhkai—"

"What?"

"One of the rebel groups stormed a school this morning in the capitol of Buhkai. You don't know anything about that?"

"I'm not in the capitol. I'm out in the sticks, although I bet that's why some of the guys with me took off a few minutes ago. Go ahead. Tell me."

"I'm putting you on speaker. The man with me is former U.S. ambassador James Warren."

A former U.S. ambassador's daughter had been taken hostage in a school in Buhkai?

Jesus Christ, this was bad.

* * *

Baxter, Ohio

Seven weeks later

Amanda was obsessed with finding him. Will.

Someone here in town had been in Buhkai with her and could tell her so much of what she couldn't remember.

At least, she hoped he could. Someone had to. It was driving her crazy.

All she knew about him was his first name, that he was somehow connected to the McRaes, and that he was in the Navy, Special Ops, she'd think, because her rescue was the kind of mission they handled. Thankfully, Baxter had only about ten thousand people.

It became a quest for her.

Find Will.

He didn't make it easy. She didn't expect any Special Ops guy to have a Facebook page or appear on any social media, but it was fast and easy to check, so she did. Will, William, Bill, Billy, plus Baxter, Ohio, plus Navy SEAL. No hits on those searches.

She backed up to what she knew about the McRaes from the time her father had invited them to dinner.

Sam and his brother, Rye, who was also Sam's adopted daughter Emma's husband, owned a construction company that specialized in renovating older homes. Rachel was a well-known stained-glass artist whose work often appeared in the Victorians the construction company renovated.

Sam and Rachel's son, Zach, was a lawyer and activist working to end the death penalty for juveniles, and his wife, Julie, handled public relations for the Chamber of Commerce.

She hadn't yet met their youngest daughter, Grace, also an artist, who was in France with her French-American artist husband, whose father had died recently.

In a town as small as Baxter, it wasn't hard to find people who knew the family. She forced herself out onto the streets, browsed in downtown shops and had lunch at the old-fashioned diner on Main. Lingering over coffee, she chatted up the waitresses, saying she knew the McRaes, and then steering the conversation to Will. What was he doing these days? She'd heard he was back in town.

One problem... People stared, tried to figure out how they knew her. Her face had been plastered all over the news for a while. Some were curious. Some obviously felt sorry for her. Some were horrified by what had happened to her.

She really didn't need that. One afternoon, she spotted a hair salon, walked in and told the stylist she was sick of her hair, of the length, the style, the dark color she had used at her father's urging before she went to Buhkai.

And that visit turned out to be what finally got her to Will. The hairdresser knew where he was.

Bryn said cryptically that you were supposed to call first to get the address, because someone had broken in. But she had driven a client there once, so she knew where the shelter was. Bryn added that Will would understand, because of his mother, and that it was good that Amanda was getting help.

She thought Amanda was a battered woman.

An understandable mistake, given the way Amanda still moved gingerly because of her sore ribs and had a patch of really short hair where her head had been shaved so the neurosurgeon could drill holes in her skull to relieve the pressure on her brain. She was so nervous about actually finding Will that it might well have looked like fear to Bryn.

But what would a soldier be doing at a battered women's shelter?

She was going to find out.

Within minutes of leaving the salon, Amanda was parked on a pretty, tree-lined street of big houses in what seemed like a perfectly normal neighborhood.

Amanda stared at her house for a while. She did her breathing exercises to calm down a bit, gave herself a long pep talk, and then said a few ugly words to herself about how cowardly she had become—all to get herself out of the car.

Her heart was racing, but that wasn't unusual these days. She felt hot all over, and her skin went tingly in a bad way. It was like she wasn't completely in charge of her body. It wouldn't do what she asked it to do—walk, at the moment—and there was some kind of disconnection between her mind and the rest of her.

Panic and a bit of dissociation, Emma called it.

No doubt, there'd been a point recently when she really hadn't wanted to be in her own body. But she could fight through that, too.

She climbed the four porch steps and rang the bell.

No one answered, and she thought the world was playing some kind of trick on her, to have brought her all this way, only to have this man not be here or not be willing to speak to her. And yes, she knew how ridiculous that sounded, but the world had really been messing with her lately.

Then the big, solid front door swung open, and there he was.

All the breath went out of her body. She took one look at him—through the thin mesh and sturdy bars of the screen door still between them—and then had to look down at the floor. Her feelings were so intense, just seeing him was too much at first.

The glance told her he was tall and lean, with dark hair and eyes—no, eye, because one of them was covered with an eye-patch. She had to glance back up to be sure of that. He wore jeans and a plain, dark, V-neck T-shirt, and he had a way of standing and looking at her that told her he was taking in every detail about her and the world in general behind her as she stood in the doorway.

Then, his one dark eye narrowed on her, and surprise spread across his face. As if he couldn't quite believe it, he asked, "Amanda?"

* * *

Buhkai, Africa

January 16th

The daughter of an American ambassador was an incredibly valuable hostage, Will knew.

What the hell had she been doing in Buhkai? Why the hell would her father allow it? Especially now.

Will wasn't scared to be here, but he was a Navy SEAL. He was certainly careful, always aware that at any moment, all hell might break loose.

The new democratic government might be able to hold the country together, and it might not. Nobody knew at that point. The U.S. government had a vested interest in helping because the old dictator had been brutal, not to mention he looked the other way when weapons and terrorists fleeing Afghanistan and Iraq poured in.

But at the same time, the people of Buhkai had no interest in the U.S. taking over or having too much influence in their country.

Which was why Will was here, supposedly alone and doing nothing but quietly training a small number of local soldiers, who in turn would train their own military and leave it better able to protect and defend the country from those still loyal to the former dictator.

But peace was hard to hold.

In the last two or three weeks, it had been hanging by a thread, Will would have said before he got the phone call from Sam and the ambassador.

Apparently, that thread had snapped this morning.

A dozen or so rebels, well-armed, had stormed a school that housed a hundred and fifty students and an unknown number of staffers, in the capitol of Ballah.

Will feared the men he was training might try to take back the school, and that made him fear for anyone inside. The trainees were not ready to carry out an operation like this.

James Warren? Will knew the name, might have even met him while serving in Africa or the Middle East.

"Sir, is your daughter the only American inside?"

"She's the only American teacher. There are no American students."

A teacher?

Not a little kid.

Thank God for that.

Although women were treated with shocking disrespect and often violence in this country. They had no rights, other than those given to them by men. Beatings were common for any minor infraction, imaginary or otherwise. Women could be killed for being unclean, which might mean nothing more than being in the company of a man who was not a family member.

Will didn't want to even imagine what the rebels might do to an American diplomat's daughter.


 

 

 

Chapter 3

[image: flourish]

 

Baxter, Ohio

Seven weeks later

"Hi. Will." Amanda added his name, because she feared he might not let her inside if she showed any hesitation about his identity.

Although, honestly, she knew it was him.

It was both terrifying and thrilling to see him. Terrifying because she felt closer to everything that had happened to her. Thrilling because remembering seemed important to dealing with it and moving beyond it.

Something else, too. He seemed so familiar. Every time she glanced up at him, she felt a sense of... coming home, was the closest she could come to describing it. This from a person who'd never had a place to call home. Her childhood had been filled with new people and new places. It had been exciting, but exhausting, too.

So little had been solid and dependable in her world, and now, for a moment, something seemed so familiar and comforting about him.

What had happened between him and her?

She glanced up again. He kept doing that taking-everything-in thing. He looked at the shaved patch on her head, the small scar, still pink and raised. Her cheekbone, no bruise now. Her hair, shorter and a different color. She felt almost naked without all her hair to hide behind.

The next time she glanced up, he was looking at her mid-section. Her ribs, she realized. He knew she'd been injured there, too.

"Can I come in?" she asked finally.

"Sure." He unlatched the sturdy screen door and pushed it open for her. "Sorry. I was just surprised."

And he was seldom surprised, she suspected. The two of them did an elaborate dance so he could hold the screen door open for her and yet she could get past him without touching him.

Because he thought that might scare her? Her body accidentally brushing against a man's body?

Which meant he knew about the rape, too.

But then she remembered the news stories. It had all been there, speculation masquerading as fact. Maybe he just suspected and wanted to be ultra-careful with her. Everyone else did.

He took a moment to fasten multiple locks on the screen door and the front door, then turned to face her. Hands deep in the pockets of his jeans, he leaned back against the doorframe, staring again, somehow managing to look both at ease and wary at the same time.

"I didn't expect to see you here," he said finally.

Because he didn't want to see her? Why? He'd helped to save her life, after all.

Had she even thanked him? She hoped so. Not that she could ever say or do anything to sufficiently thank someone for that.

"So," he said, when she was still unable to get a word out, "how are you?"

He probably meant it as a simple, polite question, the kind people asked all the time of near-strangers, expecting a polite nothing of an answer back. But already overwhelmed at finding him, she couldn't come up with a perfunctory answer.

"Honestly, I have no idea how to answer that," she admitted. "Do you have a few minutes? Can we talk?"

He took a breath. She sensed he didn't want to talk, but finally, he said, "Sure. Come on into the kitchen. I just made some coffee."

She followed him, noticing for a split second the way he walked, with a loose, easy sway of his hips, and how nice they looked in a pair of form-fitting, well-worn jeans.

It seemed perfectly normal for a moment, until she realized—these were her first slightly inappropriate thoughts about a man since it happened.

That was progress, wasn't it? To react with a bit of interest instead of fear? She wondered if Emma would think so, but to ask, Amanda would have to admit to stalking Will until she found him.

They walked through a big living room full of more couches and chairs than most anyone would have in a normal family home, and then into a big kitchen with a breakfast bar and high stools.

"Have a seat," he said, opening a cabinet and grabbing a mug. "Coffee?"

"Please," she said, climbing onto one of the stools.

As he brought the cup to her, along with cream and a bowl filled with sugar packets, she stared at his hands. He had an all-over tan, like a man who was outside a lot—face, neck, the part of his chest visible from his V-neck shirt, arms, even his hands. They were nicked here and there, looked strong and capable. A working-man's hands.

Did she remember those hands?

She wondered as she poured a bit of cream into her coffee.

He put the breakfast bar and five feet of empty floor space between them as he leaned against the kitchen cabinets, drinking his coffee and watching her.

She wasn't scared of him, wished he wasn't all the way across the room. She thought she would feel better if he was close.

"I'm sorry to just... hunt you down and barge in this way," she said finally.

"Hunt me down?"

She nodded, latching onto that opening because it was easier to talk about than why she was here. "I've been lurking in stores and restaurants downtown asking about you. People were very protective of your location."

"They're supposed to be."

"To keep me from finding you?"

"No." He laughed, one short sound rumbling out. "This is a shelter for battered women and their children. The location is supposed to be a secret."

"Oh, of course."

"Someone gave you the address?"

"Yes, but to be fair, she probably thought I was a battered woman. My ribs still hurt, and I think she saw that when I was getting into the chair so she could cut my hair. And she couldn't have missed the little shaved patch of hair and the scar on my scalp. Add to that, me saying I really, really needed to talk to Will, about something personal..."

He nodded. "I can see that. We're all a little touchy about security right now. The ex-husband of one of our residents found the place a few weeks ago and broke in."

"Oh. Was anyone hurt?"

"The live-in shelter director. Compound fracture of the leg, but she's supposed to make a full recovery. Everybody else was just really scared."

"Wait, kids were here?" Her stomach rolled at the thought.

They must have been so scared.

"Don't think about it, Amanda," Will said softly, kindly. "We're all working hard to keep them safe now."

"Of course."

Still... They must have been so scared.

She kept thinking about the kids in her classroom in Buhkai that day, how scared they must have been. She needed to know she had done all she could to reassure them, to save them.

Being a teacher—not just in places like Buhkai, but now in the U.S.—where she'd earned her degree and done her student teaching—meant knowing one day a gunman might walk into your school. A teacher had to be ready, to have a plan. You just hoped you were strong enough to carry it out, if that time ever came.

"Come back, Amanda," Will said, seeming to know exactly where she'd gone.

And then, she thought she remembered his voice. It was a really nice voice. Deep and full, that rumbling baritone some men had, a voice that could soothe a woman and put her at ease, charm her even, if he wanted to. She thought maybe he'd used that voice, that exact tone, to calm her down, to reassure her, or maybe get her to do what he'd needed her to do in Buhkai.

The voice seemed to hit something deep inside her, as if her body recognized it and it might be able to drill into that hidden part of her brain where her memories were locked away.

She looked up at him, forced a smile across her face.

"There you go," he said. "Now, let's try this again. How are you?"

"I have good days and bad days. But I'm here, safe, all in one piece, and I know I wouldn't be without you," she said. "So, how does that work? Someone can just call you and off you go? Charging to the rescue?"

* * *

Buhkai, Africa

January 16th

"Mr. Ambassador, what do you need me to do?"

"Get her back for me," came the strained, shaky reply.

Yeah. That's what Will was afraid of.

Some people thought Navy SEALs were miracle workers, some kind of cross between Superman and Rambo. Granted, he liked to think they were as close as any group on earth was. But there was no magic to what they did, just experience, the best support team on the planet, the most careful planning, the best and latest equipment, sheer force of will and trust in the men serving beside them. Which, again, was a whole helluva lot.

But Will couldn't leap tall buildings or turn invisible to go grab one female out of a school and whisk her to safety.

"Sir, I'm in this country alone—"

"You are?"

Okay, officially, he was. Unofficially, he was on loan to the CIA, with a handful of other guys like him. But they were spread thin across a big country, trying to track down various pieces of the illegal weapons pipeline puzzle, and, in the last week or so, chasing rumors about an attack against the current government. Which, it seemed, had just happened, with the ambassador's daughter caught in the middle of it.

Missed on that one, Will thought.

Too bad for her.

For now, it was just him. He didn't know if or how quickly he might be able to contact the other guys, or how long it might take them to get to him, or to the school where the ambassador's daughter was being held.

"At the moment, I'm alone, Sir. And I have no authority here, other than as an advisor on a very limited number of things."

"Of course. I know what I'm asking. Anything you can do... I'd give anything." The man's voice started to break. "If you'd just try..."

"I'll go there, Sir. I'll do what I can, but I'm not sure how much that will be."

"I understand. Thank you."

"Do you know of any American response so far to the situation?"

"They haven't even notified me about it yet, and I have a lot of friends at the State Department. I wanted to try to get in touch with you first because—"

"You may be told in no uncertain terms to stay out of it," Will guessed.

"Yes," the ambassador admitted. "So could you. I realize this could end your career—"

"If it went badly enough," Will said, although it wasn't a huge concern, all things considered.

He was thirty-eight in a profession that required a man be in top physical shape. His days were numbered anyway, and there was no way the risk would keep him from trying to help an American woman held hostage in a foreign country.

"Sir, you have to know a coordinated effort by the U.S. military with a team of men and all the backup they need would have a much better chance of getting your daughter out."

"Yes, but you're there already. The longer they have her..."

"Of course, Sir." The higher the chance of her being hurt or killed.

"We don't even know if the government in Buhkai would let an American team into the country to attempt a rescue, or how long that might take to negotiate."

"Yes, Sir."

Going in without permission involved a whole other set off risks. Will knew it was about eighteen hours in the air, just to get a team from Virginia to Buhkai, and that was only the transport time. Not the mission-planning time, not the time it would take for such a mission to be authorized by the U.S. government. Some teams would be closer, staged in forward operating areas, but they might be already tasked with other missions. It was a busy time for all the Special Ops guys.

"And we have no guarantees the Buhkai government won't send its own troops in to try to deal with the situation, even if they're not up to the job. Remember the gas refinery in North Africa that was taken over by terrorists? Thirty-nine hostages died when local troops went in. Chief, I'm asking... no, I'm begging you... to go and do anything you can to get her out."

"Yes, Sir. Here's the thing, if I could get inside the school and get your daughter out, it would be really nice to be able to call for a helicopter evac."

"I will do everything I can to make that happen."

Which meant the ambassador would have to call someone in the military, which was where things got complicated.

"I appreciate that, Sir. The thing is, if you start making those calls too soon, I may be ordered to stay out of it, and I'd rather not be going against a direct order, unless I absolutely have to."

"So I need to time this just right."

"Yes, Sir." The man caught on fast. Will liked that. "And, Sir, not now, but at some point later, if someone in my chain of command could order me to do this, rather than bust my ass, that would be great, too."

"I'll do my best," the ambassador said.

"Okay. I need to get moving. It's going to take me an hour, at least, just to get to the scene, and I don't know how much time after that to figure out what can be done and actually do it. I'm going to try to round up some help, both here and in the U.S. If you get a call from someone who says he's a friend of mine, do whatever you can to help him."

"Of course."

"I'll call you when I can. Give me a number—"

"Call here, Will," Sam said. "I don't think James should be alone right now."

* * *

Baxter, Ohio

Present

"Your father asked," Will said finally.

"And there you went, despite all the danger?"

He shrugged. "It's what we do."

Looking at his face, Amanda could see that he believed it, that it was as simple as that to him. She'd needed help, and off he'd gone to save her.

He obviously had no idea how extraordinary that was.

"My father said it was pure chance, that he knew Sam, that he and Sam ran into each other here in town and realized they both knew someone in Buhkai. I know my father felt very lucky to find help for me so quickly."

Otherwise, who knew what might have happened to Amanda, how much worse it might have been?

"We were all lucky that day, Amanda," Will said.

It made her think her rescue had been even more precarious than she'd been led to believe.

What did he know that she didn't? She couldn't ask that without revealing how little she knew.

"So," she said, searching for some safe, innocuous subject, "you're related to Sam and Rachel in some way?"

"No, not really." He shook his head, looking momentarily as lost as she felt much of the time. "They call me part of the family. It's just the way they are. I grew up nearby. I've known them since I was a kid."

"Whatever the connection is, I'm grateful. That you're a friend of the family, that you were... Were you actually in Buhkai already?"

He nodded.

"I didn't think we had U.S. troops in Buhkai."

"Just me," he said.

That was even odder. "I didn't think we ever sent just one soldier anywhere."

"Sailor," he said. "I'm in the Navy. We're sailors."

"Right. Sorry. I didn't think we ever sent one sailor anywhere."

He shrugged. "I wasn't exactly there as a member of the U.S. Navy."

"Oh." She was a diplomat's daughter. She knew what that meant. He was working for either the State Department or the CIA, no doubt doing something top secret.

"It wasn't a big deal, Amanda. A training thing, nothing more."

"What could anyone in Buhkai possibly train you to do?"

"I didn't say they were."

"Oh. You were training them?" She looked to him for confirmation and got a quick nod. "Which is why you were able to come and help me so quickly?"

"Yes."

"Thank you. Really. I know I wouldn't be here without you and everybody who helped get me out of there."

"You're welcome. I'm very glad it all worked out." He took a sip of his coffee and gave her a cautious smile.

"My father said that day he and Sam first realized they both knew someone in Buhkai, he was joking about paying you to kidnap me and bring me home."

"I wish I had, before things got so crazy."

"And I wish I'd have gone with you."

"You think you'd have had a choice, if I'd decided to get you out of there?" he asked, clearly amused at that idea.

"You'd have done it?"

He shrugged easily. "Wouldn't have been the first time."

She stared at him, looking so comfortable and confident now, talking about kidnapping people. "You kidnap people?"

"Let's say apprehend and detain."

"Okay." She supposed he did, that she'd have been no problem for him, given the kind of people he normally apprehended and detained. "So, just like that, just because my father asked, you went charging into a hostage situation to save me?"

He gave her a why-wouldn't-I look.

Of course, why wouldn't he?

"You're an American. A woman. A civilian, in trouble in a place like that. I said I'd do what I could."

Which had turned out to be a lot, she suspected.

"How's your father?" Will asked.

"Fine, thank you."

Her father hadn't so much as told her Will was in town, which had seriously annoyed her once she'd found out. She'd demanded to know why, and her father had claimed he didn't understand why she'd want to know.

So she could thank Will, maybe?

And then she wondered why Will hadn't come to see her when he got into town. Or, maybe, he had.

"Did my father tell you to stay away from me?" she blurted out.

Will stayed silent. She could almost see him discarding one thought, reaching for another.

"Everyone seems to think I'm too fragile to handle a conversation like this," she said.

"Thanking me?"

She nodded. No harm in the little bitty half-truth, she reasoned.

"Well, your father thanked me himself, very nicely, on behalf of both of you, by phone and in person, none of which was necessary. I was just doing my job."

There was so much in those few sentences she wanted to ask about. Her father had thanked him? Twice? One of those times in person? Where? She wanted to know. But the last part was the most astonishing.

"Just doing your job?"

He nodded, as if he truly meant it.

"You pulled me out of a hostage situation, out of complete chaos, practically a war zone."

"Sometimes, that's the job. One of the best parts of the job."

And again, it seemed like no sense of false modesty was involved. He was being absolutely sincere and didn't understand the extraordinary nature of what he'd done.

"You think that's one of the best parts of your job?" she asked, trying to understand.

"Sure. Don't get me wrong. There's a lot I love about the job and find deeply satisfying. But Americans in trouble? Especially innocent ones? Being able to get them to safety? That's the kind of mission you can't top, in terms of feeling like what you do really matters. It's why the government invests so much time and resources in training us. It's the kind of mission you hope you get someday. I mean it when I say, I'm very, very happy it all worked out. I'm just sorry I didn't get there sooner."

Which made her fairly certain he knew about the rape.

The kindness, the sincerity, was her undoing, and she felt tears well up in her eyes. He'd likely seen her as vulnerable and scared as she'd ever been. Being rescued by someone in a situation like that struck her then as a very intimate thing to share.

Her tears spilled over and started to fall.

"Shit," he whispered very, very softly, a panicked look spreading across his face.

She managed to laugh, at least a little. "I thought you were one of those guys who isn't afraid of anything. But I guess tears will do it to any man."

He grabbed a box of tissues from somewhere behind him and brought it to the breakfast bar, setting it down between them. "I shouldn't have said that. I'm sorry."

"Don't worry. It happens. I cry a lot now. For no reason at all sometimes—"

"I think you have a reason," he said, leaning against the breakfast bar, looking like he wanted to do more to make her feel better, but was scared to get any closer or to touch her.

It was such a guy thing, panicking over a few tears, and made him seem remarkably ordinary, too, at least in this. What an interesting man.

"I'm sorry," she said, taking another tissue and swiping at her tears.

"Your father didn't want you to see me because he said there were some gaps in your memory, and he was afraid seeing me might bring back even more of what happened. He didn't want to make it any harder for you, and neither do I. That's why..."

He'd stayed away?

Not because he didn't want to see her, but because he felt like he was protecting her by staying away? Which made it a kindness, not indifference.

She wanted him to want to see her, she realized, as foolish and unimportant as that sounded in the scheme of things.

"I am happy to see you, despite the tears," she said.

"Me, too. Happy to see you," he finally admitted. "I didn't want to make things harder for you, but you're here, safe, conscious, coherent—"

"That might be a stretch."

He grinned. "No bruises, no cuts, no bleeding. Not afraid."

So, he had seen it all, she supposed, and now she knew. As tough and strong as he could be, there was kindness and even tenderness inside him, too.

And right now, he looked like every tear she cried hurt him in some way. "I could still be there, if not for you, if I was even still alive—"

"Please, don't thank me again. I never know what to say when people do that."

"Really?"

He nodded, seeming completely sincere and as uncomfortable as he'd looked in the face of her tears.

She smiled for real, wiped up what she hoped would be the last of her tears. "Well, I'm very grateful for the job you do and that you were willing to put yourself into such a dangerous situation for me. I know it was a huge risk that you took, no matter what you say."

* * *

Buhkai, Africa

January 16th

"You're going to what?" Mace yelled through the phone.

"Let's say, I need help planning a training mission," Will said as he rushed to gather weapons and supplies, thankful for everything he'd brought to this country with him.

"Oh, bullshit!"

"Training mission," Will repeated. He didn't want to get Mace into trouble, too, if this thing went bad. "Let's say rebels have taken some school kids and their teachers hostage in the capitol. And I need a plan of attack, you know, in case the guys I'm training ever end up in a situation like that."

Will heard Mace pounding on his keyboard, and then his friend said, "What do you know? Looks like that sort of thing's going on right now."

"How about that? Take down this number." Will rattled it off. "Ask for former ambassador James Warren. He's got information you'll need about the situation, and he's going to give you a number for someone he knows in Ballah, a minister with the new government who has more information. So you can plan this training op for me. Within the next hour, be ready to brief me, okay? I have to drive to Ballah, and the road sucks."

"Wait. Did the guys you're training ask you to help them with this?"

"No."

"Is this your family thing? Is someone you know in trouble in Buhkai? Because you know we'd do anything we could for you. All you have to do is ask."

"No. This is strictly friend-of-a-friend stuff, and I don't want to drag anybody else into it."

"What are you going to do, Will?"

"I don't know. I just need to know what my options are when I get there."

"Okay, but you're not there alone, right? You do have someone to help you?"

"Mace, I have to go. If I'm going to get there in one piece in an hour, I have to concentrate on driving. Be ready with a plan when I call back."

"Don't you go in there alone. Don't you go trying to be a hero and get yourself killed—"

"I'm just going to the capitol. I don't know what I'm going to do when I get there," Will insisted, thinking too much about a young American woman in the hands of the Buhkai rebels.

"Remember those two retired SEALs who charged into the U.S. consulate in Africa that was under attack? They got themselves killed."

"They helped save thirty-one Americans first."

"Fuck!"

"Get me a plan, okay? We'll talk about what I'm going to do when I get there."
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Baxter, Ohio

Seven weeks later

Will could just imagine the visit he was going to get from Amanda's father after this, especially if she went home crying.

Not that he was sorry she'd found him. Even though seeing him was obviously difficult, he didn't have it in him to truly be sorry.

Because, hell, yes, he'd wanted to see her. Desperately, beyond all reason for a normally highly logical man who knew damned well if he did see her, it would likely end just like this. Bringing up nothing but bad memories for her.

He'd known it wasn't smart to be in Ohio right now, no matter what kind of trouble they were having at the shelter.

He'd known it even when he'd gone to her house right after he got back into town, and her father had hustled Will into his private office before anyone else had seen him. The ambassador had thanked Will again, then asked him politely to leave without seeing Amanda. Will had understood completely.

But he'd still wanted to see her, and now, here she was, right here in the kitchen, looking so pretty in that perfect girl-next-door way that had always gotten to him.

He didn't like fussy, silly, fake, made-up women.

He liked his women real.

Not that she was in any way his.

And she never would be.

An ambassador's daughter? A Swiss-boarding-school-educated trust-fund baby? Yes, the woman had a damned trust fund. Mace had found that while digging around for background on her on the Internet, and just had to tell Will.

Her mother's family was loaded, and when her mother died, Amanda had inherited her own trust fund.

It was as far away as anything could be from what Will had known or ever would know. They had been thrown together by nothing but circumstance and the odd coincidence that, when her father had retired from the diplomatic corps, he had decided to teach in Ohio and write his memoir. And when he'd wanted an old mansion restored, he'd hired Sam, because if you were in southwestern Ohio and wanted an historic restoration done right, you called Sam.

That was it.

The whole unlikely story.

And now, here she was, this beautiful, brave woman who'd admitted to hunting him down, looking uneasy but more than a little proud of herself.

She looked so soft and pretty. He'd known she would. He'd seen photos of her before she was taken hostage, as part of the briefing Mace had thrown together before Will charged into the school to save her. So he'd recognize the woman he was looking for in that mess, that was all.

She was even prettier now, despite her tears. Her hair was blonde again and cut simply at almost chin-length. It made her neck and shoulders look delicate and pretty. Her eyes were a shimmering blue-green with big, tear-spiked lashes. She had full lips and the prettiest, faintest freckles spread across her nose and cheeks.

She looked very young, very innocent and sweet, the perfect California girl.

For Will, growing up in landlocked Ohio, the idea of the ocean and the beach had always held a certain allure, and with the beach came natural, perfect California-girl beauties, with all their tanned skin and pretty blonde hair. He'd found that out for himself, especially in his early years in Coronado, California, the west coast home of the SEALs.

When he'd first seen Amanda Warren in Buhkai, she'd been bruised and bloody, with a black eye, a dirt-smeared face and a scab on her lips. Her hair had been longer and darker, and she'd been scared half to death, when she was conscious. And in moments, in scattered, fractured seconds, when he was desperately trying to get her out of that school and then out of the country, he'd glance at her and think she'd be a knock-out back in her real life.

Except he was never supposed to see her that way.

That girl was supposed to be nothing but a fantasy.

And now, here she was standing right in front of him.

Damn, he was in trouble.

He'd do anything for her.

Not that he planned to let her know that.

"Like I said," he told her finally, "we were both lucky that day, pure and simple." And it was true. Sometimes, things just worked out. Skill, training, hard work and a little bit of luck could accomplish most anything.

When he could stop thinking about how scared she'd been and exactly how she'd been hurt, he could be grateful and happy that they got out of Buhkai safely. She could be, too, he hoped, once she could put this behind her and get on with her life.

Which most definitely would not include Will.

"I thought we were, but what about you? I haven't even asked yet," she said. "What did you do to your eye? My father said no one was hurt rescuing me."

"No one was," he said.

"But your eye—"

"This is from my second trip to Buhkai."

"Your second trip?"

She sounded like she had no memory of him trying to explain to her why he couldn't stay with her in the military hospital in Djibouti until her father arrived. She'd cried and begged. He'd nearly cried himself.

But a man could ignore orders for only so long, especially when lives were at stake, so finally, he'd gone.

He'd hoped she'd remember why he had to leave her like that, but she'd been so upset and had a head injury. The nurse who'd been so kind to Amanda had promised to stay with her until her father arrived and to try to explain why Will had to go.

"The nurse didn't tell you?"

Then he remembered the way Amanda had stared at him when she'd shown up on the porch. She'd acted like she was seeing him for the first time. Which hadn't been that odd, on second thought, because in a way he'd felt like he was seeing her for the first time, too.

He'd been as dusty and dirty as it was possible to be in Buhkai, his hair long and shaggy, with a five-day beard at least. And he knew how disconcerting it could be at times to see someone downrange, taking fire, and then run into them back in the real world, looking and acting so different.

But maybe that wasn't it.

Maybe this was something else.

He cocked his head and stared at her again. "You don't remember what happened, do you?"

Which would mean she didn't remember him.

Why did that feel so bad?

She was better off not remembering. He was happy for her that she didn't.

He just hated it for completely selfish reasons.

For himself.

He wanted her to remember him.

* * *

Amanda knew he'd caught her now. No little fibs would get her out of this, and she didn't want to lie to him anyway. She just wanted him to talk to her.

"Not much," she finally admitted. "Flashes here and there. I'm not even sure how much of it's real."

She could feel him drawing away, and she was sorry the first thing she'd done was mislead him.

And then she thought a little more about what he'd said.

"You got out of Buhkai and then went back in again?" What kind of man did that?

"Yeah, I did." He took his time, still staring at her like he could see right through her and wondered how much of her own story she could handle.

"Please don't do that," she said.

"Do what?"

"Stand there trying to decide what to tell me and what to keep from me. Please?"

"I have to be careful, Amanda. A lot of what I do is classified."

"Of course. I'm sorry. I didn't mean it like that. I just... Everybody seems to think they know what's best for me, what I can handle hearing, like it's not something I can decide for myself."

"I get that. Sorry."

"If you went back into Buhkai after getting me out, you must have helped evacuate the embassy. That much has been all over the news, that U.S. Special Forces helped evacuate the embassy."

"Yes, I did."

She thought about the chaotic scenes she'd watched on TV, how scared she'd been just seeing and hearing about it from so far away. He'd been in the middle of it to get her out of there, and then, knowing how crazy it was in that country, he'd gone back to get more Americans out.

That was a kind of courage she couldn't imagine having. She was in awe of him.

"I think you must be the bravest man I've ever met." She couldn't keep that inside.

"No, I'm not," he insisted easily.

How could he not see that? He was a hero. She stared at him until he turned his face away from her, so that she couldn't see his good eye, just the one covered by the black patch. Looking around the edges of it, she didn't see any kind of scar or other injury.

"So, what did you do to your eye?"

"Detached retina, some odd thing that messes up your vision for a while. I don't even know how I did it. It didn't even hurt."

"Then how do you know you didn't do it rescuing me?"

"Because I could see just fine when I headed back into the country for the second time."

"Oh." That made sense. And she was so glad he hadn't been hurt saving her. "But you're going to be all right?"

"I'm sure I will be. In time."

"Which is... what you're doing here?" she guessed, because it didn't look like he was going to volunteer a lot of information. "Waiting for your eye to heal?"

He nodded.

"At a battered women's shelter?"

"I know. Really not my thing. But the director lives on-site, in a small apartment above the garage, and she can't climb stairs right now. Her room was empty, and she's still a little rattled by the break-in and being attacked. I was on medical leave for the eye. Sam helped renovate this place for the shelter, is on the board of directors. He asked me to fill in, thought everybody here would feel safer with someone like me here. Plus I promised to do what I could to improve the security system. So here I am, a temporary paper-pusher/glorified bodyguard/security consultant."

"That's your idea of taking it easy?"

He looked like he didn't understand the question. "Paperwork and being here in case something happens? It's not really work. Plus, I'm no stranger to dealing with people who've been traumatized. I think I can handle whatever comes up."

"I'm sure you can." There she was, practically flirting with him, her hero, her very own Superman.

Life seemed very good in this moment.

It had been so long since it had.

He started to say something else, but his phone beeped. He pulled it out and looked at it, then looked at the front door.

In an instant, Amanda was scared all over again. "Trouble?"

"No. I just need to go outside for a few minutes."

"Oh. Okay." Was he kicking her out? She wasn't sure, so she put down her coffee, picked up her purse and followed him, out the front door and to the porch. "Are you sure nothing's wrong?"

"It's just the bus. The kids are getting out of school."

And someone had to make sure they got safely inside, because they obviously hadn't been safe in their own homes. God, that hurt. That so many kids had lives full of danger and fear. The world seemed like such a scary place now.

"Amanda, don't think about it," he said again. He might do the guy-thing and panic at the sight of a few tears, but he obviously watched carefully and picked up on a lot.

"I'm trying not to," she said.

"Or if you do, think about all those kids in your classroom who got out safely that day. That's what matters."

* * *

Buhkai, Africa

January 16th

Will hoped that by the time he got to the capitol, the ambassador's daughter would have turned up somewhere, that she hadn't been at school when the attack started or had managed to escape.

No such luck.

As he circled the crowd around the school—angry that violence had again erupted in their city and particularly that militants had taken school children hostage—he heard again and again how the brave young American teacher had stayed behind, stalling the gunmen to give her kindergarten students time to escape.

The crowd was stunned that an American—especially a woman—would care so much about the children of Buhkai that she would sacrifice herself to save them.

Will got sick just thinking about her still being inside.

He wondered if she was still alive. It had been nearly four hours, after all, since the attack began. So much could happen in four hours.

He finally made contact with the Buhkai soldiers he was training—who were, as he feared, in charge, if anyone could be said to be in charge of the volatile situation. He'd had so little time with them, only a few weeks. No way they were ready for this. Still, for the first time, they actually looked happy to see Will.

He put them to work setting a perimeter. The crowd was way too close to the school and growing larger all the time. He didn't want the crowd to charge in with no plan at all. He had to fight his own impatience to do just that. He was no good to her if he got himself killed.

After he made a complete circle of the building, picking up all he could from that primary survey, he called Mace.

"Okay, talk to me," Will said.

They started with the layout of the school. Will looked at the building in front of him while Mace laid out the inside, so Will could get an image in his head of where everything was.

They had good intel. Mace had the school's layout on the screen in front of him, from the school's own website, confirmed by Ambassador Warren's friend whose grandson attended the school. It was the same family Amanda Warren had been living with in Buhkai.

Will asked questions until he knew every entrance and exit, every large interior space where the hostages might be held, possible vantage points to observe what was going on and pin down his path to Amanda Warren's classroom.

He was sure he could get inside. Could he do it undetected and get back out? That was the question. One of them, at least.

He was still just one guy. He had called his CIA contact, but all hell was breaking loose in the country right now. There was real concern about all American civilians on the ground, the largest concentration being at or near the U.S. Embassy. The few CIA security contractors in the city were getting all the Americans they could safely behind the Embassy walls, to keep more from becoming hostages or dying.

Will was pretty sure no one was coming to help him anytime soon.

He wished like hell he had a drone overhead with heat sensors to tell him where everyone was inside the school and when anyone moved. No such luck yet. No one had told him so, but he was sure one was coming. The only question was when.

Too late for Amanda Warren, he worried.

The U.S. was still discussing what to do, mostly about the Embassy, Mace reported.

"Have the militants inside the school said what they want?" Will asked.

"Yeah. You'll love this. They had a list of kids they were especially interested in grabbing. Government officials' kids. They got three of them. The new President's son, and the sons of two of his closest advisors, plus one more. They plan to hold the kids hostage until a list of government leaders leave the country. This is a coup attempt, using school children as leverage."

"Shit," Will said.

"One of the kids they wanted was in the ambassador's daughter's classroom. They didn't get him. He told his grandfather she shoved them out a ground-floor window and told Naaji, the grandson, which way to go to lead them out, told them to run while she stayed behind. The grandson claims every kid in her classroom got out."

"Jesus," Will muttered.

"Yeah," Mace said.

The woman was either incredibly brave or incredibly foolish. Maybe both.

A real hero, either way.

Putting the safety of those kids first, knowing what to do, being able to think and act under that kind of pressure? It was a skill some people could develop, but it usually took practice. SEAL teams did it, put people under that kind of pressure, with live ammo going off around them, pushing them to the limits of their physical and mental abilities, and then expected them to be able to think, to act.

This woman had just done it when it really mattered, with none of that training. She'd saved a whole classroom of little children. No way Will was leaving a woman like that in the hands of the Buhkai militants.

"Best count we have says five adults, four children still inside. We think five gunmen, maybe six."

Too many hostages for that many gunmen to keep an eye on, plus defend their position. Added to that, too few troops outside to control an angry, unwieldy crowd. This was a clusterfuck waiting to happen.

"Okay," Will said, "you have a photo of the ambassador's daughter for me?"

"Yeah. Sending it now." Mace sounded less than happy.

"What's wrong with her?"

"You'll see."

Will clicked on the photo attached to the text message, and he did, indeed, see.

There was absolutely nothing wrong with her.

Except that she looked just about perfect, especially if a man went for the sunny, blonde, girl-next-door-pretty type. Which Will really did.

Amanda Warren even had a light sprinkling of freckles across her face. Some women might be horrified and do everything they could to cover them up. Not her. Her face was as bare and perfect as could be.

Big, blue-green eyes sparkling with laughter, her hair loose and hanging casually down her back, blowing in the wind, she looked happy and relaxed.

And young.

Damn, she looked young. And perfect.

"How old?" Will asked.

"Twenty-six."

She didn't look it. "How old is the photograph?"

"From last summer, on the beach in Spain, right after her father retired. He said he made her dye her hair brown when she decided to teach in the Middle East, so she wouldn't stand out so much."

"He'd have to put a bag over her head to keep her from standing out anywhere," Will said.

"Not just her head. From what I can see, all of her is perfect," Mace said.

Will thought, again, What the hell was she doing here?

He got mad just thinking about it.

Although the kids in her classroom were certainly glad she'd been there. And their parents and everyone who knew them.

Honey, what have you gotten yourself into? He stared at her photo. And how are we going to get you out?

"You should know, people up the chain are starting to call trying to get in touch with you," Mace said.

Will's phone was ringing here, too, off and on, and he was ignoring all calls from anybody but Mace and Sam.

It was likely all anybody else wanted at this point was to know where he was and what he could tell them about conditions on the ground, whether he could get to Ballah and help round up embassy personnel. But Will wasn't taking any chances on hearing things he didn't want to hear from the higher-ups. He wasn't abandoning Amanda Warren.

"What are you telling people?" Will asked.

"That last we heard, you were well outside the city and in an area where communications are spotty at best."

Which had the advantage of being true. Not the whole story, but true.

"Thanks, buddy."

"Yeah. Will, you're not going in there by yourself, right?"

"I'm going to look around in there. That's it. That's all I know right now."

"You're there with the CIA, right? They've got more guys like you there, right? And you're going to call them and get some of them to help you. Tell me that."

"I'm calling everybody I can," Will said, because he had. They just weren't coming.

"Don't you fucking try to be a hero," Mace said.

Will said nothing.

"Shit, one way or another, you're going in there, aren't you?"

Will had known that long before he ever saw her photo. But if he hadn't, the photo would have done it. Not because she was beautiful, but because she looked so damned innocent and young.

No way he was going to leave a woman like her in a mess like this.

"She made sure a whole classroom full of five-year-olds made it out of that school safely today," Will said. "The least I can do is go in there and try to get her out."

The woman deserved an army to help her, as far as he was concerned, or at least a whole SEAL team. Unfortunately, she wasn't going to get one. With the mood of the crowd, Will thought, this whole thing would be over long before they could get a team into the country.

So, yeah, one way or another, Will was going in there.

He was going to do his damnedest to get Amanda and everybody else out alive.


 

 

 

Chapter 5
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Baxter, Ohio

Seven weeks later

"I heard about what you did," Will said. "Getting those kids out, staying behind and buying them time to get away. You want to talk about bravery? About being a hero? That's it."

"No. It wasn't. I was so scared. I know that much—"

"Doesn't matter. Hell, we all get scared. What matters is what we do in spite of it. You saved those kids, so believe me when I say it was a privilege to get you out of that school and out of the country."

Amanda could tell he meant it.

This big, strong, tough man was impressed with her. That felt amazing.

"I..." She sniffled, felt more frustrating tears building.

"Ahh, dammit. I'm going to need to stock boxes of tissues on the porch, too," he said, smiling down at her.

"Yes. I guess you are."

"If you think of anything about Buhkai, think about those kids," he said. "You did something there. Something important. Something that mattered. Those kids are going to remember you for the rest of their lives, and the parents think you're right up there with God. Think about that and try to let the rest go. Get on with your life. Be happy, Amanda. You deserve that."

The bus came rumbling down the street, stopping at the end of the block and letting a bunch of kids out. She watched Will watch them in that way he had of taking in everything around him at once. She wondered if those kids and their mothers had any idea how lucky they were to have him watching over them.

She watched the kids, too, three boys, two girls, elementary-aged. They'd be safe here. Will would make sure of it. She was so glad he was here for them.

He got a couple of fist-bumps from the boys and shy smiles from the girls. He ruffled a few heads of hair as the kids filed by and told them he'd be inside in a minute.

Which meant Amanda was almost out of time. She had to make her case for him to help her, before he sent her on her way. "I'm trying to deal with everything," she said. "But not knowing... Everyone says I should let it be, that there's nothing in those memories except things that will hurt me. I've tried that. It's not working."

"It hasn't been that long," he said.

"I know. It just feels like—"

"Forever," he said. "It'll feel like that for a while. I've seen a lot of people go through different kinds of trauma. You look good, Amanda. You sound good, considering. You sound strong and determined and like anybody who's trying to make sense of something that just doesn't make any sense."

"You think so? Because I don't feel strong. I feel like a complete mess."

"Anybody would. I swear."

"You've done so much already, I hate to ask, but will you help me now?"

"Of course. What's wrong?" He went from looking uncomfortable to a man as sure and strong as could be. As if he could handle any problem she might have, and, despite saving her life once already, was happy to do more.

"I need to know what happened. People have told me things, just the bare bones of it, but you were there. You must know so much that I don't. Please, will you tell me?"

He gave her a look like he had when she'd started to cry, a look that said, Please, don't make me do this. Please.

So, there were things she didn't know?

Judging by his reaction, really hard things.

Amanda felt sick to her stomach.

"There is more," she said, trying to take that in and just not able to. "I was held hostage at gunpoint and raped in a foreign country. What could be worse than that?"

"I didn't say that," he insisted. "I couldn't. I don't know what you know."

"And I don't know what you know. Does that seem fair to you? It is my life, after all."

"You're right. It is. Your life." He looked so frustrated, so concerned. "I just don't see how all the details would do anything but make it worse for you, and, I don't want to do that."

"Shouldn't that be my choice to make?"

He took a breath and blew it out, long and slow, staring at her and shaking his head, not ready to argue that point but clearly still hating what she'd asked him to do.

"Right now, I remember all the fear. I feel it, but I don't remember what caused it, and it makes the whole thing seem even scarier to me. There are things I'm afraid of that I don't understand, things I want to do that don't make any sense. I'm just trying to make sense of it, Will."

"Things you want to do? Like what?"

"Like corners. I find myself, when I walk into a room, studying the corners, picking one and edging toward it. I want to go sit in a corner." She actually did that in her bedroom sometimes. She got on the floor and pressed her back against the two walls and hid in the corner. How humiliating was that? "For some reason, I think I'll feel safer there. What in the world is that about?"

He stared up at the sky and then back at her. "When I first saw you inside the school, you were sitting in the corner."

"Wait. You saw me inside the school?"

"Yes."

"I..." Okay, that was a surprise. And then she thought... Oh, God. She was right back up at level ten on her own personal panic scale, as bad as it got without her being on the floor sobbing. "You didn't see the rape, did you?"

"No. I wouldn't... Shit, I was going to say I wouldn't have watched that and not tried to stop it, but there were kids in there, Amanda."

"I know."

"And as much as I'd have wanted to stop it, I would have weighed the presence of the kids against... you being hurt, and... honestly, I don't know if I would have had the discipline to do what needed to be done. If it meant endangering the kids, maybe getting one of them shot, and I thought by waiting, working out some kind of plan, I could hope to get you and those kids out of there, I'm sorry. I would have waited, if I could have made myself do that."

"No. I understand. The kids all survived. That's what matters."

"It is," he agreed. "As lousy as the rest of it seems, those kids making it out is definitely a victory. You have to hang onto that."

* * *

Buhkai, Africa

January 16th

Will was ready to slip inside the school.

He wished it was dark, so it would be harder for anyone to spot him, but that was hours away, and he wasn't willing to wait.

He told himself he wasn't trying to be a hero. He was just sneaking inside to have a look around. Somebody had to, and he was the most logical choice to do it. They had to know what was going on inside in order to make a plan of attack. Without a plan, they were screwed.

He did have some supplies he'd brought to use in training. Body armor, all the firepower one man could use, some flash-bang grenades, a little bit of explosives, older-generation night-vision goggles that might come in handy.

He left a young Buhkai soldier in charge, the one Will trusted the most. He told the soldier to hold back the crowd at all costs and not do anything else until Will got back outside.

He also left the man a phone number to call if Will didn't make it back out. Not Sam's number. He wouldn't do that to Sam. Not Mace, either. The number was for his CO. He'd do the notifications, hopefully after he found someone else to rescue the hostages from the school. Assuming Will hadn't blown their chances of survival, as well.

As he started slowly creeping toward the wall around the school, he thought maybe he should have written one of those damned letters. He never had before, had always thought they were too creepy. Who would he send it to, anyway? Sam and Rachel? And say what?

Thanks. I know you tried as hard as you could to help me when I was a kid, and you kept trying all these years. I've never understood why, never truly let you in the way I should have. It wasn't you. It was me. I was just too messed up to let myself be a part of your family. You two are the greatest.

He had life insurance and a will that left everything he had to the Wounded Warrior Foundation and a battered women's shelter in Ohio that Sam had helped build. Will thought Sam would appreciate that, and the place always needed money.

That was it, all the preparations Will had ever made before a mission.

He didn't have any regrets. He loved his job. It was one crazy adrenaline rush after another, working with the best guys ever, doing things hardly anybody ever got to do. They tested themselves physically and mentally day-in, day-out, and a man was judged on nothing but being honest and getting the job done. He'd seen practically the whole world. What could be better than that? He didn't understand why every man on the planet wasn't fighting to get his job. It was that good.

How could a man who'd done what he had done have regrets?

But he had close to twenty years in now, and guys his age or a little older had started dropping out with bad knees, wrenched shoulders and backs that couldn't take it anymore. Or, they were sick of being away from their families. Will had started to wonder if maybe there should be something else.

So far, though, he'd pushed that thought aside and done his job.

Something else?

What could that be?

Thirty-two minutes later, after a little climbing and slithering along, he was in.

The school was a series of small buildings around an open courtyard and connected by enclosed walkways. Its biggest open space was a wide, windowless foyer in the front hallway with the administrative offices on one side and the library on the other.

Just as Will had expected, that's where he found the gunmen and the hostages. Long, empty hallways ran in either direction, so anyone coming would be seen quickly and easily, and the hostages were huddled in a small alcove against the closed administration-area doors. That left the library as a vantage point.

Luckily for Will, it had a high ceiling and unusually high bookshelves. Lying flat on his belly on top of the first bookshelf in the library, he could see the hostages.

He tried to count gunmen, but they kept coming and going. Five? Maybe six? He couldn't be sure.

The adult hostages were sitting on the floor, a huddle of bodies crowded into one corner, making a human shield to protect the children. Will couldn't even see them, except for a glimpse here and there between the bodies of the adults.

Two women, two men, he thought.

Neither of the women looked young enough to be Amanda Warren. Where was she?

Will kept watching until he knew the gunmen's routines. He decided which ones looked the most competent—he'd like to take them out first—and which ones scared him because they looked so nervous they might do anything.

In the huddle, children sobbed every now and then, but were quickly shushed. A couple of the insurgents liked to stir the hostages up by placing a gun to their foreheads. One made a suggestive move toward one of the women, pushing her clothing aside with the muzzle of his gun.

As the hostages shifted toward that woman, Will thought he got his first glimpse of Amanda. He saw the light-brown hair he'd been told to expect. She looked younger than twenty-six, but she still might be Amanda. The light wasn't great deep in that corner, and she had children draped across her every which way. They looked exhausted, like they'd been scared half to death for as long as they could be, and then collapsed in a heap, clinging to her like she was the only sane thing in the world.

She clung right back to them, looking dazed and not quite all there, not like a woman who'd kept her head long enough to send the kids in her class off to safety.

What happened to you, honey? Can you hang on? Give me some time to get you out of here?

He lingered longer than he should have. It seemed safer—for her—with him inside to see what was going on.

He wanted to know what had put that vacant, haunted look in Amanda Warren's eyes, kept waiting for something to happen to give him a clue, but nothing did. She stayed in the corner, the kids on top of her, the other adults shielding them all.

One of the kids tried to hide behind Amanda at one point, and the gunmen started yelling and gesturing with his gun until the kid was visible again. So the gunmen thought the kids were more valuable hostages than the adults? Or maybe that the adults would be more cooperative knowing the kids were always at risk of being shot?

The adults also seemed to be shielding Amanda, too. He got protecting the kids, but why Amanda?

Because of what she'd already done in making sure the kids in her classroom escaped?

Or something else?

He didn't like the possibilities he was thinking of that would make her coworkers want to be especially protective of her.

Seeing her like that, it took all the self-control he had not to rush in there and try—recklessly—to end the hostage situation then and there. He wanted to jump down, seemingly from the ceiling, and spray gunfire in the direction of the gunmen, hoping he could take them all out. Then he wanted to pull Amanda Warren into his arms and carry her to safety, her little ragtag group of kids and adults following along behind them.

It wasn't any kind of a plan. It was foolish and completely reckless. He would not do it.

But she made him want to.

And he hated knowing that, in order to save her and the rest of them, he had to leave them on their own now with the gunmen.

I'll be back, he promised silently. I'll get you out of here or die trying.

He meant it. He would keep going until she was safe or he was unable to do anything else to get her to safety. Simple as that.

Creeping back outside, he saw the crowd was much bigger than when he'd left. The whole scene felt so much more volatile. That sixth sense that had served him so well in dangerous situations was screaming at him.

They had to move soon.

Every minute he spent outside was another long minute Amanda Warren was in there in danger, and that was eating away at him, too.

* * *

Baxter, Ohio

Seven weeks later

"I was in the corner in the school, and I felt safe there?" Amanda asked. "So far, remembering anything about being a hostage has frightened me."

"Relatively safer, I guess. You, the kids and the other teachers were all together. You were in the very back, against the two walls of the corner, and the kids were piled on top of you. It looked like they'd done that thing little kids do when they're scared or tired or both, just drape themselves over you. And the other adults had made a kind of wall around you and the kids, to shield all of you as best they could."

"So, that's why." One question answered. "I've felt so embarrassed, wanting to hide in the corner like a little kid."

"Hey, corners are good. A natural defensive position. You've got two walls to guard your back, and the floor beneath you."

She imagined sitting on the floor, the kids piled on top of her. They all sat on the floor for story time, Amanda included, and the ones beside her would lean in, sometimes lay their heads in her lap, warm, little lumps, feeling happy and safe and that all was right with their world. She hoped she'd helped them feel safe inside the school with the gunmen.

"You okay?" he asked softly.

She nodded, trying to pull herself back from that scene in her head, back to Ohio, back to a front porch with the man who saved her.

"That helps. Thank you. Please think about telling me more. You think I'm strong, remember? I'm strong enough to hear this." She was almost certain of that. Not quite, but almost. "And surely, I'm strong enough to make this decision for myself."

He shook his head. "Turning my own words back on me?"

"I shouldn't, because I loved hearing you say that you think I'm strong—"

"Ah, honey. You are," he said, in a way that made her glow with sheer pleasure and a little bit of pride, things she hadn't felt since she woke up in the hospital in Germany.

"So, you'll think about this," she said.

"I will."

"And don't go leaving town without saying something to me first. Please?"

He laughed. "And risk having you hunt me down again?"

"I would."

She should have left then. She meant to. But he looked so perfect, strong and calm and able to face anything, and she felt something... A memory? Maybe.

Of him?

She looked down at his hands again, thinking about them, about him maybe holding her hand.

Had he done that?

Impulse drove her on, and she reached for his hand.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I just... Can I..."

He looked uncomfortable, like maybe she was going to thank him again or call him a hero, as she slipped one of her hands into his. He was warm to the touch and so solid. At the small connection, she closed her eyes, tried to fully absorb the feeling. Just being here with him, holding her hand, hearing his voice,...

"I think I felt safe with you," she said, opening her eyes finally.

He had gone very still, and she'd clearly made him uncomfortable again, because he looked like he was bracing himself for anything else she might say or do.

And she gave into one more impulse. She rose up on her tiptoes and leaned into him a bit to kiss his cheek. He stood still as a statue beneath the light touch.

"Thank you for that. For making me feel safe."

She smiled at him one more time, and then let go of his hand and turned and walked away, leaving him standing on the porch.

* * *

Will stood there, frozen, until she got into her car and disappeared around the corner.

Then he shook his head and swore as he sat down on the porch steps.

He was so screwed.

Because he could still feel her small, soft hand tucked into his, her soft lips brushing ever so sweetly against his cheek.

And that was something he did not need to feel.

The woman just got to him. She had right from the start, when she was a stranger, and then an incredibly brave woman who'd sacrificed her own safety for the children in her care. It was impossible not to admire her, even to be in awe of her.

She made him want to be a hero, her hero, despite the fact that it was a label he'd steadfastly rejected his whole career. He was just a man doing a job. But for her, he wanted to be a man who could do anything, fix anything, who could make her feel safe no matter what.

Will didn't quite know what to make of that.

He was too much of a loner for that. Women were fine, but he didn't want them to depend on him, to need him. He was looking for a simpler exchange. A little time, a little fun, a little sex, nothing too intense, because at the end of the day, he'd always go back to his job. It didn't leave time for much else. Certainly not for big, heavy commitments. He didn't trust them anyway, so it was good that he didn't want them.

But a woman like her?

She wasn't the kind of woman a man walked away from easily.

And Will always walked away.
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Will tried not to think about her, not that he had been doing a good job of that since leaving Buhkai.

Because he'd known he might see her again if he came back to Ohio, he'd stayed away as long as he could. But as his eye kept giving him fits, he couldn't work, and he was quietly going crazy, Sam had called.

Sam didn't ask for much from Will.

Come see us sometimes. Call and let us know you're okay. If you get a day or two off at Christmas or Thanksgiving, there's always a seat at the table for you.

So, when Sam did ask for a favor, it was hard for Will to say no. And yeah, it seemed like an odd fit, him at the shelter. But their security system sucked, and while it wasn't Will's area of expertise in the teams, he knew a helluva lot more than most people about security systems, and if there was something he didn't know, he had friends he could call and ask. He'd installed bars on all the windows, new and better locks on the doors, kick plates and motion-sensor lights. Anybody in the military could handle paperwork, and he had dealt with a lot of people battling stress and trauma. So there wasn't anything at the shelter he couldn't handle. There wasn't anything in this town he couldn't handle.

Except Amanda and wanting to see her.

That little battle was over, because now she'd found him.

He felt so many conflicting emotions, he couldn't begin to know what they all were. Except he was uneasy. Maybe a bit mad. Probably mostly at himself and the situation, but once he got to Sam and Rachel's Sunday afternoon for a cookout, with these people who kept insisting he was part of the family when he wasn't, he decided he was kind of mad at them, too.

Someone had told Amanda that Will was in town, and he was pretty sure it was someone at the cookout.

A damned cookout, in Ohio in January?

Who did that?

They were lucky there was no snow on the ground.

But it was Emma's son's sixth birthday, and he got to pick the meal—family tradition. He wanted hot dogs, half-burned on the grill.

So here was Sam, grilling outside in January, while most of the family remained inside.

"What's got you all rattled?" Sam said as Will came outside, which was obviously a mistake.

"I'm not rattled."

Not like he had been when Amanda slipped her small, soft hand into his and told him she'd felt safe with him, thanked him for that and then caught him completely unaware when she'd reached up and ever so gently kissed his cheek.

Jesus.

She was the sweetest, softest, most innocent thing he'd ever seen, and one of the bravest. He admired the hell out of her.

He'd heard from her father about how she was doing. He'd heard from Sam, too, and still he'd thought about her and worried and, if he was honest with himself, wanted to see her.

But he'd stayed away, because that's what her father wanted and because Will wasn't going to make anything harder for her.

And what had she done?

Hunted him down, slipped her soft hand into his, then kissed his cheek.

Will swore under his breath.

"What's the matter with him?"

It was Zach asking, the pretty-boy lawyer. Sam's son. Sam's real son.

Well, real to Sam. He didn't care about the genetics of parenthood. He and Rachel had raised Zach, Emma and Grace, and that was all that mattered to them. They were Sam and Rachel's kids. No question.

Will was...

He was something else, even if people pretended otherwise.

"He claims nothing's the matter," Sam said, obviously not buying it as he took the beer Zach had brought him.

"Okay, it's just that somebody could have given me a heads-up," Will said.

"About what?" Sam asked.

"A certain woman looking for me," Will said.

Zach laughed. "What did you do?"

"I didn't do anything."

"Every time you show up in town, women come looking for you. There's nothing unusual about that," Zach said. "You make one of them mad?"

"No. Nothing like that. I'm saying, someone could have told me Amanda Warren was looking for me."

"She found you?" Sam asked, looking concerned finally.

Will nodded.

"Oh," Zach said, all razzing gone. They all knew what she'd been through. "How is she?"

Will shrugged. "As good as could be expected, I guess."

"Does her father know she came to see you?" Sam asked.

"Not before she did it, but I suspect I'll hear from him when he finds out."

"You will," Sam agreed.

The ambassador was very protective of his daughter, which, granted, he should be. Any man would be, under the circumstances. Will got that. He agreed with everything the man said about Will staying away from her. But still, he was the man who'd saved her life. And she'd hunted him down. What was he supposed to do? Duck and run? No way.

"I don't even know how she found out I was in town," Will said finally. He studied the two men standing beside him.

"Not from me," Sam said.

"Wasn't me," Zach proclaimed.

"What wasn't you?" Emma asked as she joined the three of them. "It's crazy in there. We invited too many six-year-olds."

"It wasn't one of us who told Amanda Warren that Will was in town," Zach explained.

And there it was.

Emma.

Her gaze shifted hard and fast to Will. Most people wouldn't have caught it, but Will read faces for a living. He knew instantly.

"You told her?"

"I... Will, I'm sorry. I didn't... It was a misunderstanding," Emma said.

"Why would you tell her that?"

"I didn't. Not really. Or I didn't mean to. And I'm sorry, but I can't talk about this with you."

Which made him even madder. "What the hell, Em?"

She didn't say anything, although she looked like she wanted to, like she was both surprised and worried.

"It's okay. We've been here before. I can translate for the two of you," Zach said. "We all have jobs that involve confidentiality issues, and this is a small town. We all know a lot of the same people, so this is something we've dealt with before. Will, this is Em's I-can't-talk-to-you-because-she's-a-patient-of-mine face."

"Shut up, Zach," Emma said.

"And," Zach said, turning to his sister, "the thing is, she can't ask, but she can't stop you from telling her whatever you want. So, go ahead, talk, because she looks like she really wants to know what Amanda Warren said to you and what you said to her."

"This does not make it right, and you know it," Emma protested.

"She showed up at the shelter the other day," Will said. "And I would have appreciated a heads-up that she knew I was in town and was looking for me."

"Okay, now we're getting somewhere." Zach turned from his sister back to Will. "I think that's Emma's worried look, and if she could ask, she'd say something like, 'What was it like? Her seeing you? Talking to you? Did it upset her?'"

"Well, yeah," Will admitted.

"What did you say to her?" Emma demanded.

"Not much, once I figured out she doesn't remember much of what happened to her. Which I would think was a good thing, considering. But she obviously finds it difficult, not knowing."

Emma almost blurted out something else, Will saw, but then she rolled her lips over her teeth and clamped her mouth together, looking annoyed as hell at him.

"Okay, I don't know what that look is," Zach said, "except that she's pissed at both of us. Hey, I didn't do anything."

"Yes, you did," Emma said. "And I'm not talking about this anymore. I've already said more than I should have."

"Wait a minute, dammit," Will said. "I'm just trying to do the right thing here. She wants me to tell her everything I remember that happened to her in Buhkai. What the hell do I do about that?"

"I can't tell you that—"

Shit. "Come on, Em."

"I can't."

"I just don't want to hurt her," he said. "She's been hurt enough."

"Will, I know. I do not have an answer to your question right now, and even if I did, I couldn't tell you about it. But to save us all some time, I will say again, slowly, so that maybe you get it this time. I-do-not-know-right-now."

"Okay," Zach said, "Amanda's a new patient. Em hasn't been seeing her long enough to know whether you should be talking to her, but she might know after she's had more time with her."

"How the hell am I supposed to know when Emma decides if I should talk to Amanda? Are you going to be there to translate then?"

"No, he will not be," Emma said. "Go away. I mean it."

"Fine. Sorry," he said to Will. "I tried."

And then it was just Will and Emma. They'd drifted away from Sam at some point, although they'd likely been talking loudly enough that Sam heard the whole thing.

Will looked at Emma. "I just want to do the right thing here."

"I know."

"And I'm willing to do anything I can to help her, but I don't know what that is."

"Will, I don't know, either. Not yet."

"Well, she's going to come back and want answers. What am I supposed to say?" He shook his head, lost. "She's so damned young, and they hurt her, Em. One of those men... To think about anybody hurting her like that? Scaring her? And her standing up to them, so she could make sure a bunch of little kids got away?"

"I know."

"She deserves everything we can do to help her deal with this."

"I agree. That's what I'm trying to do."

Which made him think about Amanda's hand in his, back there in the military hospital at the U.S. base in Djibouti, Africa, and on the porch outside the shelter here in town.

I think I felt safe with you. Thank you for that.

Which had made him feel about ten feet tall and proud as could be, but at the same time, mad as hell and powerless, because he hadn't been able to keep her from being terrified and raped in that godforsaken country.

He just had to get out of this town. Back to work. Surely that was the answer.

But Amanda was here. She thought she needed him. She'd said she felt safe with him, and more than anything, he wanted her to feel safe and be able to put this behind her. She was special and deserved every good thing life had to offer her. The world owed her.

"So, if she shows up at the shelter again?" Will asked.

"Do what you think is best. There's nothing any of us can do except try our best to help her," Emma said.

"Yeah, found that out in Buhkai."

"Will, she's here. She's in one piece. She's been through a serious trauma, and I don't mean to minimize that. But you got her out of there. And people get through things like this. They learn to put it behind them and move on."

"Do they?" he asked, and then got one of those damned shrink-looks from Emma.

Maybe he was learning to read her as well as Zach did, because it looked clearly like she was asking, Have you?

Well, had he?

What the hell did it matter, really?

He liked to think he had moved on, as much as anyone could. This town always made him a little crazy. Everything from his childhood seemed a little too close here. People knew him here, the way no one else did. They knew things about the way he grew up that he did not talk about and tried hard not to think about. Here, he was still that little boy with the shitty mother and the crazy life. He was the kid Sam and Rachel tried to save, but couldn't.

God, he hated it here.

If not for Sam and Rachel, he'd never come back.

"How long are you going to be in town?" Emma asked.

"I'm not sure. The eye's being stubborn."

"Will, a detached retina is nothing to mess around with—"

"So I've heard. I'm not doing anything. I sit around at the shelter. I pace. I talk to people. I watch out for them. The most strenuous thing I've done is put bars on the windows and new locks on the doors."

"Good."

No, it was not good.

"As soon as the doctor clears me, I'm going back to work," he said, and as soon as the words were out of his mouth, he imagined being far away from Amanda again, and her needing him or thinking she needed him and him not being here.

That wouldn't be easy.

"Look, if something happens, if you think Amanda needs me or there's anything I can do for her, tell Sam. He's got a number he can always use. If I'm reachable, anywhere in the world, that number will get a message to me, and I'll be here as soon as I can. Promise me, you'll do that?"

"If she says she wants to see you, I will."

"That's not what I asked," he complained.

"I know. It's what I can do."

Fine.

In that case, he'd ask Zach to go talk to Emma and try to translate the privacy-doublespeak again. Or he'd ask Sam. Sam was friends with Amanda's father. Sam would know if things started going badly for her, wouldn't he?

He trusted Sam completely.

Will truly just wanted so badly to do the right thing for her, and it was hard as hell sometimes, not knowing what the right thing was.

* * *

It wasn't as easy as Amanda thought it would be, to see Will, to feel like she was closer to everything that happened in Buhkai. Or maybe she wasn't as strong as she'd thought she was.

She had felt so brave, finding him and making her case for him to tell her everything. But it took its toll.

She found herself exhausted, shaking and wanting to hide in the corner of her bedroom again, as though the boogie man was coming to get her and she had to stay alert to fend him off.

It was Friday afternoon when she'd talked to Will, and she white-knuckled it, barely hanging on, until Monday afternoon, at her regular appointment with Emma. She'd been scared and jumpy and on hyper-alert for danger at every turn.

She had medication she could take, short-term, and it did work, usually, but she hated the idea of depending on a pill to calm down. Plus, it made her feel dopey. Her doctors were trying to find the right long-term medication, at the right dose, that they claimed should make the panicky feelings manageable.

Amanda had trouble believing that, but she'd heard from normal people, or at least people she'd always believed to be perfectly normal, that it was true.

So, maybe.

One day.

Not today.

So she was both very happy and a bit apprehensive to walk into Emma's office. Fortunately, just being in the room and in Emma's presence was reassuring.

Emma gave her a warm smile. "Tough day?"

Amanda nodded. "Tough weekend, actually."

"Seeing Will?"

"You knew?" Although it shouldn't be that much of a surprise.

"Family party. He was there and wanted to know how you found out he was in town. I didn't tell him, but I've been told I have a lousy poker face. He seemed to know right away I was the one. I didn't say you were my patient, but my brother guessed that, right in front of Will. So, I've now violated your privacy with Will and maybe my whole family. I'm so sorry."

"No, I am. You told me this would happen, and I didn't listen."

"You have a right to decide who you tell, if anyone, that you're in therapy."

Amanda thought of Emma's whole family maybe knowing. Did that make her feel ashamed? Odd? On display even more than she already was with the media attention her story had received?

"Honestly, thinking about that—people knowing—is just so far down my list of things to worry about that I don't care. Please, don't feel bad. I trust you. I want to keep seeing you. Unless, you don't want to do this anymore? I mean, I did hear about Will from you and then went to find him."

"I can't tell you what to do, Amanda, only make suggestions. You get to decide what you do. But I am sorry for what happened at the party."

"Was he mad? That I came to see him?" Amanda couldn't resist asking.

"See, here we go. Again I know things because of a personal relationship that I wouldn't otherwise know."

"I know, but... was he mad?"

"This is exactly what my family does when I'm not talking. They ask questions anyway and try to read my face, often jumping to conclusions."

"You're right. I'm sorry. I am doing the same thing. I'm worried he was mad I came to see him."

"You tell me," Emma said. "You're the one who went to see him. Are you happy that you found him? Sad? Upset? How did it feel? Start anywhere you like."

"It felt... good," Amanda admitted. "And it made me nervous and a little scared—the idea of seeing him, mostly. I didn't actually remember anything else, not really. But then, the weekend was tough. Like I was all wound up, the way I was in those first few days after I got home. Is that what you expected it to be like?"

"It doesn't surprise me. Are you glad you saw him?"

"Yes. There was something about him. He seems so... solid and dependable, calm and strong, like he could do anything. If you ever got in trouble, he's the person you'd want to help you out of it."

"Yes, I can see that."

Amanda wanted to know everything about him, although she didn't think she'd get much out of Emma. She might have to go back to sleuthing around downtown Baxter.

It was one thing that actually sounded appealing to her.

"There was a moment, a split second, when I looked at him and thought... well, that he was attractive," she confessed, then laughed. "First time since... it happened, that I looked at a man and thought about him as a man. A normal one. Not one who scared me. So, that's good, right? A moment when I felt like a normal woman, and he was a man with... uhh, with..."

Emma waited, looking like she was trying very hard to master a poker face.

Amanda laughed. "The next time you see him, watch him walk away and tell me that man doesn't have an absolutely perfect derriere, as we said at the Swiss boarding school I attended."

Emma laughed, too. "I've known him too long and thought of him as part of the family. Can't evaluate his appeal as a man. But I'm happy for you, that you had a moment."

"How exactly is he connected to your family? All I know is that, by a very fortunate coincidence, my father knew that Sam knew someone who was in Buhkai. And, wait... you call them Sam and Rachel, but they're your parents, right?"

"Sam and Rachel adopted Grace, Zach and me. We're biological siblings. Zach and Grace were very young when we came to Sam and Rachel, and call them Mom and Dad. I was almost twelve, and thought I was too grown up to need new parents, much less call them Mom and Dad. By the time I finally figured out we were there to stay, and that I could trust them to take care of my little brother and sister, I was so used to calling them Sam and Rachel, I never stopped. But they absolutely are my parents."

"What about your birth parents?"

"An abusive man and a battered wife. She died from one of his beatings not long after we came to Sam and Rachel's, and he went to prison."

"Oh, Emma. I'm so sorry," Amanda said.

Emma smiled. "Zach, Grace and I were incredibly lucky to escape. I remember what it was like to be desperately afraid of a man, of how strong he could be and how much he could hurt a woman. I saw what he did to my birth mother. So I think I understand some of what you must feel, some of the fear."

"Did he hit you?"

"Once. And I had a boyfriend in college who did. I got out of there fast, but he came after me. I'd always thought I was too smart to get into a situation like that, always felt like I could handle anything."

"I did, too." It was one of the things about which Amanda felt most guilty. "My father said it was dangerous in Buhkai, even with him arranging for me to live with the family of a diplomat he'd served with in the Middle East. But my father always seemed so brave, and he raised me not to be afraid. I thought that, whatever happened in Buhkai, I could handle it. I wanted to do something important, like my father did. I wanted him to be proud of me."

"I'm sure he is."

"No, I scared him half to death instead." Amanda took a ragged breath. "I realize now, I'd never really been afraid before. Not like that. It's... humbling, and it changes things. It's like the whole world changed, and now there are scary things everywhere I turn."

"I know."

"Sometimes, I look around, and I think, how can I live in a world like this? When it's always so scary? Was it always this way, or did I just not understand the danger? Or did it all change in an instant in Buhkai? Will life ever seem normal again? I want so much to go back, to before this happened, and I can't do that."

"No, you can't. But you can go forward. And it won't always feel this bad or this scary."

"I hope so. I couldn't stand it if it did."

Amanda grabbed a tissue and wiped her eyes, then remembered that fleeting feeling of being safe with Will. No wonder she had wanted to find him, just to be in the same room with him.

"Wait, you haven't told me... How does Will fit into your family?"

Emma looked troubled.

"I know," Amanda said. "I shouldn't ask you things like this. I'm not being fair—"

"And if I don't tell you, I have a feeling you'll start asking people until someone does tell you."

"I'm sorry. Really—"

"No, I'm just trying to figure out which Will would hate the most. You asking those sorts of questions of people around town, or of me, or of him? He's a very private person, Amanda. There are things I've never asked him about his past, things he's never told me, even after all these years."

"So, it's not just me that he's so guarded with?"

"Definitely not just you." Emma sighed. "Let me just say this, and it's something anyone who's been in town long enough knows and would likely tell you. When he was a boy, Sam and Rachel tried to adopt him. He lived with them for a while, but a judge eventually sent him back to his biological mother."

"Oh, how awful."

"Yes. It was devastating to Sam and Rachel, having to give him up. And it's a small town, so they saw him from time to time. We all did. More of him as he got older, as much as he'd let us."

"So, he was taken away from his mother for a while? Or she was sick and couldn't take care of him?"

"I don't know. I've heard things, of course, all kinds of things, but he's never talked to me about her. Not really. Or what life with her was like. I'm sure it wasn't easy."

"And his father?"

"I have no idea. I said as much as I did so you'd know you're in very difficult territory here. Tread lightly, please. If you asked around town, there's no telling what kind of crazy rumors you might hear, and Will would hate that."

So, deep down, beneath that calm, capable exterior, was a wounded soul? A child from an unstable home, who'd had a home with Sam and Rachel, but was yanked away from them and back to... There was no telling what. It made Amanda like him even more, admire even more the man he'd become.

"Are you warning me away from him? As a man? Someone I might be interested in as a woman?"

"I'm just telling you he's not an easy man to get to know," Emma said.

"Well, I don't think I'm interested in any man that way. Not now."

But was that absolutely true?

She remembered once again that little flicker of interest. It had been such a surprise. She'd felt normal for a moment. That had felt good. Different. Hopeful.

She could admit to herself that she found him fascinating and wanted to know everything about him. But she was a mess, had a ton of work to do, just to feel normal again.

"So, what did Will tell you?" Emma asked.

"Not much. He figured out pretty quickly that there's a lot I still don't remember. Truthfully, I doubt he'll say another word to me without permission from you."

"And you're angry about that?"

"That I feel like a little kid who needs permission from her father or her shrink to talk to someone? That Will thinks I'm that fragile? It's no great surprise. I think the whole world sees me as this pitiful, broken person."

"You are not broken."

"No, I think I am. I feel like I'm falling apart. And I don't know how much longer I can hold myself together. So I shouldn't be angry at him or anyone else for seeing what I see in myself." She grabbed another tissue, dabbed at her nose and felt like screaming. Then she remembered... "He did say the sweetest thing."

"Will? Sweet?"

"Yes. He said I was brave to have gotten my kids out of my classroom safely."

"You were," Emma said.

Amanda shook her head. "No. I don't think so. I mean, I don't really remember, but I'm pretty sure I was terrified, and in a split-second, I did what I could."

"Amanda, what do you think courage is?"

"What he does. I was just standing in my classroom, getting ready to start the day. He took a job where, if there's trouble anywhere around the world, he goes charging toward it. That's courage, day after day, year after year. He got me out of there—and I still don't know what that was like for me or for him—and then he went back into that country to get more Americans out safely. Can you imagine?"

"Honestly, I can't."

"So for him to think that even for a minute or two, I was brave? That felt so good. I want to be brave. I want to be strong. I don't want to go through the rest of my life being afraid."

She wanted him to admire her. She also wanted to see him again, the way a woman wants to see a man in whom she's interested.

And that felt good.
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Answering the door at the shelter on Tuesday morning, Will found Amanda's father there.

Great.

"Master Chief, I think we need to talk," the ambassador said.

"Yes, Sir. Come on in."

As he stepped into the momentarily quiet living room, the ambassador said, "I believe you've seen my daughter?"

"She was here on Friday," Will admitted, something about the man leaving Will feeling like a pathetic kid.

It wasn't that air of authority the man wore like a second skin. Will was used to dealing with that. He showed respect to those who deserved it, and if he absolutely had to, to those who didn't. It was the superiority thing the ambassador had going, not like someone with a military rank, but simply as a person. His sense of importance, of expecting to be respected, not even questioned. It rankled.

It was the sort of thing that had gotten to Will since he was a kid, and everybody in the world had seemed superior to him. He had lived on the fringe, mostly taking care of himself and trying to keep himself fed, to be invisible so no one messed with him.

Amanda Warren's father brought back a thousand memories Will had fought to forget.

"I knew over the weekend that something had upset her," the ambassador said.

Damn.

Will had been afraid of that. "I'm sorry, Sir."

The man nodded. "I thought we had an agreement, that it was better if she didn't see you."

"We did, Sir." Will didn't want to sell Amanda out, but he didn't like being accused of going back on a promise, either. "But she has questions about what happened to her—"

"I know that. Her doctors know that. We're handling it."

Not to Amanda's satisfaction, obviously.

What was Will supposed to do? Hide when he saw her coming? He wasn't going to do that. He'd let her father keep him away from her twice already, supposedly for her own good. Once at the hospital in Germany and again when Will got to Ohio.

So, it was fine for Will to risk his life to get her out of Buhkai, but his usefulness ended there? Despite all the missions, the medals, the lives he'd helped save, he still wasn't good enough for the ambassador's daughter?

Shit, it wasn't like he was trying to date her. All he'd wanted to do was talk to her, help her if he could, and know she was okay.

"I'll say to you again," her father said, "for all our sakes, let her be. Let me and her doctors handle this."

"Sir, she knows where I am. What do you want me to do? Slam the door in her face, if she shows up here again? I'm not going to do that."

"I think you could handle the situation with a little bit more finesse than that."

So, now the man thought Will was capable of something like finesse?

"I have no intention of doing anything that makes life harder for your daughter," Will said.

"So, you are going to see her again?"

What could he say? He'd give just about anything to see her again. Will could imagine what the ambassador would say to that. He was still trying to figure out how to answer the man when the doorbell rang.

The two men stared at each other for a long moment. Finally, Will said, "Excuse me for a moment, Sir."

He opened up the door, and there was Amanda.

Oh, bad timing, he thought. Really bad.

Her father was going to whisk her out of here, and all Will would get was a glimpse of her. But she surprised him by smiling, then saying, "I believe my father's here?"

Will nodded, stepping back from the doorway so she could come inside. He even had a moment to enjoy the look on her father's face as he got caught here.

"Amanda? What are you doing here? Did something happen?"

"I think we need to talk about what you're doing here, Dad."

Ouch. Will tried his best to not let either one of them see how much he enjoyed hearing that.

"Fine. We'll go home and talk," her father said.

"Dad, did you come here because you found out I came to see Will? Are you here to tell him again to stay away from me?"

Her father shot a sharp look Will's way. A little tick in his upper lip made Will think the man wasn't as calm and in control as he'd like to be.

"He didn't do anything," Amanda said. "I tracked him down."

"Really?" her father asked, then looked at Will.

Will thought he might have earned an inkling of approval for not trying to deflect the blame for their talk onto Amanda. Just an inkling.

"All right," her father said. "We'll talk. Let's go home—"

"No, I'm not going. Not yet—"

"Amanda," her father tried again.

"I'm going to apologize to the man who saved my life for the way my father's treating him—"

"It's not necessary," Will said.

She shot an annoyed look his way, too. Okay, he'd stay out of this one.

"I'll see you later," she told her father.

That tick in his upper lip was back with a vengeance. Amanda waited the man out until he offered a curt goodbye to Will and left.

Then she turned to Will and offered him a shaky smile. "Hi."

"Hi."

He could have happily just stood there looking at her, not saying anything. He'd been too rattled last time to take in how different she looked from the woman he'd rescued in Buhkai.

How she looked on a normal day.

Well, almost normal. Getting closer all the time.

She looked great.

She had a lot to deal with, as shown by the dark circles under eyes. They hinted at sadness, and maybe nervousness. But she looked better than she had on Friday. He hoped she got a little bit farther from the trauma she'd experienced every day.

"Sorry," she said finally. "Didn't mean to drag you into this mess between me and my father."

"It's okay."

"No, it's not. Was he mad at you? Because I found you and came to talk to you?"

"He's worried about you. I understand."

"I'll make it clear to him that it was all me."

"Amanda, do you really think I need you to defend me to you father?" The idea was sweet. Laughable, but sweet. He'd be in serious trouble if he couldn't handle one retired diplomat.

"No, I wasn't saying that. Just that you shouldn't have to."

Damn, she was trying to protect him.

He couldn't remember a woman ever trying to do that.

Except maybe Rachel, when he was a kid.

Protection wasn't something he looked for from a woman. It surprised him how appealing it was, even if the idea was ridiculous.

"I think you have enough going on without worrying about anything your father might say to me. Why don't you let us handle this?"

"It's not right. I feel bad about him giving you a hard time."

"Well, don't." She shouldn't feel guilty about anything. She needed people in her corner, looking after her right now. "Honey, your father obviously adores you. He'd have moved mountains to get you back safely. He practically did. We had the kind of cooperation and assistance from the U.S. military, the State Department and other branches of government that I wouldn't have believed anyone could arrange that quickly in such a sticky diplomatic mess."

"I know."

"Don't let anything he might say about me come between the two of you."

"I won't. I have a hard time being mad at him. Well, staying mad at him."

"Good." He wanted that for her, for them to be close, because her father was going to be around long after Will was gone. Despite how the ambassador made Will feel, Will would never fault a man for honestly worrying about and trying to take care of his daughter.

"Do you think I was too hard on him? I saw his car parked outside, and I knew exactly what he was doing. He treats me like I'm a child again, who needs her father to run her life. And, granted, sometimes I feel like that, but... Well, that was probably more than you needed to know."

Aw, hell. He wanted to know everything about her. That was one of the many problems he had where she was concerned. "Amanda, you can tell me anything you want."

Her head came up at that, and she gave him a shy smile. "Really? I was afraid to come back. Last time, it seemed like you didn't want to see me."

Damn.

No way to win with any answer to that particular question.

He very much wanted to see her. He thought about her all the time, continuously fought the urge to go find her.

And yet, he knew they'd met under extraordinary circumstances, where people sometimes got very close very fast, but the connection wasn't quite real.

She was home now, and she was safe. He was not a part of her life, except for the little quirk of fate that had brought them together in the first place, and the second one of Will being here temporarily. Otherwise, he'd likely have never seen her again after getting her out of Buhkai.

He didn't want her to get attached to him out of some sense of obligation or because of the experience they'd shared. As soon as his eye healed and he was cleared to go back to work, he'd be gone.

If she was ever in a place like Buhkai again, she might need Will again, but what were the odds of that?

He looked up to find her still waiting, looking so tentative he couldn't send her away.

"I worry that I'll bring back bad memories for you," he said. "I don't want to do that. I promised I wouldn't do anything to make this harder for you."

"Promised my father?"

"Promised myself."

"Well, what if I wanted to be here?" she asked. "What if... I didn't just get ticked off that my father was here giving you a hard time. What if... maybe... I was looking for an excuse to talk to you again? And was... maybe driving by, trying to come up with an excuse to come inside and talk to you?"

"So, that thing with your father? That was an act?" He'd known women who could pull off that kind of pretense, but he would have sworn her annoyance with her father had been genuine.

"No, I was mad at him. He doesn't have the right to give you a hard time about anything. But to be honest, now that he's gone, I'm not exactly sorry to be here."

"Okay." She wanted something from him? More information about what happened to her in Buhkai? Or something else?

It was maddening how important that distinction was to him at the moment.

"Now I'm worried. Was I awful to him? " she asked. "Because I know he's a wonderful father, and I know I put him through hell. When I came to in the hospital in Germany and saw his face, I thought something horrible had happened. To someone else. Maybe him. And then, I found out the terrible thing had happened to me."

"Which is no reason for you to feel guilty," Will said.

"No, but going to Buhkai in the first place is, and staying there weeks after my father asked me to come home is. The man's spent his life as a diplomat. He knows when a country's unstable. He told me to come home, and I didn't. I wouldn't. I didn't want to leave my students, and I thought my father was just being overprotective of me. He does that. I keep trying to show him I'm strong and capable of taking care of myself, and I did the exact opposite."

"Honey, more than a hundred Americans were still in Buhkai, despite U.S. government warnings against travel there. The U.S. embassy was still open, so for you to think everything that happened was your fault—"

"No, I'm not saying that. Just that it was within my power to get out before anything ever happened. I could have saved myself, and I didn't. I've always been so proud of the work my father does. I wanted him to be proud of me for going there to teach."

"And I think you're being too hard on yourself," Will said.

"No, it's my way of trying to make sense of it. Analyzing. Rationalizing. Intellectualizing. Rather than dealing with my feelings about it. Trying to convince myself I did have some kind of control over the situation, that I could have prevented it. Emma says it's easier to accept that it was partly my fault than to accept that it was something out of my control, that life can be so random and dangerous."

Life could be just that random and dangerous, Will knew all too well. He just wished she didn't.

"What happened to you was... a lot of things, some just plain bad luck, Amanda. A trifecta of bad luck. Please don't think danger like that is lurking around every corner. You want to be careful, to make good decisions. But please don't let this ruin your life."

"Emma says the same thing. She says I can get past this."

"Of course, you can. You will."

"Thank you. I need to hear that, to believe it. From someone who's not my shrink."

Oh, he was so screwed.

A little honestly from her, a little sincerity, that sweet, tentative smile, hearing that she just wanted to make her father proud, and he was a goner. He understood her better than ever now. He admired her, and he feared he'd do anything for her. "So, what had you lurking on the street out front?"

"I wanted you to know that it was good for me to talk to you last week. I felt better—"

"Amanda, your father just told me he could tell something had upset you this weekend. He was sure it was talking to me on Friday. And Emma—I talked to Emma about you. I know I probably shouldn't have—"

"She told me. It's all right."

"Em didn't really tell me anything. I just don't want to do the wrong thing with you."

"I understand. Really, I do. Talking to you did stir up memories and make me anxious for a while, but I felt like I was making progress, dealing with everything. I mean, just that thing about corners..."

She stopped talking and laughed a little, looking embarrassed, too. It was adorable. The color on her face lit up the freckles across her nose and on her cheeks.

"Okay, this I've got to hear," he said.

"No."

"What do you mean, no? I can't imagine anything we talked about would have helped you feel better, much less come close to making you laugh."

"I mean... I didn't mean to tell you this," she said.

"Why not? You said you wanted to talk."

"Not about this."

"Why?"

"Because it's embarrassing," she finally admitted.

"You said it was something good. Come on, Amanda. Tell me something good. Tell me something that makes you laugh, even if it does embarrass you."

She made a face, looking annoyed and embarrassed and even more appealing.

"Since we talked last week, I've spent some time... sitting in a corner of my bedroom. I don't try to fight it anymore. I get scared, and I go sit on the floor in the corner, and I feel safer, ridiculous as that sounds."

"Hey, I want you to feel safe, whatever it takes," he said, still hating the idea of her scared in her own father's house.

"Sometimes life's so bad you just have to laugh. It's better than crying."

"Yes, it is." He'd much rather she laughed than cried.

"I did something else, too. The corner felt so good to me that two days ago, I moved my bed there. There's one corner of my bedroom with no windows and no doors nearby, just two solid walls coming together. It's great. Now I can sleep in the corner."

She smiled, but still Will hated to hear that. She'd had nightmares in Buhkai, but he'd been with her, to hold her, to try to reassure her and help her get back to sleep. Here she was not so far away, but still all alone in her father's house.

That was hard, knowing she was still so scared and so close.

Danger-Close, he decided.

It was a military term. When soldiers were in real trouble and calling for air support, the pilots overhead, as a matter of safety, couldn't fire too close to the soldiers' position on the ground. But if the enemy was close, too, and you figured your only hope was weaponry from a helicopter or a plane, you called for it anyway, and you had to use the term Danger-Close to get the pilot to do it.

As in, Yeah, you're going to drop it practically on top of me, but do it anyway, because I am in deep shit, and I don't see any other chance of surviving.

She was too close, too pretty, too appealing, too vulnerable, too everything.

He wanted to fix every bad thing in her life. He had almost from the first moment he'd heard about her in Buhkai, especially once he'd seen a photo of her, looking so young and so sweet. Once he heard about her getting the kids in her classroom out safely, he was a goner.

"You're having trouble sleeping?" he asked finally.

"Yes, but you're missing the point. I like my corner. I like pressing my back against the wall and knowing nothing's back there that can get me. Of course, there's still that whole monsters-under-the-bed thing, which I thought I'd outgrown when I was eight, but it seems to have come roaring back lately. I'm thinking about taking the bed apart and sleeping on the mattress on the floor, in the corner, of course. What do you think?"

"I think you might have a hard time explaining that to your father."

She nodded. "I know. He's already curious about why I moved my bed."

"You could tell him the truth," Will said.

"He'd worry even more, and he's already worrying so much. Now I've kicked him out of here. I'm sure he'll worry about that, too. But it got me in here, and I just... I hoped I could talk to you some more."

"About what happened to you?" he asked.

"Yes. No. I don't know. About anything?"

She gave him an embarrassed, mischievous smile.

No way in hell he could resist that.

* * *

Oops.

Amanda hadn't meant to say quite that much.

He stared back at her, like he was trying to peel back the layers and see right inside her.

"Okay, I didn't mean that," she said.

"You didn't?"

"No, I just want to talk to you about Buhkai. That's it. Nothing else." But then she ruined it by grinning, couldn't help it.

"You're a really bad liar," he said.

"I know." She shrugged. "I don't get out much anymore. I'm a hermit. I've forgotten how to behave in public. I'm actually thinking of making a cave out of my box springs and mattress. A cave sounds like just the thing. What do you think?"

"I think your father might worry even more, but if it makes you feel better..."

She smiled, feeling hopeful and something close to happy. "Okay, the truth is, I really don't go out much. I don't... like it. It's hard to make myself leave the house. There aren't many places where I feel safe, even in my father's house."

"Aww, honey—"

"I'm just trying to say I don't know many people here, and there aren't a lot of people I want to talk to. But I want to talk to you. And we don't have to talk about Buhkai. Not if you don't want to. Can I just... be here for a while? Please? Maybe be your friend?"

She knew that was way too much, way too pathetic, even for her.

"Did you think I'd kick you out?" he asked.

"I wasn't sure. You looked like you wanted to the first time I showed up."

"I was surprised. It doesn't happen often. Professional hazard. I need to be ready for anything."

So, she'd seriously rattled him? "I have to confess, I like knowing that I can surprise you."

He laughed so hard at that he turned much more appealing immediately. And the man was more than appealing enough already.

"So," he said, "what do you want to do?"

"I don't care. What were you doing before my father and I barged in?"

"It's nice outside. The kids were out there playing when your father showed up. We could sit in the backyard and watch them. I'd rather they have an adult there when they're outside, even if the back yard is fenced and there's a latch and an alarm on the gate."

"Okay," she said, wanting to see him with the kids.

If he was protective of them and genuinely liked being around them, she'd find him even more appealing.
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Will didn't sit long. The kids came and dragged him over to play with them in the fort-themed treehouse.

The little ones wanted him to lift them up and put them in the treehouse, and then bring them back down, often with the kids giggling and holding out their arms and pretending to fly. He pushed kids on the swing that hung down from the treehouse, and put them on the top of the slide. He was surrounded by joy and giggling, kids running in circles around the tree, hiding, a bit of tripping and falling, a few tears.

It did Amanda good to see and hear such happiness. It took her out of her own world for a while.

And it was no hardship to watch Will play with the kids.

He lifted kid after kid easily, and physical strength was something she truly appreciated these days. He was patient, and soothed the children when they needed it. She wondered if he'd been the same way with her: strong and patient and reassuring.

She wished so much that she could remember him. All she had was a hint of familiarity and memories that seemed to lurk just under the surface, so close, and yet she couldn't get to them.

She found herself tying kids' shoelaces, listening to little girls complain about boys not waiting for their turn to get on the slide or to fly with Will. She brushed off some skinned knees, kissed a few boo-boos and smoothed down some hair that was flying every which way.

It was good to be back with little kids. They were so funny, so sweet, always surprising you and making you laugh. They must feel safe here, to be so carefree, and she was grateful.

Eventually, one of the moms called the kids in to dinner. They grumbled but filed slowly inside. Will, looking so strong, so capable, so very appealing, walked over to the bench where Amanda sat.

"Do you have to go inside?" she asked.

"No."

"Sit with me," she said, motioning to the space beside her.

The bench wasn't a tight fit, but it didn't provide any space between them, either. His shoulder pressed against hers at first, until he slowly stretched his arm out on the bench behind her.

She fought the urge to snuggle up to his side, trying to be content just being this close to him, enjoying the reassuring heat of his body, the way he smelled so good.

"It's nice to see these kids so happy," she said. "They think you're a big toy for them to play with. They were all over you."

"They're good kids stuck in a lousy situation. They need to know there are men who won't hurt them."

"Yes, they do."

So did Amanda, for that matter. Oh, she knew intellectually, but seeing it, feeling it, being close to a man and being unafraid, that was different.

Was that why she found Will so appealing? Because she trusted him? Because of that elusive sense of knowing he'd saved her? Or was it something else?

"Do you miss teaching?" he asked. "Being around kids?"

"Teaching? Not exactly."

That made her think of being in a classroom. Just the thought felt awful. She shivered, lost for a moment.

"Hey? You okay?" Will's arm settled on her shoulders, giving her a little squeeze.

"Yes." She tried to come back to the present, the backyard, the shelter, Will. "I thought about teaching, and that was okay. But then I thought about being in a classroom, and that... I don't want to be inside a classroom. The whole idea... no."

She shivered again.

"Sorry." Will came closer, his body angled toward hers, one hand gently cupping her shoulder. "Stupid question."

"No, it wasn't. I really do miss my kids. I try not to watch the news. Emma said it's unnecessarily alarmist and repetitive, and it would likely only scare me. But I do wonder about what's going on in Buhkai. Mostly if my kids are safe. If their families, and the other teachers and their families are safe. What's going on over there? Do you know?"

"It's not as bad as it was when we pulled you and the other Americans out, not as stable as it was most of the time you were there. It's still hard to say whether the current government will be able to hold the country together."

"I should ask my father. I'm sure he's been in touch with his friends there. Now that I think about it, I'm surprised I haven't heard from anyone there." She shook her head. "He's probably screening calls and messages for me."

She waited, and it was like she could hear Will thinking, wanting to say something.

"Don't worry. I'll be nice. I do know how lucky I am to have him," she said.

"Good."

"I don't understand you. You save my life, and he acts like you're someone he needs to shield me from, but you want to protect him."

"Amanda, I'm never going to think badly of a man for trying to take care of his daughter."

"But I don't need protecting from you."

"Your father obviously thinks you do."

"I know. You do, too, in a way. It scares me, Will. I swear, I didn't come here to try to pry information out of you. I just... wanted to be here. It feels good to be here, and nothing else feels like that to me right now."

"I'm glad. I want you to feel good."

"But I think about how hard my father's working to keep me away from you, and you being so reluctant to talk to me, and it scares me. It makes me think there's something really bad that I don't remember."

He took his time, thought it through. "Amanda, I don't know about anything that happened to you over there that's worse than what you already know. I mean, I would think the scariest things would be gunmen showing up in your school, and holding you hostage, and the..."

"Rape. You can say it. I don't fall apart at the word."

"I would think those were the scariest things." He shook his head. "I mean, I know there were other times when you were scared. You saw some dead bodies. You probably saw people killed in front of you—"

"The teachers I knew?"

"I don't think so. I mean, it's possible, but I meant some of the gunmen. We were out of there fast, but it's one of the things I worried about telling you."

"Oh. I hadn't thought of that."

He sighed. "You want to hear that part?"

"Yes, I do."

* * *

Buhkai, Africa

January 16th

The situation had deteriorated while Will had been inside. He was antsy to go back in and get Amanda and the other hostages out.

As he was briefing the Buhkai troops he was taking inside with him, the situation exploded. Suddenly, he heard gunshots, people screaming, glass shattering. The mob outside the school lost its patience and stormed the school.

Shit.

Will shouted for his Bukhai troops to follow him, and they raced inside.

It helped that he knew exactly where the gunmen and the hostages had been, while the crowd had to search as it surged forward. As he reached the spot in the hallway outside the library, he saw gunmen panicking, arguing about what to do. One just ran. Some started shooting people charging through the courtyard. Two grabbed hostages and dragged them along as shields.

The kids started screaming. Will turned and saw that they were still clinging to Amanda. She wouldn't let go of them, either.

He dealt with the two gunmen trying to use the hostages as shields, using his K-bar knife, because this close he didn't want to risk a shot hitting anyone else. It was quick. They simply dropped to the floor.

Not seeing any other immediate threats, he headed for Amanda and the kids.

It was a battle to separate them. There was too much noise for anyone to hear the reassurances he tried to give. So he pried scared kids away from her and distributed them to the nearest Buhkai troops. He picked Amanda up and put her over his shoulder in a fireman's hold. He could move faster that way and still have one hand free for his weapon.

She fought like a wild thing, kicking him and clawing at him with her fingernails. He couldn't blame her. She'd just watched him kill two men. They had been holding her hostage, but she had no idea who Will was. He suspected he looked pretty scary at the moment. And he'd separated her from the kids.

She struggled against him every step of the way. He worried someone in the mob of people moving in would think he was one of the militants and shoot him or both of them in the chaos. So he clamped down ruthlessly on her legs, hurting her, he knew, and surely scaring her even more. But he didn't want to get shot, and if he did, who would get her out of the country?

Will headed for the back of the library, sticking to the wall as best he could for the protection it offered. The first time he glanced back, the three soldiers with the kids were following him, and the other teachers were following them.

As they got to the courtyard doors, someone or something hit him, and he and Amanda crashed into a wall.

Son of a bitch, that hurt.

And he was afraid she'd taken the worst of it.

He started moving again, heading out as the crowd surged in.

It seemed to take forever, but finally he and Amanda were outside.

She was sobbing and still fighting him, but they'd made it. They were out of the school.

* * *

Baxter, Ohio

Will didn't tell her he was the one who killed two men in front of her. He glossed over that part and just said the two were killed, and he worried that she'd seen it happen.

Was that wrong?

Maybe.

Probably.

Part of the reason he didn't tell her was the way some people looked at a man when they knew he'd killed someone.

Some of them wanted to hear every gory detail, to dig around inside his head and try to understand how it made him feel, as if anyone had that right. It was a part of his job, and he did it. He felt no remorse for killing men who'd shot up a school full of innocent children, killed teachers and raped one of them. Those men deserved to die.

But it scared some people, just that Will was capable of doing it. And knowing he was capable of it was different than actually seeing him do it.

Bottom line, he didn't want her to be scared of him now.

She had been, at times, in Buhkai. Not necessarily because she'd seen him kill those two men. Because she'd been traumatized and raped in a foreign country exploding into war. He'd tried his best to convince her he was one of the good guys, but that had been hard to do under the circumstances.

Would any woman truly trust any man again, after what she'd been through? What she was still going through?

"That's the part that you think might have really scared me? Seeing two of the gunmen killed? I don't remember that."

"Good."

"Or trying to get out of the school. You were afraid to tell me that part?"

He shrugged. "A mob of people was charging in. It was loud, a lot going on. And you had no idea who I was. You fought like crazy, understandably. I'm sure I scared you."

She stared at him. Was it his imagination or did she lean into his side? He fought against pulling her closer, just to reassure her, to make her feel safe. Even more than he wanted her closer, he wanted to be the man who could make her feel safe.

Shit, he was in trouble.

"I can't imagine ever feeling scared of you," she said.

"Well, you were. More than once. There was just no time to stop and explain, to give you time to process what was going on. We had to keep moving."

"I understand that, Will."

"You didn't then."

"Well, I hope you're not thinking about apologizing for that. Job No. 1 was getting me out of there alive, which you did."

"It was. I still hate the idea of scaring you."

And disappointing her, which he had. He'd infuriated and hurt her, even though he was only doing his best to achieve that first objective of his: getting her out of the country safely.

"Hey," she said softly. "You can't think I'm going to complain about anything you did to get me out of there, can you?"

"No, I don't. I just... I could see how scared you were."

He saw a lot of scared people, and he'd learned to block it out and do what needed to be done. He didn't usually see those people back in the real world, and if he did, it was a moment or two, done, over.

He didn't obsess about them, didn't find himself wanting so much to see them afterward, to know they were okay. He didn't chastise himself for scaring them in the process of rescuing them.

"Will, you have nothing to feel guilty about."

"Aww, honey. I do. I mean, it was a judgment call. A couple of them, and I made them. You never know if you made the right one. You tell yourself, in the end, if you accomplished what you set out to do, you made the right call. I misjudged the crowd outside that day. I didn't realize how volatile the situation was, that things were going to explode in a second."

"You were inside, trying to figure out how to get us out."

"I was. And it was hard to crawl out of that school and leave you." Suddenly, he realized what he'd said. "Leave all of you," he added. "Maybe I stayed too long, didn't have the kind of eyes I should have had on the situation outside."

"Wait, where was everyone else? The guys on your team? Weren't they outside watching the crowd?"

"No. The Buhkai troops were outside. The ones I'd been training." He wasn't going to lie to her, but if he told her the whole truth—that there was no team of U.S. soldiers on the ground with her until the helicopter came, that it was just him and her—she'd want to thank him again and feel indebted to him. He didn't want that from her. Finally, he just said, "I was the only U.S. military guy at the school."

"What do you mean, the only one?"

"I was the only one."

"But... I thought there was a team. You guys work in teams."

"Normally, we do. And if I'd waited awhile, I probably would have had a team. But I was already there, and I promised your father I'd do anything I could to get you out. The longer they had you, the more likely it was that they'd hurt you, maybe kill you. And then, waiting wasn't an option. When the crowd rushed in, we went in, too. The Buhkai soldiers backed me up."

He might have some regrets about how he'd done things, but he'd never regret going in there after her.

But now, she was looking at him the way people did sometimes. That larger-than-life, hero crap that made him so uncomfortable. He was just a man, one with an amazing job he loved, the best job in the world.

If he really was a hero, he'd have somehow kept her from ever being attacked, ever being held hostage in that school, scared she was going to die or that the kids were. He'd have kept everyone alive that day. He and the guys in the teams would be so good, so fast and so tough that none of them ever died on a mission. But he and the others like him didn't have that kind of power. People did get scared. Bad things did happen, and some people died.

He had to settle for what he could do, what he had done.

"I had no idea you were the only one at the school," she said. "You took a huge risk."

"Honey, once I heard about what you did—getting all those kids from your classroom out alive, unhurt—there was no way I was leaving you there. That was an incredibly brave thing you did."

"Like you, going in alone after me. And don't give me that, 'Hey, it's just my job' thing."

"It is my job," he insisted.

"Well, it takes an amazing man to do it. Don't even try to argue. I know it's true, and I think..."

She went silent for a minute, and it seemed like he'd lost her. "Amanda?"

"I think I remember you telling me who you were. Was there some kind of arched doorway? And it's really noisy? You look... Fierce. Scary, with long hair, a beard, dirt smeared on your face. You look so big and dangerous and intimidating-looking. And you're telling me something about how you're just a man? Did that happen?"

"Yeah, it did."

"Tell me. Tell me that part."

* * *

Buhkai, Africa,

January 16th

They made it to the street, both of them in one piece, and Will was thrilled until he looked back and... The soldiers he'd given the kids to weren't behind him. He couldn't see the other hostages, either.

Fuck.

It was chaos behind them, with a mob of people, angry, shouting, shoving, fighting their way inside. Could he hope to get in there and find a handful of kids and adults?

It looked impossible.

Especially while he was carrying a terrified woman over his shoulder. He couldn't leave her alone to go back inside. She was still fighting him, too scared to listen to anything he said or trust him.

He had to keep moving and get her out of here. She was his mission. She'd saved her kids, and he was going to save her. He just had to hope everything worked out for the rest of the hostages.

Will took stock of their position, using the map in his head to orient himself. He'd left a go-to-hell pack in a vacant building two blocks to the west, in case it all went to hell and he thought his best chance of saving Amanda was to hide out and let everything calm down in the city. The U.S. Embassy was about eight blocks north. If he could get her there safely, she'd be evacuated with the rest of the Americans, and he could hope they all got out safely. And he'd stashed the Jeep three blocks to the east, in case he thought it best to get out of town as fast as they could.

Looking at turmoil around him, not knowing how far it might spread or how dangerous it might become, he decided their best bet was the Jeep.

Amanda was sobbing now, and no doubt terrified, but she'd stopped fighting. Good.

By the time he got near the Jeep, the crowd was thinning, the noise diminishing. He took the chance of slipping into a recessed entryway that offered some protection and privacy, and he slid her off his shoulder and to her feet.

She started fighting him again, and he had no choice. He had to use his body to pin her to the wall. The he spoke directly into her right ear.

"Amanda, your father sent me," he said. He repeated her name until she finally stopped struggling.

Then he eased his upper body away from hers and looked down at her through the darkness. She seemed to shrink back from him, although that was impossible. There was nowhere for her to go. Her back was against the wall. Still, she seemed to somehow pull deep inside herself and stared at him with giant, vacant eyes.

"Amanda," he said slowly, "your father, James Warren, sent me to get you out of here."

She shook her head. He could see the bruises on her forehead now, along with a big knot, a split lip and a bruised cheek.

Someone had beaten her up before he'd gotten into the school.

He pushed that thought aside, because he had to. He had things to do. First, to convince her he was who he said he was and get her to cooperate with him.

"Amanda?" He'd lost her for a moment, but her gaze came back to him at that. "I'm an American. Master Chief Petty Officer Will Gerard, U.S. Navy. Your father sent me. Do you understand?"

She shook her head, was trembling badly. Her lower lip quivered. She'd been through so much. "How do I know for sure?"

There we go. She was with him now, and Will had prepared for this. Mace had found a couple of things Will could use to convince her of who he was.

"Your father said to tell you he's stocking up on FunkyChunky Popcorn and Cannoli ice cream for when you get home."

She froze, trying to take it in. "Really? My father sent you?"

"Really." Will took her chin in his hand and tilted her face up toward his. He needed to know she'd heard and understood him. "Now, we need to get out of here. I don't know what's going to happen while we do that, and I need for you to do exactly what I say, when I say it."

And then he lost her again. Her eyes got so big and dazed, and she tried that shrinking-away-from-him thing, even though her back was firmly against the wall.

"Hey?" He forced her chin up again, wondering what she thought he was going to ask her to do. "I'm trying to keep you safe. If I say be quiet, you don't make a sound. If I say be still, you're still. If I say run... Are you hurt? Can you run?"

"I think so," she said.

"If you can't, tell me. I'll carry you."

She shook her head, clearly not wanting him to do that.

He started running his hands over her body, checking for any obvious injuries. She whimpered, started panting. When he got to her right side, she flinched.

"Ribs?" he asked.

She nodded, trying to make herself as small as possible by drawing in her shoulders and dipping her head down low.

"Anything else?" he demanded, looking her over and seeing a few scrapes and bruises, a few small bloodstains on her clothes here and there, nothing too alarming.

She shook her head. He wasn't sure he believed her, but she didn't seem to be in any immediate danger from a bullet or blood loss, so he let it go.

She kept doing that thing where she wasn't quite all there. He understood the need, but couldn't allow it.

"Hey," he said, maybe a little too loudly, because he startled her, and she looked terrified again. "I know you're scared right now. I know it's hard to trust anyone. But I need you to trust me enough to do what I say. I am going to do everything I can to get you out of here and back to your father. Do you understand?"

"My father? Really?"

"Yes. Cannoli ice cream. Sounds good. Never knew there was such a thing." He waited a second, trying to let that sink in. "Okay, I have a vehicle back there. We're going to get in it and drive for a while. All you have to do is sit there and not fight me. Don't try to jump out of the Jeep or anything like that, okay?"

He'd tie her to her seat, if he had to. It would scare her half to death all over again, but he wasn't going to let her jump out of a moving vehicle. He was going to get her home. All they had to do was find a place to hide, hopefully have a helicopter pick them up and get out of the country, ideally while staying out of the way of a coup attempt.
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Baxter, Ohio

Amanda thought she remembered a bit of that, too.

The recessed doorway, the shadowed light, that glimpse of Will in big, scary, soldier mode, demanding she listen to him and do what he said. That big, hard body of his pressed up against her, holding her upright. Something both frightening and reassuring in his physical presence. The strength, the utter resolve.

It had been so appealing to know she didn't have to think or make any decisions. She just had to put herself in his hands and let him take care of her.

She wanted to do that right now. Leaning into him, she let her head drop to his shoulder. He angled his body sideways toward hers, his arm around her back, his big, warm hand on her shoulder in the gentlest of embraces.

He smelled good, felt so solid, like he could wrap her up in his arms, and she would be safe. No more demons. No more nightmares. No more wanting to hide in the corner.

"You okay?" he asked.

"Yes," she whispered, closing her eyes and drawing in the feeling of being this close to him.

"Remember anything?"

"A flash or two, that's all. It's so weird. I can see the merest hint of it, like a ghostly outline, just out of reach."

"You're trembling, Amanda."

She was. She hadn't realized.

"Did I do the wrong thing by telling you?"

"No. I don't know, Will. I asked you to. I'm not sorry you did, and you're right. I don't see anything in what you said that sounds like it would be worse than what I already knew happened."

Another giant shudder went through her, and he leaned in a little bit more, his chin coming to rest at the top of her head, all the heat of his body reassuringly closer. His other hand found hers. Everything about this makeshift embrace was perfect.

"Is this all right?" he asked.

"Yes."

It was sheer bliss, reassurance and kindness and gentleness and a man's strength to lean on—not fear.

"You'd tell me if I made you uncomfortable, right? Say the word, and I'll back off."

"I know that, Will." She could feel it in how slowly and carefully he'd moved closer, how gentle he kept his hold.

She wanted to take him home with her, and know that if anything scared her in the night, she could reach out her hand, and he'd be there. She thought she wouldn't be afraid of anything with him this close, and wouldn't that be the most amazing thing?

She sat there, feeling his chest rise and fall with each slow, deep breath, fighting the urge to grab a handful of his shirt and hang on tight, so he couldn't get away. Or maybe take her free hand and press it flat over his heart to feel it beat. She was so happy he was here and alive and with her.

She sat there as long as she dared, then pulled herself together and made herself lift her head.

It was dark now, she realized, and his face was close but in the shadows.

Then, in a moment, she did see him.

Not here and now, but in Buhkai.

A flash of his face, close up, from that time in the arched doorway after he'd gotten her out of the school.

God, he did look fierce, and so intent, so determined, so tough.

She must have made some sound, because she was so startled to be back there so completely and suddenly so scared. Who knew it could hurt physically to be that scared? Like taking a jolt from what she imagined a Taser would feel like.

Will stood up and backed away.

She jumped up, too, as she found herself back in the backyard. The shelter. Ohio. The U.S. Him.

"You remembered?" he asked.

"Just a little. Just... It's weird. Sometimes, it's like I'm back there. Like I can travel through time and be there. And then I'm here again, in the present."

"Shit, I'm sorry. I said too much—"

"No, I'm all right. It's going to come out, Will. It has to. Carrying it inside? It feels like poison, like this big, scary, evil thing inside of me. I'm carrying it all the time, and I know it's just waiting for its time to attack, to blindside me with all the memories, all the fear. I have to get it out. Does that make sense?"

"I guess so. I've seen people carry things inside them, not able to let go, to get any distance from them. And I've seen people torn apart by those things, so, yeah, I guess I do understand. But the process? How do you get rid of poison?"

"Like this, I think."

"Jesus, Amanda."

"I'm okay," she insisted. "I wanted to know. Please don't feel bad about what you told me. It's what happened. It's my life—"

"You said it was like poison," he reminded her.

"And I got a little bit of it out. That's what matters. Thank you for that."

He made a disgusted sound. "You can't thank me for that."

"I just did, and I meant it. Thank you. I have to go home now. My father will worry. I never stay out after dark anymore. But thank you for today. It was a good day. Well, a good afternoon, at least."

He let out a long, slow breath, sounding like he felt as weary as she did.

"Can I come back?" she asked.

"If that's what you want."

"It is." She picked up her purse and looked inside for her keys. When she found them, she held them up, to show she was ready to go.

"Come on. I'll walk you out."

He lead her to a heavy, metal gate, punched in a code, and after a mechanical click, opened the gate for her to walk through.

After making sure it was securely fastened behind them, he put a hand at her back lightly, steering her down the driveway and out to the street. He didn't touch her anywhere else, and she found herself wishing he would, wishing she was still in that kind, sweet embrace of his, feeling every breath he took.

That was so much better than sitting in the corner with her back pressed against the walls.

They got to her car, and he took her keys from her hand, unlocked and opened the door, then waited for her to get inside.

"Do you walk all the women to their cars when they leave here in the dark?" she asked.

"Yes, I do."

She wondered how many of them got to pour out their troubles to him and lay their heads on his shoulder. She might be jealous.

"Want me to drive you home? Or I could follow you, to make sure you get there okay."

"No, thank you. I can do it." Although, looking around, standing beside the open door of her car, she decided she didn't like the dark. It seemed so much more menacing than being outside in the daylight.

He looked like he wanted to argue, maybe to follow her home anyway. Which would have been reassuring, but she was trying to convince him she wasn't that fragile, that he could tell her things, and she wouldn't fall apart. She was driving herself home.

"Goodnight, Will."

"Goodnight."

Before she lost her courage, she whispered, "Sitting outside on the bench with you, with my head on your shoulder? That was the best I've felt, the safest, since I woke up in the hospital in Germany."

Then she turned and climbed into the car.

* * *

Will couldn't let her leave that way.

She couldn't say things like that to him and then leave.

Finally, he called out to her. "I'm following you home."

And he did, on the chance that maybe she wasn't all that comfortable on the streets alone after dark. He wasn't going to have risked his ass getting her out of Buhkai only to lose her to some bad guy on the streets of Ohio. And he couldn't stand the idea of her being scared.

She drove slowly and carefully along the five miles between the shelter and her house, and he followed about twenty yards back.

Jesus, what was it with this woman?

She shouldn't be here with him. She shouldn't be touching him, shouldn't be anywhere close to him. She shouldn't look up at him with those big, beautiful, blue-green eyes like she thought he was some kind of superman, some kind of damned hero.

And then there were moments when she looked at him—he could swear—like a woman who was interested in a man, and it couldn't be that. She was confused. She'd been traumatized, and he'd been there with her for part of it. He knew exactly what it was. He'd rescued her, so she was feeling things she wouldn't feel under normal circumstances.

But still, she was so damned hard to resist.

He could take care of her. He'd be careful with her, give her as much time as she needed, for as long as she needed him. Why not?

Shit, he knew exactly why not.

She was extremely vulnerable, wasn't thinking clearly, was lost and scared and latching onto anything familiar, and a part of her remembered him.

He had to remember that. He had to treat her in a way that showed he knew that. Still, it was hard to keep his hands off her, even when all he wanted to do was reassure her that she was safe now.

She pulled into the long driveway at her father's house, and he waited on the street out front. He wasn't going anywhere until he saw her walk inside.

She got out of the car and walked down the driveway toward him.

Dammit, Amanda.

All she had to do was go inside.

He swore again as he watched her come closer, his hands clenched hard on the steering wheel. He wasn't getting out. He wasn't touching her again.

When she got close enough that he could make out her expression, she smiled at him and mouthed a "thank you," then turned and walked inside.

* * *

Amanda waited three days to go back to the shelter and see him.

It felt like an eternity.

She'd had a small standoff with her father when she'd gotten home so late the last time she'd seen Will. Her father had been worried and hurt, even though she'd texted him twice and said she was fine and at the shelter.

Twice, she'd seen Emma, who talked Amanda through what Will had told her and the feelings it had brought up. She'd had no real memories come back, except that vivid flash of his face.

She'd spent some time in her favorite corner, was still panicky at times, still shaky. But it was so much more pleasant to obsess about a certain attractive, very private man than her own problems.

And why shouldn't she?

Thinking about Will was so much better.

Even better than thinking about him was seeing him. Finally, she let herself do just that.

She got to the shelter about twenty minutes after the school bus normally dropped off the kids, and when she rang the doorbell, he answered it right away.

"Hi," she said, giving him a big smile.

"Amanda." He hesitated, then said, "Come into the kitchen with me."

Was it her imagination, or did he not look happy to see her? "Is something wrong?"

"No. I thought you were somebody else," he said.

Someone else?

A woman?

That was her first thought, and she hated it. She stopped in the doorway to the kitchen and asked, "Should I go?"

He hesitated, finally said, "We have new residents coming in, a mother and her two children. It can be a little hectic sometimes, especially coming in... the way they're coming. I don't know if you want to see this, Amanda."

"Oh. I understand."

"Are you okay?" he asked.

She nodded.

"Nothing's happened?"

"No. I'm fine. I'll come back another day."

"Come on. I'll walk you out," he said, falling into step beside her, his hand lightly resting low on her back, stirring up heat and a little buzz of happy nerve endings.

Just as they got to the front door, the bell rang.

Amanda jumped, startled. Will leaned in close, his side pressed against hers, steadying her for a moment.

"Sorry," she said.

"The bell's too loud. I keep meaning to do something about that."

He looked through the peephole, then undid all the locks and opened the door.

Amanda gasped when she saw the woman standing there. She had a big, puffy eyelid and cheek, and a red and painful-looking split lip. There was a heavy bandage across her nose, which Amanda guessed was broken, and stitches on her forehead.

She looked Amanda's age, maybe older, or maybe younger and just more tired, more scared. In one arm, the woman held a little girl of maybe three. The child's head was buried in the woman's shoulder like she was either exhausted or terrified, or probably both. Holding the woman's other hand was a little boy who huddled against her, his eyes big and round for a moment before he slid behind the woman's legs and tried to hide.

No bandages or bruises on the kids that Amanda could see.

Thank God.

A buzz of fear surrounded them. Amanda could feel it so clearly.

"Hi, I'm Will," he said, stepping in. "You must be Melanie. Come on in."

Had he used that same tone of voice with Amanda in Bukhai? Gentle, but firm, to try to soothe her and let her know she was safe with him, and to try to convince her to do what he said.

No, he wouldn't have had time. They'd had to move too fast. It wouldn't have been like this. But she must have been so like this woman, this bruised, beaten, terrified woman.

Will hadn't wanted her to see this, hadn't wanted her to feel this churning in her stomach, the burning rising through her chest and into her throat, her heart pounding, air getting harder to find.

God, she hated this feeling.

The rest was something of a blur that Amanda watched at what felt like a long distance. She saw another woman, the social worker, carrying a couple of shopping bags that Amanda feared was everything this mother and her two children now had in the world.

From the way the mother walked, her ribs hurt, Amanda knew, as her own still did at times. It was hard for the mother to hang onto both children and walk into the shelter's office.

Forms had to be filled out before they could be admitted to the shelter, Will said, but he promised to be fast. The children were scared and tired and fretful, and the mother was trying to hold everything together now that the social worker was gone.

Amanda wanted to help, not stand by quietly freaking out and thinking of no one but herself. She wasn't the only one in the room who'd had something big and bad and scary happen to her, and she was one of the grown-ups.

Putting on her best kindergarten-teacher charm, she set about getting the kids to trust her and come into the kitchen with her for a snack. With the office door open, the kids could still see their mother, and having something to eat had to be better than hearing the conversation going on in the office. Will was going over who was after the woman, what he had done and how much of a threat he might be.

Amanda fed the kids leftover macaroni and cheese she found in the refrigerator, and then bright blue popsicles, which proved messy but a happy distraction. Neither one looked so scared after that. She even got a smile out of them.

Will finished whatever he had to do in the office, asked Amanda to wait for him, and showed the woman and her kids upstairs. When he came back a few minutes later, the kitchen was filling up with women cooking dinner. He took Amanda into the living room, but people were there, too.

He finally led her back to the office and closed the door. Motioning for her to sit in the chair in front of the desk, he leaned back against the desk in front of her.

"Sorry. We have to go over certain rules right away with new residents, mostly about security measures, mostly making them swear not to give out the shelter's location to anyone. A lot of abuse victims, once they've been stitched up, cleaned up, calmed down, want to go back. Or they have friends or relatives who think they should go back. Someone here tells one person, who tells someone else, and pretty soon, a really angry man is trying to kick in the front door. We try hard to keep that from happening," He squeezed her hand. "I'm sorry you had to see that."

"I looked at her, and I thought, 'So, this is what a woman who's been beaten up looks like.' I was unconscious for the better part of three days, so I didn't see myself right away. Is that how I looked, Will?"

His look was kindness personified, along with regrets and a hint of anger. Finally, he reached out, touched two fingers to her forehead and said, "No cut that needed stitches here, no broken nose, but yeah, pretty much."

She nodded, taking that in, wondering what it felt like to be on the receiving end of that kind of violence. She'd felt it when she'd regained consciousness, and it had hurt. But it had been three days.

She wondered, too, what it had been like to have Will taking care of her, trying to reassure her, to keep her safe.

He'd said she was afraid at times, but it hadn't always been like that, had it? At some point, wouldn't she have come to trust him?

Had he held her close, let her cry out her tears, tended to her wounds?

Amanda got to her feet and eased closer to him, and slowly, gently, his arms came around her. She leaned into the reassuring solidness of his body, the heat. She let her head fall to his shoulder, turned her face against his neck, and his hand went to the back of her head, slowly stroking her hair.

It felt blissfully safe.

A world of tension she hadn't even been aware of holding inside, began to seep out and drift away. Muscles that had been clenched tight in her hands, her jaw, even her forehead, eased.

She'd forgotten what it felt like to relax, and suddenly her body felt weak and shaky, like tension had been the only thing holding her together. She could feel Will breathing slow and deep and steady, feel his pulse in the side of his neck, sure and strong, as he stood there, holding her.

She never wanted to move.

"I'm sorry. I wish you hadn't seen that," he said. "I knew it would be hard for you."

"I looked over the kids. I didn't find any bruises, but someone should check to make sure they don't have any hidden under their clothes."

"We'll get them a check-up with a doctor. Part of the service here."

"Good, because someone has to protect them."

"I know. Someone will."

"The little boy is five. He should be in kindergarten."

"Uh-hmm," Will said.

"And then, his teacher can watch out for him, too. One more set of eyes."

"Yes. One more."

"I loved teaching," she said, finding it easier to talk when he couldn't see her face. "I loved my kids, and I don't know if I can ever go back into a classroom," she said. "The chalk alone... Maybe if I was in a place that had no chalk, only whiteboards, because I can't stand the smell of chalk. It makes me throw up."

"Honey, it's barely been two months. It's way too soon to be thinking about that."

"I just don't know what I'll do if I can't go back."

"It's nothing you have to worry about today, okay?"

She took a long, slow breath and tried to stop shaking. She didn't seem to be succeeding. "I know. I was just thinking of the little boy. I want him to have a good teacher. I want him to be safe."

"I know, honey."

"You know, I used to think the world was a mostly safe place. That sounds silly, given what my father does, some of the places he's been posted. But I always felt safe. And now, the whole world seems dangerous. To me, to that woman who came in here tonight, and to those two little kids and everyone here at the shelter. It's hard, to live in a world that seems so dangerous."

"The world hasn't changed, Amanda. It's always been this way. You just got closer to the dangerous part than you have before, and it's still too recent. You're not always going to feel this way."

"That's what Emma says, and the psychologist I saw before her."

"Well, if Emma says it, it must be true. I don't think she'd lie to you. Try to trust what she says."

Amanda smiled a little. "She says that, too."

"Well, there you go."

She felt him start to ease away, and she grabbed onto his sides and held on. "Not yet. Please?"

He stayed where he was, and let her stay close. He smelled so good, and she decided he had the best hands, big and warm, strong yet gentle.

One of those hands was slowly moving up and down her back, a simple touch that felt so good, soothing and nurturing, indulgent even.

Emma had said touch was good. She said Amanda should try to notice how nice it can be, how many emotions touch can convey. She needed to know hands don't always hurt. To recognize that touch can help heal a woman who's been the victim of a man's violence.

Amanda soaked up the gentle feel of his hands, of his arms around her, his shoulder to lean on, the heat coming off him, the need to bring her whole body into contact with his.

But it might not be what he wanted. He'd already tried to move away. Maybe he let her stay this close only because he felt sorry for her. She couldn't stand that, so she didn't let herself come any closer. She wouldn't risk losing what she had at the moment.

"I think you must have taken very good care of me in Buhkai, because of how safe I feel when you're close."

Right away, she knew it was the wrong thing to say. His body tensed, and he stepped away. She thought his eyes were full of regrets, maybe sadness, maybe even a hint of anger.

"Don't do that, Amanda."

"Do what?"

"Make me out to be some kind of larger-than-life hero, because I'm not."

"You are to me—"

"Honey, there are things you don't remember. Times I scared you. Times I let you down. Times when you were so angry at me. I killed two people right in front of you. I left that out of my little story a few days ago about getting you out of the school."

"Two of the men who took us hostage?"

He nodded.

"The one who raped me?"

"I don't know. I don't know which one it was."

"Because I'd really like to know for sure he's dead."

"Amanda, I don't see how any of them could have gotten away from the mob storming that school."

"I know. That's what everyone says, but I'd still like to know for sure."

"Well, I got the one with the big scar from a knife wound down his left jaw, and the one whose nose looked like it had been broken about five times. If you ever do remember—and God, I hope you don't—those two are dead. I practically laid them at your feet before I got you out of that place."

"And you think I'd have a problem with that?"

"I think that kind of thing scares the crap out of most people who haven't seen as many dead bodies up close and personal as I have."

"Well, I wouldn't know about that. I don't remember. Even if I did, the sight might be upsetting, but I can't imagine it making me scared of you or mad at you. Why would it?"

"People look at you differently when they know you can do things like that."

"Some people," she said.

"Okay, some people."

"Some of us—a lot of us, I bet—are just happy that people like you exist and can save us from people like that when we need it."

He shook his head, looking like a man full of regrets. "That's not all I did."

"Will, you keep trying to convince me you're a bad guy—"

"No, I'm trying to be honest."

"Fine, what else did you do? What was so bad that you think you need to apologize for it?"


 

 

 

Chapter 10

[image: flourish]

 

Buhkai, Africa

January 16th

They hadn't taken two steps toward the Jeep when she said, "Wait! The kids... What happened to the kids?"

Shit.

Will had been afraid that would come up.

"The last time I saw them, they were okay," he said, not exactly lying. In that moment, they had been.

"Where were they? Were they safe? They didn't get hurt? Those men didn't get them?"

"They didn't look like they'd been harmed." Again, not a lie.

"But they were safe? They got out, too?"

"They were on their way out."

"With a soldier? With someone like you?"

He nodded. If the Buhkai troops were like him, then, yes. "Amanda, we don't have time for this."

"Wait. You left them?" She roused from her stupor enough to yell at him.

"No. I got you out."

"How could you leave them in there?"

"I couldn't get five adults and four children out of there. Believe me, if I could have, I would have. I was trying to do that, but the crowd outside started charging in. It all turned to shit, and I did what I could. I got you out."

She looked horrified, looked at him like he was some kind of monster. "I'm not leaving them! I did... You don't know what I did for them, to keep them safe, and I am not leaving them now."

He took her by the arm, jerked her around to face the direction of the school, so she could see the crowd, the smoke, the fire, the chaos.

"You think you could even find four kids in the middle of that? Much less drag them to safety?"

Her eyes filled with tears that overflowed and ran down her cheeks, and she looked as if her heart was breaking. "They're just kids."

"I know. I'm not some kind of unfeeling monster. But I am just a man. One man. I did what I could. Now, we have to go. Are you coming with me willingly? Or do I have to knock you out and throw you back over my shoulder?"

She gasped, letting him know clearly that, in that moment, she thought he was some kind of monster. "You'd do that?"

He nodded. Shit, he really didn't want to scare her. She'd already been scared enough. But he would do it if he had to.

"If it kept you safe and meant I could get you out of here, hell, yes, I would. So, what's it going to be?"

And then she seemed to wither before his eyes, no fight left in her, no strength. "All right. I'll go."

* * *

Baxter, Ohio

He waited to see what she would do, what she would say.

"The teachers who died, Nigel and Amal? Were they alive when you last saw them?"

"Yes."

"Following us out of the school?"

"Yes."

"And then they just weren't there?"

He nodded. He remembered how relieved he was when he realized he and Amanda were out, then turning around and... Nothing. No one following them. There hadn't been more than a split second for regrets. He'd had to keep moving. Regrets came later, like when he was stuck doing nothing while he waited for his eye to heal or now when he had to tell Amanda about those moments.

"But the kids who were with Nigel and Amal got out," she said. "My father talked to Amal's father. He said we all agreed, all the teachers who were hostages, that we weren't going to let anybody hurt those kids, no matter what. That's what they must have done, protected them in the end."

"I don't know. I never got any details on how they died."

"You're just a man, remember, Will? One man. Did you think I'd blame you because my friends didn't make it out of there? That I'd think you—one man—were solely responsible for getting everyone out safely?"

"I wasn't sure. I blame myself, some days. I think about what I could have done differently—"

"You told me we were all lucky that day. All of us who got out of there alive. Was that true?"

"Yes, we were." And she was a kind, generous woman, trying to make him feel better.

"My father said there's a video—bad, shaky video—of the crowd rushing into the school. He didn't think there was any way I'd come out of it alive, but here I am. I know why. It's because of you. I'm not going to second-guess anything you did there. I have no complaints with you. I wish you felt the same way."

"When people's lives are on the line... You always want to save everybody." Especially for her. He'd wanted to be some damned hero for her.

"I hate that they're gone," she said. "They were good people, parents with kids, and Nigel had grandchildren. I met them once. But they're not gone because of you. I'm sure you did everything you could. It's who you are. So maybe it's time to cut yourself some slack. Do you ever do that?"

"There's not a lot of margin for error in what I do."

"And yet, you insisted that a lot of the reason you and I are standing here now is that we got lucky. So, if a mission goes well, it was luck, but if it went bad, that was you? You can't have it both ways, Will."

"I suppose."

"You still feel guilty?"

"Sometimes."

"Me, too. That I survived and they didn't."

He brushed his hand through her hair near the side of her face and then, for just a moment, let his hand linger there, cupping her cheek. "Survivor's guilt. You know what a load of crap that is, don't you? Nobody asked you whether you or the other two should survive."

"No, but I had my own personal savior, my own bad-ass Navy SEAL to get me out of there."

* * *

Amanda knew instantly it was the wrong thing to say. She just didn't know why.

He pulled away from her and stepped back, looked taller and leaner, more the aloof military man.

"What's wrong?"

"Amanda, we went through something highly unusual together, something difficult and scary. Your life was on the line. It's not unusual in times like that to feel things that aren't real. An attachment. Gratitude that can seem like something else."

"I've heard the psychological theory."

"It's more than a theory. I've seen it happen, seen people act on feelings like that and get burned. You should be careful. I don't want you to get hurt."

"By you?"

"By anyone or anything."

When he said things like that, she wanted to dismiss everything he said before it. He was just telling her to not get too attached to him, to not care too much.

"Rescue women all the time, do you? And then find them falling all over you with gratitude?"

"No. That's not what I said or what I meant." His tone was even and patient.

"I know. I'm sorry." She'd been temporarily blinded by jealousy, by imagining women hanging onto him and crying their eyes out, seeing him as their own personal hero, and feeling safe, only with him. Thinking he felt as much for them as she felt for him. "It's just that even when you were warning me away from you, it still felt like you were worrying about me and trying to take care of me. It felt—"

Special.

She felt special to him, and she desperately wanted to be. Unwanted tears welled up in her eyes.

He turned his head and swore under his breath, so softly she could barely hear the word.

"I'm sorry," she said. "You have been nothing but kind to me, and you saved my life. I'm acting like I deserve even more than that from you—"

"That's not what I said," he repeated.

"Well, no. You're too nice to say something like that—"

"No, I'm not. If I want a woman to leave me the hell alone... Well, I wouldn't start the conversation with that, but if it needed to be said, I could do it. I'm not saying that to you, not anything like that. And I want to help you. I'm not trying to push you away. I'm just trying to tell you, plainly, so there's no mistake, that I'll be gone one day, and it won't have anything to do with you. It's just my job, my life. I'll go."

"I understand," she said, even if it wasn't completely true, because he obviously needed to know she'd gotten the message. "One day, you'll be gone. But even then, I'll be grateful. I'll always be grateful. Not just for saving my life. For being my friend right now, for however long that lasts."

That seemed to help a little. He didn't look quite so uncomfortable or worried.

But saying the words—what she knew he wanted to hear—felt so wrong.

How could she let him leave?

How could she keep him from leaving?

Would he still think about her? Would he miss her? Or would he just go on with his life? The travel, the challenge, the danger?

There had to be women, she knew. Maybe not at the moment, although she hadn't asked. But a man didn't look like he did, do the job he did, without having women fall all over him.

For a moment, she felt insanely jealous.

And here she was, some pathetic, scared, broken woman, afraid of the dark, of going to sleep, of remembering and of not knowing.

Of sex.

She wanted to be close to only one man right now—Will. She wanted him to hold her, maybe let her sleep in his arms. Sleep was often like torture to her, but with him, she thought she wouldn't be afraid of the dark or to sleep.

She might want to kiss him. That might be okay.

But she didn't want to have sex with him or anyone.

She was scared of that.

And one more thing, a big thing. She was scared he felt sorry for her, so sorry for her that he did things for her, like being her friend. She'd hate that.

But she wanted time with him, whatever he'd give her, if she could have that without making him worry she was getting too attached to him.

She sighed, a long shudder going through her body.

He moved closer, holding her loosely. "Hey, you okay?"

"Just thinking too much and tired of my own thoughts. I should go," she said. If she stayed any longer, there was no telling what she might say. "I'm sure you have things to do—"

"Amanda, it's okay. You can stay. I never should have said—"

"What you said? You meant it. I get it. I could easily latch onto you and..." Never let go. Never. Maybe he was right. Life was crazy, and he'd dragged her out of a nightmare. Whether he wanted to hear it or not, he was her hero. Maybe that meant she didn't know how she felt, couldn't trust her own feelings. "I understand, Will. I do."

"Please, don't go like this."

"I'm fine. Or I will be. Everyone says so, and... I'm going to go."

She practically ran out. He followed her, all the way outside and to her car, still trying to get her to stay.

"Don't follow me home," she said. "It's not dark. I'm fine."

"Amanda, please don't go. Not like this."

But she did, tears falling down her cheeks as she drove away.

* * *

Will watched her go, fighting the urge to get in his car and follow her, convinced he had blown that conversation all to hell and hurt her and made her cry.

Fuck.

He couldn't win with her. There was no way to win. He wanted her here, wanted to be close to her, and yet he had to push her away, because it would be easier for her in the end, when he did go.

Still, it made him furious. He wanted to forget everything he'd just said to her and go to her, hold her, let her depend on him any way she wanted, for as long as she wanted.

He could do that for her, and for damned sure, it looked like she needed someone right now.

It could be him.

For now.

Why not? He wanted it to be him.

"Fuck," he said, watching her drive away.
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Will was driving by Sam and Rachel's house a few days later and saw Emma's car in the driveway.

Not giving himself time to think about it, he pulled into the driveway and got out. He went to the back door, because that's the way family came in, but he knocked first. If the door was unlocked, he walked on in.

It had been a bone of contention for years. He'd somehow offended them by refusing their request that he walk into their house without knocking first, and he truly did not want to offend. He didn't understand the big deal about not knocking, and he thought they were nuts for not locking their doors all the damned time. Granted, that might be because of his job. He was used to knocking down doors, not finding them unlocked and walking in.

That day, before he had to just walk in, Emma opened the door. She must have been close.

"Will, come on in." She did not look particularly happy to see him. "Rachel's upstairs. She'll be down in a minute. Sam's not home yet. He went to pick up Grace and Luc from the airport, but their plane is late."

"That's okay," he said, coming inside to the big, warm, open kitchen Sam had built for Rachel. "I came to see you."

Emma shot him a hard look. "Will—"

"I'm telling her things. A few things about what happened over there. You should know that."

"You're assuming she wouldn't tell me herself?"

"I wanted to make sure."

"Okay, you have. Now go away," Emma said. "I can't talk to you about this. You know that."

"I do. I'm sorry. She just... keeps getting me to talk about it."

"Twists your arm, does she?"

No, she just looked at him with those pretty, blue-green eyes, and she smiled, while he stared at the freckles on her nose and her cheeks. She looked so damned adorable and young, and he wanted to do anything for her, anything in the world.

"Come on, Em. Don't let me screw this up. That's all I'm asking. Tell me what to do."

"Will, contrary to what you seem to think, I don't magically have all the answers to fix all the problems my patients have. I listen to them. I watch them. I rely on the experience and education I have, and I make my best assessment of what they need."

"That's it?"

"That's it," she said.

"Listen to her? Watch her?" Was she kidding him?

"That's the best advice I can give you," Emma insisted.

"Do you think it's helping her to hear these things?"

"I don't know."

He bit back a growl and a string of curses. Then, he threw out his next problem. "I'm afraid she's getting too... attached to me."

Emma nodded. "Well, we both know that's not a surprise, given the experience you shared."

"Yeah, I know. But I won't be here for long—"

"Of course not. Did you tell her that?"

"Yes."

"And maybe how emotionally unavailable you are by nature?"

"What the hell does that mean?"

"You know exactly what that means. We've known each other way too long, and our backgrounds are way too similar for you to even try to pretend with me."

Okay, she was right. On both counts. Emma's childhood had been almost as chaotic as his, he suspected, until she was not quite twelve and came to live with Sam and Rachel. He knew that, had always wondered how she'd managed to put it all behind her and have the life she did, with a husband she trusted and loved and four children.

How did she trust anyone enough to let him get that close? And to bring four children into this crazy, fucked-up world? Knowing the kind of things that could happen to them?

That was the kind of courage Will would never have.

He thought about asking her how she did it, if all the old fears were still there.

Like poison, Amanda had said.

He got that. Feelings like poison. Memories like that. Locked away somewhere inside, always there, always threatening to get out.

Just how good was the seal on all that crap from his childhood? He'd wondered about that, too, and he didn't want to find out. He was fine. He had an all-consuming job he loved and friends in the teams who trusted him and judged him based on nothing but his ability to do the job.

What the hell more could he want?

He looked at Emma, thought about what she had, the way she was so intertwined with Sam and Rachel, her husband, her siblings, her kids, this community.

"Are you happy?" he asked, the words just slipping out because he wasn't being as careful as he should.

"Yes." She looked pleased at the question. "Are you?"

"More than I ever expected to be," he admitted. "Aren't you scared like... all the damned time?"

"I have a teenage daughter who I swear can look five years older than she is without even trying. Of course, I'm scared."

"That's not what I meant."

"I know." She looked frustrated with him, but kept talking. "Yes, I'm happy, Will. Yes, it wasn't easy to get over the idea that I couldn't ever depend on anybody or trust anybody. It was years before I trusted Sam and Rachel to take care of Zach and Grace, and they were Sam and Rachel, solid and deep-down good as could be."

Yeah, she understood.

But how had she gotten to where she could trust them like that?

"I trust Sam and Rachel as much as I trust anybody."

"I know, Will."

She said it like that was an incredibly sad thing, like she felt sorry for him. Shit, Em.

"I trust you, too."

"Then try listening to me about this. Let go a little bit. Let somebody in."

"Not Amanda," he said.

He'd be crazy to let her in.

Emma sighed. "Okay, maybe not the smartest place to start, but here you are. We don't always get to pick the person we open up to. Sometimes, they just show up, right place, right time—"

"This is so not the right time."

"For you? Will, it's way past time. For her? I don't know. She's got a stubborn streak. It's going to help her get through this."

Will ignored the thing about him and the timing. He wanted to know about Amanda. "She is going to get through this, right?"

"If you and I and her father have anything to do with it, she will."

"See, that's the thing. It's like... she needs me, and I want to help her. But—"

"But, what? I know you'll be careful with her. I'm not worried about that. And if something happens, if she gets you to say too much, something that really upsets her, I'll be here. All you have to do is call me."

"Yeah, but—"

"What's the problem, Will?"

"I am not the guy you want to depend on. If you're being held hostage in a foreign country, yeah, I'm the guy. But back here, ordinary life, day after day, that's not me."

"Well, maybe it's time you figured out how to be that guy."

That made him so mad he could hardly speak. "That's it? Figure it out?"

"Yeah—"

"Like it's that easy? Just figure it out?"

"Yes. It's not like you can't. I just don't think you've ever wanted to before. That's why you're so freaked out right now. You've found a woman who makes you want to figure it out."

"No, that is not it—"

"That's exactly it," Emma insisted.

"She's not the kind of woman you figure it out with." He for damned sure knew that. "She's the kind who deserves a guy who already knows how to do it, who's great at it, who'll be great at taking care of her and giving her everything she needs."

"Well, I don't see a guy like that here with her. Do you?"

Fuck, no, he didn't.

Where the hell was the guy? What the hell was he doing, that he wasn't here with Amanda, taking care of her?

"Wait a minute. Was there some friggin' douchebag who walked away from her when this happened?" He practically roared the words. He'd hunt the guy down and tear him limb from limb for abandoning her now.

Emma laughed. "I don't know. I wasn't trying to tell you that. I was saying I don't see some perfect man here taking care of her. I just see you."

"She deserves a helluva lot better than me."

"Give her some time. I'm sure she'll find another guy."

God, that was even worse, thinking of her finding the perfect guy.

"Or," Emma said, "maybe, miracles will happen. You'll wake up. Become that guy."

"I can't be that guy." He had no illusions about himself.

"Fine. If you're sure about that, you should tell her."

"That assumes a helluva lot, don't you think? I just walk up to her and say, 'I think you're hung up on me because I managed to get you out of Buhkai, and you should know, you really don't want to do that.' That's what you want me to say?"

"Are you really that bad with women—"

"Women like her—"

"You can't be. Women all over town are happy to see you come back, even if it is only once every two or three years—"

"I don't go near women like her."

"Fine. Give her your little talk. I'm sure you have all the lines down. It's not you. It's me. I don't do long-term. It's just the way I am. Whatever."

"It's the truth," Will said.

Emma nodded. "Practically chiseled in stone, right into your heart, I bet."

Will was furious. "You're enjoying this."

"I am. It gives me hope, and that is something I need." She grabbed him and gave him a quick hug. "Will, we're not those lost, scared kids who showed up at this house all those years ago needing Sam and Rachel to try to save us—"

"I know that, dammit."

"That was a lifetime ago. Let it go. Live your life. Be happy."

"I'm not... unhappy," he said.

"Okay. I guess that's progress. But don't you want something more?"

Yeah, he wanted Amanda.

And it wasn't going to happen.

Which was why he was so fucking mad.

"You do want more. It's about time! Just keep thinking about that, about what you want and what you can do to get it."

"I can't have her, Emma."

"Of course, you can. That's why you're so freaked out. If it was impossible, you'd have nothing to be scared about."

"There've got to be hundreds of guys who are better for her than I could ever be. Thousands."

"Then let her go find one of them, Will."

* * *

Will couldn't stop thinking that some guy in Amanda's life had abandoned her after she was taken hostage and raped in Buhkai.

What kind of piece of shit did that?

It was making Will crazy, so much so that at nine o'clock that night he stood on the doorstep of her father's house, ringing the doorbell, ready to face her father once again and be told politely to go away. Or maybe not so politely this time.

Instead, she answered the door. Oh, hell. Wearing some little workout outfit. Yoga pants, clinging to every curve of her long legs, and a little spaghetti-strap top, soft cotton that fit like a second skin, showing off bare arms, bare neck and a good bit of her chest. Bare feet, too. Her hair was pulled back from her face with a hair thing. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes bright.

She looked better every time he saw her, happier, more normal, and he was an ass for wanting a woman who'd so recently been sexually assaulted. So he did the best he could to hide that from her, but damn, it was hard.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi."

"Is something wrong?" she asked.

"No," he said. It had been ridiculous to come here, but it was too late. He couldn't turn around and leave now. "I just needed to talk to you. Bad time?"

"No, I was just doing some yoga. Emma says it's good for me to move, and yoga helps quiet my head. Come in."

He did, and followed her through the foyer and into the kitchen. "I'm going to grab some water. Would you like something?"

"No, I'm fine." He waited while she filled a glass with ice and water.

Then he got worried she might stand there in front of him and drink it, and he'd have to watch the play of muscles in her slender arm, watch her jaw, her throat as the water slid down... He couldn't do that.

He made himself look away. "I'm going to ask you something that is absolutely none of my business, so if you don't want to answer—"

"Okay," she agreed helpfully, and yes, she was drinking her water.

"Were you seeing someone when you were in Buhkai?"

"No."

"How is that possible?" he asked.

"Well, it's not exactly the dating capitol of the world for an American woman."

"No. I mean before you went to Buhkai. You were seeing someone, weren't you?"

"Yes. An architect who lived in Boston."

Of course, she was. Beautiful, tanned, leggy blondes had boyfriends like that, architects from Boston. "What happened?"

"He thought it was unreasonable of me to go to a place like Buhkai to teach."

Will got that. It was a shithole of a country, especially for women, plus dangerous as hell. Granted, not as much of a mess when she first went there as when he pulled her out, but still...

"You broke up with him because he thought it was too dangerous for you to go to Buhkai?"

"No. I mean, he did think that, but mostly, I believe, he thought it was naive of me, idealistic, even silly to want to teach children in Africa, as if anything like that could make a real difference in the world."

"What an asshole."

"I thought so, too. So I broke up with him and went to Buhkai."

"How did you end up with a guy like that, Amanda?"

"He thought it was fine for me to be idealistic until I actually wanted to take a year of my life and work in a place like Buhkai, at which point my idealism wasn't interesting or sweet or cute anymore. It was annoying and interfered with the way he thought his life should be."

"Like I said, an asshole."

She nodded. "Is there a reason for this sudden interest in my love life?"

"None of my business, I know—"

"And I said it's okay. What do you want to know?"

He wanted to know if she'd been heartbroken. If that bastard had hurt her. If she missed him and wanted him back. "Tough breakup?"

"I don't know. I think I was more infatuated with him than anything else. His younger sister and I went to boarding school together in Switzerland, while her father was the head of a bank in Brussels. I spent a few holidays with their family, when my father was in a place that was too dangerous for me to spend holidays with him. Brad was five years older, which made him seem incredibly mature to me when I was sixteen or seventeen. I ran into him again in Boston, when I was in grad school, and we started dating. It was fine as long as I went along with what he wanted."

"Did he come to see you when you got back from Buhkai?"

"I don't think so. Although if he had shown up, my father might have run him off."

"Good. You can do better than Brad from Boston."

"That's what you wanted to tell me?"

"Not exactly. Someone said something that made me think a man in your life had walked away from you, after you were taken hostage."

"No, nothing like that."

"Okay. I just wondered. I would have beat the crap out of him, if he'd abandoned you when you needed him."

"Will, if he was the kind of guy who'd abandon me now, he's not a man I need in my life."

"You're right. I'd still beat the crap out of him."

"So, you came over here to see if you needed to go somewhere right now and beat someone up for me?"

He nodded.

She laughed, looking so beautiful it was painful to have to stand there and not lay a hand on her.

"You're a beautiful woman," he said.

She stopped laughing at that, but she gave him a big smile, and her eyes were sparkling and so bright.

"And absolutely my type," he added.

"Really?"

He nodded.

"You like blondes?"

"Not just blondes. Leggy blondes. Beach babes. Toned, tanned, natural, California sunshine girls."

"I'm not from California."

"Doesn't matter. You look like you are. You're perfect, as far as I'm concerned. I just wanted you to know that. And that I am not going to let myself do a thing about it."

She threw her head back and groaned, giving him a killer view of her neck. He wanted to nibble on it so badly. Dammit.

"I can't. It wouldn't be right," he said.

"Because I've been through a traumatic experience, and I'm still a mess."

"Not just that."

"Because I can't trust my own feelings right now? Especially for you, because you saved my life?"

"That, too. But mostly because of me. Of who I am."

"Oh, that."

He nodded. "I'm gonna be gone soon. I told you that, and it's the truth. I love my job. I'm going to do it as long as I can. But the life doesn't fit with relationships. I'm gone sometimes three hundred days a year. Even if we're just training, we're all over the place. It's not a line with me, Amanda. It's who I am. You need a guy who's around a lot more than a couple of weekends a month. You deserve it."

"Do I get a say in this?"

"No. If you ever end up in a dangerous situation again—and you'd better not—I'm the guy you want to come get you out of it. I'd be there. Anywhere, anytime. But day-to-day, ordinary-life stuff, being there, taking care of a woman the way she deserves to be taken care of—I am not that guy."

"Really?" She sounded like she didn't believe it.

"Ask anybody. They'll tell you the same thing. And I won't be a guy who disappoints you or lets you down. I can't do that to you. But it's going to be hard as hell to keep my hands off you. I just wanted you to know that."

"That's it? You say that's the way it has to be, and that's it?"

"Honey, I can't stand the idea of hurting you."

* * *

He looked so worried when he said that, so kind. He meant it. Amanda could see that. If she didn't show him she'd heard him and understood, she wouldn't get to see him at all.

"Well, I guess that's just how it has to be. I like you, too, Will, even if I shouldn't, so I think you're going to have to be like one of the Marine Guards at the embassy where my father was stationed when I was fourteen and fifteen."

"Marines? I'm no jarhead."

"I didn't mean it as an insult. I'm just trying to say that they were strictly off-limits. Well, I was, to them. I think the year I turned fifteen, new guards had to go to an orientation session on what would happen if any of them crossed the line with me, and on exactly where those lines were. I wouldn't be surprised if my father pulled out that lecture and gave it to you, too."

"Marines were coming onto you when you were fifteen?"

"No. Flirting. You remember flirting, don't you? The kind you did with girls when you weren't sure how old they were? If there was a question, you'd flirt first, pretty innocently, and ask their age later. I did my best to make sure they didn't know I was only fifteen, but my father ruined that with the orientation session. So, I talked to them—"

"You were flirting with Marine guards when you were fifteen?"

"I made friends with them—"

"Oh, I'll bet. I think this is the first time I've actually felt sorry for a Marine."

"What were we supposed to do? We were young and American, in the Middle East, where women are very sheltered and relationships between men and women are governed by about a million oppressive laws. They were so cute in their little uniforms, and in such good shape. So many of them were still teenagers or in their early twenties. We didn't have anybody else to flirt with."

"You did. You tormented the Marine guards."

She didn't deny it. She couldn't. "It made perfect sense, because I was safe with them. None of them would have done anything to me. They wouldn't dare. And what was I supposed to do? Fifteen-year-old girls flirt. It's part of growing up. But I knew if I ever got into trouble or I needed help, they'd be right there, that they'd watch out for me."

"Fifteen, jailbait, and the ambassador's daughter. I'm surprised no one got court-martialed over you."

"Those guys were made of stern stuff. I spent the whole summer I was fourteen trying to get one to kiss me, you know, without me just walking up to him and asking him to kiss him."

Will threw his head back and groaned. "He never did it?"

"No. I cried for days after he got transferred to another embassy."

"Guy deserved a medal for resisting you."

"Well, if I knew where he was now, I'd look him up. I could use a friend like that. One I felt safe with," she said. "Although, I'd rather that friend be you. And if I get a little too close at times, you know it's because I feel safe with you, and in a way, I feel like I'm fifteen again. Guys are mysterious and a little scary. Well, scarier than they were then, and I'm not sure how the whole relationship thing will work now. Not that I'm looking to start any kind of serious relationship. But it would be nice to be close to someone, to a man, and be comfortable with that. Maybe it's me latching onto you because you're one of the few people who feel familiar to me right now and who understand what I went through. But as long as we agree that nothing's going to happen between us—could we be friends like that?"

He looked uncomfortable. She thought he was going to turn her down.

"Unless there's a woman in your life who wouldn't understand. I don't want to mess up anything for you—"

"There's no woman."

"So, you'll do that? Be my friend? Until you're gone?"

"Okay."

It was all she could manage to not do a little dance around the kitchen, she was so happy. "Thank you."

He shook his head, as if he couldn't believe he'd just agreed to that. "You're going to torment me, aren't you? Like those poor Marines."

She shrugged, grinned so big. "You're not worried, are you? Navy guys are made of sterner stuff, right?"

"We are."

"Then it shouldn't be a problem," she said, happier and more hopeful than she'd been in ages.

After all, the man thought she was beautiful and exactly the kind of woman he went for. He even thought she was perfect, when she knew she was a mess right now, but still, it had been a thrill to hear.

So, let him try his very best to resist her.

She was not going to make it easy for him.
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Buhkai, Africa

January 16th

Amanda was caught in some odd place between sleep and waking. She was vaguely aware of moving, of air on her face. Every now and then, pain erupted in her ribcage and radiated outward.

She tried to get all the way up to full awareness, but it seemed so far to go, so hard, like having to fight her way from the bottom of the deepest, darkest ocean to the surface with no air and no strength in her limbs. Her head ached. It was exhausting to think, but she tried.

She'd reacted badly to anesthesia once after minor surgery on her wrist, and it had felt something like this. She'd somehow been removed from reality, conscious, but not fully in control of her own body. Back then, she'd been able to hear her father's voice, her doctor's, and she'd known they were talking about her, but she hadn't been able to open her eyes or to speak. She'd thought she was speaking—asking what was wrong, why she couldn't wake up, couldn't move—but they never seemed to hear her.

Her worst nightmares, over the years, had always been about some variation of that experience.

She'd thought then that maybe she was in a coma. Aware but not able to participate in the world around her.

She felt like that now.

Oh, God.

She tried again. Think, Amanda. She was moving. In a plane, or a car. Wherever she was, she bounced up, and came back down hard. Her ribs exploded.

"Ahh," she cried out.

"Sorry," a deep, unfamiliar man's voice said.

He heard her?

Somehow, that was even scarier than not being heard.

She tried to move, to get away. Oh, it hurt, and he had tied her down in some way. She pulled at the bindings, whimpered.

"Hey, easy," the voice said, strong, yet gentle. "We're almost there."

"Let me go. Please, just let me go."

She put all her weight into trying to tear herself free and nearly screamed at the pain in her ribs.

He put his hand on her, flat against her ribs, over the pain, holding firmly but not causing any more pain than she was already in. "Every time you do that, it's going to hurt right here, like it did a second ago, so why don't you stop doing that?"

"Untie me. Please. Please."

"Amanda, it's a seatbelt. Feel it." He put her hand on the strap binding her.

Okay. She felt its width, and the tight weave of the material. She followed it with her hand up to her right shoulder and then down across her body, down to... Was that the buckle?

His hand pushed hers away. "Don't open that. You'll fall out, and that will hurt even more."

It was possible he was telling the truth, she decided. It felt right to be a seatbelt.

Didn't it?

She tried to figure it out for sure until she was too tired to think anymore.

* * *

Baxter, Ohio

Amanda shot upright, her hand going to her side, her ribs, to help hold them steady, maybe stop them from being so painful when she moved.

But they barely hurt anymore.

She blinked once, then again, and through the near-darkness realized she was in her own bed, sitting with her knees drawn up to her chest, her back pressed against the corner of her bedroom in her father's house.

Her two night-lights were on across the room and a third in the bathroom. She could see light through the open door.

She was safe, in the U.S. Her heart was thundering inside her chest, and she was breathing hard, her gaze scanning the room constantly, looking for anything moving in the shadows. But nothing was waiting to jump out and grab her in the dark. It was just going to take a while before her mind could convince her body of that and she could calm down.

The dream had been so real.

She'd been so scared, hurt so much.

Had it been real?

That voice, the man?

Was that Will?

Getting her out of Buhkai?

Was that what it had been like?

She forced herself to breathe long, slow breaths. She counted her inhales and exhales, as Emma had taught her to do to help her calm down. She'd wanted to remember, and here it was, the longest stretch of time she'd recalled from that day, riding along a bumpy road with Will and scared half to death of everything, even him.

So, he'd been right about that, honest about it. He had scared her.

Not that it mattered. He'd saved her. What did it matter if he'd scared her at times?

She tried to go back into the memory, hear his voice again, calm, confident, commanding, and she wished she could be in that moment again and turn her face and see him. As it was, he was nothing but a big, faint shadow in her mind and a voice.

And the memory itself?

Okay, it was bad, and it wasn't even—well, shouldn't even have been—a particularly scary part of the ordeal. No one had been pointing a gun at her, no kids in danger, and still, she'd been terrified, confused, weak, unable to think.

Will had said she'd been in and out of consciousness much of the time. That hadn't sounded so bad, but she hadn't realized how confusing it might be, how scary.

Still, it was kind of like getting her first clear look at the big, bad monster of her nightmares. She'd faced it, and she was still here, scared but here.

Take that, she told the monster.

* * *

She didn't see Will for a week, didn't go near the shelter, didn't do anything except see Emma.

She'd been so hopeful after the night Will showed up at her father's house, so happy to hear him say she was beautiful and excited when he admitted it would be hard for him to resist her.

But then, she stared remembering, which left her feeling edgy and lost, like more of the past might jump out and attack her at any time.

Leaving Emma's office, she walked down the sidewalk toward her car on a nice, sunny, cheery day. Then, she saw Will across the street, coming out of a hardware store.

He saw her, too, and changed direction, crossed the street and came toward her. "Hi," he said, when he got to her side. "How are you?"

"Okay. I just saw Emma."

"Want to get some coffee?"

"Sure," she said, surprised and happy at the offer.

His hand pressed lightly at the small of her back as he fell into step with her. She luxuriated in the reassurance of that simple touch, of having him close and feeling absolutely safe.

They sat opposite each other in a booth in the back corner. It was mid-afternoon, so it was quiet. He asked what she'd like and then ordered for them, two coffees.

"So, you're okay?"

She nodded. "You?"

"Yes."

"Everything at the shelter okay? The woman—Melanie—who came in the last time I was there? And her kids? They're okay?"

"They are."

And then they both started talking at once.

"I think I was—"

"I remembered something—"

The waitress brought their coffee. Will took his black, but Amanda added sugar and cream to hers, and they did nothing but sip coffee for a few moments. Will stared at her like he was trying to get inside her head and finding the effort frustrating.

"So, what were you going to tell me when we both started talking at once?"

"Oh, I remembered something. Or I should say I think I remembered something." She told him about the ride, the seatbelt, the bumpy road. "Did that happen?"

"Yes. After we got out of the school, I thought the safest place for us was out of the city, so I took you to an abandoned town where I'd been working, about an hour and a half away."

"Did anything happen along the way? Anything unusual or bad?"

"Your ribs hurt. You were scared of me, but that was it. Well, other than being in a country falling into civil war, and not knowing for sure who the guy hauling you out of there was."

"But it beat the alternative. Being in that school." Or being dead.

"So, things are starting to come back to you," he said. "And you're okay, remembering?"

"It makes me uneasy, but most everything does, so it's not that different. If anything, the part worrying me most is how concerned you seem to be about telling me what happened. We were just waiting for a helicopter to come pick us up, right?"

He nodded.

"My father made it sound like nothing surprising or unusual happened in that time. Did anything happen?"

"Not really."

"Then why are you so reluctant to tell me about it?"

"You block things out for a reason. As I understand it, it's because the memories are too overwhelming, too traumatic for you to handle all at once."

"I know that. But I am remembering, and I'm handling it, Will. I'm fine. And you said nothing really bad or scary happened while we were waiting for the helicopter. So, please, tell me."

* * *

Buhkai, Africa,

January 16th

Will picked up Amanda and carried her inside the building where he'd been sleeping. It had good sight lines to the open ground around the town and the main road.

He put her down on the mat that had been his bed, uneasy that she'd hardly stirred. He needed to check her more thoroughly for injuries. He needed to contact her father and Mace. And he needed to figure out how they were going to get out of the country.

Will tried his phone. No signal. Not a surprise. He'd try again later.

Then he dug out his first-aid supplies and went back to Amanda.

It was warm in the room, as always, but her skin was cool to the touch, breathing shallow and a bit fast, pulse rapid, too. In the time he'd been with her, she'd also been disoriented and agitated, and in and out of consciousness. She was in shock, but she also had a knot on her head.

He pulled out a flashlight and shined it into her eyes. She roused a bit, enough to flinch and grumble weakly in protest.

"Sorry," he said. "Just need a second here."

Her pupils were equal in size and constricted in response to the light, although the right seemed to react more slowly than the left, a worrying but not alarming reaction. Not yet. He'd keep checking her pupils as the day went on.

The head wound didn't look overly alarming, and neither did the size of the bump, although he knew that could be deceiving. She'd taken a blow to her jaw, which was red and starting to swell, but he didn't feel any broken bones in her face.

The sleeve of her blouse was torn and a couple of buttons were missing. She'd tied the ends of the shirt together at her waist. Kids and the unshakeable hold they'd had on her?

Maybe.

He didn't want to think about what else the condition of her blouse could mean.

He untied her shirt and lifted the right side to see her ribcage. It looked like she'd taken a boot to her ribs. He'd had those, and he tried hard not to think of a man doing that to her.

He didn't feel any jagged edges of bone that could puncture a lung. That was good. He slid his hands over her shoulders, arms, pelvic bones, legs, ankles, feet. Nothing seemed to be broken. Her clothes had dirt and a little blood here and there, but nothing overly alarming.

He rolled up one sleeve of her shirt and pinched the skin of her forearm. The skin was slow to come back to its normal position, which told him she was dehydrated. Not surprising in this climate and given what she'd been through. Dehydration could be part of the reason she was disoriented.

He had a bag of saline and decided to go ahead and get fluids running into her, because that almost always helped. She didn't flinch when he slid the IV needle into her arm. He wasn't the worst stick in the world, but he wasn't the best, either. He'd thought she might object to that, as she had to the light in her eyes.

He re-checked her breathing, pulse, pupils, finding them much the same.

Okay.

Maybe she was more exhausted than anything else. The hyper-vigilant state of someone held hostage by gunmen in a third-world country had to be exhausting. He'd let her sleep, keep checking her vitals and see if the fluids helped rouse her.

Next, he tried his phone again, getting a weak connection to his buddy manning the desk at his SEAL team's headquarters.

"Mace, it's Will. We're out. Me and the girl, all in one piece."

"Good, because it looks like things are getting ugly on the ground in the capitol. The protest against what happened at the school turned into a mob scene. Where are you?"

"Holed up in an abandoned house, well outside the capitol. Did you find us a ride?"

"I'll make the call. Not sure how long it'll take. Are you safe where you are? Good to wait?"

"We're good." They had food, water, shelter. No problem.

"How's the girl?"

"No urgent medical needs," Will said. "Anybody really pissed at me back there?"

"No, I think you're good. Her old man must really have some pull at State. Are you going to call him or do you want me to?"

"I will, but after this, I'll leave it to you to update him. I don't want to make any more calls than I have to." Just in case. If the country was descending into civil war, all the Americans needed to lay low while they waited to be evaced.

"All right. We'll contact you when we have an update on your ride."

Will called Sam and Rachel's house next, feeling lucky to have a connection, however faint and static-filled. Sam answered in the middle of the first ring.

"It's Will. I have her. We're safe."

He heard a commotion through the line, then Sam saying, "I think her father needs to hear that from you."

Amanda's father got on the phone. "She's okay?"

"Yes, Sir."

"Where are you?"

"Somewhere safe, out of the city, waiting for transportation out of the country."

"I'll get it for you," the man said.

"Yes, Sir. I appreciate that, but don't be surprised if they won't put a bird in the air until dark, just to be safe. We've made it this far. I don't want to get shot down while getting out of here." Flying at night with night-vision technology made it so much harder for the enemy to spot them.

"Of course. She's really okay?"

"Yes, Sir."

"I need to speak to her."

Will had known that was coming. "Sir, she's resting."

In an instant, Will could feel the man's anxiety level rising despite the distance between them.

"Unconscious?" the ambassador guessed.

"Yes, Sir, I believe she has a mild concussion and a few bruised or cracked ribs. Nothing serious. We had a brief conversation when I got her out of the school, and she was awake and alert enough to give me hell for getting her to safety without the children who were also being held hostage."

"That's my girl," the man said. "Is there anything I can do for you?"

"Find out if all the kids got out safely," Will said. "She'll want to know."

He hoped like hell they did. Not just for the sake of them and their parents and everyone else who loved them, but for himself, too. If they all got out safely, Amanda Warren might forgive him for leaving them behind.

* * *

Baxter, Ohio

As the waitress refilled their coffee, Amanda thought of how much she'd put her father through, how scared he must have been.

"There's not much else to tell," Will said. "Not long after dark, a helicopter took us out of there. I don't know how your father arranged it. Getting a mission like that authorized so quickly into a country that's not exactly friendly to the U.S. is not easy."

"That's it? A helicopter came, and we were out of there?"

He nodded.

"We didn't have any problems getting out of the country?"

"No. The chopper was in and out without incident. It was maybe..."

He broke off as someone walking past the diner caught his eye through the big front windows. His whole body tensed, and for a moment, Amanda thought he actually looked afraid.

What in the world could scare Will?

Amanda looked in the same direction he was. She saw a woman, rail-thin, older, messy, rough-looking. He kept staring, and then he was sliding out of the booth and onto his feet.

"Give me a minute," he said. "I'll be right back."

Amanda watched him go. He followed the woman down the sidewalk, staying a few paces behind her until they got so far away she lost sight of them.

Curious, even a little worried—she'd never seen Will rattled—she pulled a five-dollar bill out of her purse and left it on the table, then went to find him.

He was a full block away, standing against the brick wall of the hardware store. The woman had taken a seat on the sidewalk across the street and half a block further down. She had a one-foot-square piece of cardboard—like she'd cut it from a box—in her hand and had put a cup in front of her.

She was begging for money.

Amanda put her hand on Will's arm, and he tensed even more. "Do you know her?"

He nodded.

"Do you want to go talk to her?"

"No." He pulled out his wallet, brought out a hundred-dollar bill, then went still again. "Shit, if I give her that, she could buy enough to overdose." He put the hundred back and pulled out a twenty, which he handed to Amanda. "Give her that, okay?"

Amanda took the bill. "Okay."

"I'm going to head back to your car. I'll meet you there."

"You don't want to see her? Talk to her?"

"No."

"But—"

"It wouldn't do any good, Amanda," he said, then turned around and walked back the other way.

Amanda let him go, and once he got down the block and across the street, she turned and approached the woman. Up close, Amanda could see so many lines on her face, and skin turned brown and leathery-hard by the sun. Her clothes weren't clean, and neither was her hair. She was rocking back and forth slightly, and she looked up and smiled as Amanda approached her.

She mouthed "Thank you," as Amanda slipped the bill into her cup. When she saw the denomination, she said, "That's twenty dollars. You know that?"

Amanda nodded.

"Do I know you?" the woman asked.

"No," Amanda said. "Get something to eat, okay?"

"I will," the woman said. "Thanks, again."

Amanda turned around and walked back to her car. Will was beside it, pacing until he saw her walking toward him. Then he stopped and leaned against the car, his arms crossed in front of him. If she had to guess, he was trying very hard not to look uptight. His jaw was tight, his mouth was stretched into a straight line, and his expression was carefully blank.

"I gave her the money."

"Thank you."

"I'm guessing you don't want to talk about this?"

"She's just somebody I used to know." He held out his hand to Amanda and asked, "Car keys?"

She pulled them out of her purse and handed them to him, thinking they were going somewhere, and he wanted to drive. But he clicked the key fob to unlock the car, opened the door on the driver's side and held it for her.

Amanda stepped between him and the car. "Will, you're upset—"

"I'll be fine."

"I'm sure you will. I just... Let me help you for a change."

"Amanda, there's nothing to do. Just get in the car."

"So, it's fine for you to do everything you can for me, but no one gets to help you with anything?"

"I don't need anything—"

"You can hardly stand still and speak. Your jaw is so tight—"

"Do I like seeing what I just saw? No. Does it surprise me? Not in the least. Is there anything I can do to change it? No. Learned that the hard way. Years ago. So, there's nothing to talk about."

And then he just stood there, holding the door open.

"The friendship thing? It goes both ways," she said. "We're not friends just so you can take care of me. I could help you, too."

He nodded, but still said nothing. She gave up and got inside. Once she was seated, he pulled out the seatbelt and handed it to her. She buckled it, and he handed her the keys.

"I'm sorry, Will. For whoever she is and whatever she means to you."

"Thank you," he said, then gently closed the car door.

Amanda did what he wanted. She drove away, leaving him standing there. She didn't know what to make of the whole thing.

Ridiculous as it was, she'd thought he was invincible. Maybe he was right, and she did see him as some larger-than-life caricature of a man instead of who he was, a real person, faults and weaknesses and all.

Had she treated him like that?

She hoped she hadn't.

And she wished she were someone he could confide in about things that upset him, like that woman. But he had very firmly clammed up and pushed her away.

Did he let anyone in?

Sam? Rachel? Emma?

There had to be someone.

And yet, Emma had said even she didn't know much about Will's past, and they'd known each other since they were children. Will was considered part of the family. So how could Emma not know about Will's childhood?

Could he be that private about his life? That alone?

Amanda hated that idea.

And that woman? His reaction was so strong.

The woman's age wasn't easy to figure out. Drugs aged a person prematurely. Amanda wasn't even sure how old Will was. Mid-thirties, she'd guess.

But the most logical thing, judging by the strength of his reaction to her, was that the woman was his mother. Amanda hated even thinking that. And that he'd done so much for Amanda, but wouldn't let her even talk to him about this.
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"Is it possible that Will's mother is a drug addict, living on the streets here and begging for money?" Amanda asked Emma at her next session.

Emma looked taken aback. "I guess so. I mean, I guess anything is possible with her. Why?"

Amanda told her what had happened with the woman.

"Wow. I'm guessing he didn't want to talk about that."

"No, other than to say he wasn't surprised to see her living that way, and that he knew there was nothing he could do to change things for her."

"When you're dealing with an addict, if that's what she is, he's right."

Which made Amanda so sad for Will. "I want to help him. What can I do?"

"Amanda, I don't know what he'll let you do. That's the question."

"I know. You're right." And she was afraid she knew the answer. Nothing. He wouldn't let her do anything for him.

"So, can we talk about you now? How are you?"

"Better, I guess. Well, probably more... not as bad. I did enjoy meeting your sister the other night. My father convinced me to leave the house long enough to have lunch with him in a restaurant, and we ran into Grace with your father."

"We're all glad to have her back. I hope she and her husband are here to stay. What else have you done?"

"I'm not spending as much time in the corner of my bedroom. Not having as many nightmares or panic attacks. I'm doing my yoga, a little tai chi. I cooked a meal for my father the other night. Still not eating much, but I cooked. It sounded like a good way to spend time. The recipe was complicated and slow. I had to think, but I wasn't... you know, thinking about anything important. A quarter teaspoon of this, half a cup of that. Whisk, fold in ingredients, stir. A lot of slow stirring."

"Good."

"Then I wanted to cook something really good and take it to Will."

"Did you?"

"No. I was still trying to figure out how to talk to him about that woman on the streets."

"Okay, back to you."

"I'm tired. I'm frustrated. I'm sick of being scared all the time, sick of everything I feel and how hard it is to do anything, like get out of bed in the morning, get dressed, eat, breathe. I'm just pathetic today," Amanda confessed. "Tell me again that it's going to get better."

"It's better already, and it's going to keep getting better. I promise."

* * *

Buhkai, Africa,

January 16th

Amanda was back under water, drifting along.

Except the water was sleep or something like it, and she didn't want to leave it. Because there, she didn't think anyone was trying to hurt her.

Awake, she was scared. Something bad was there, so she lay perfectly still, listening, waiting.

Out of nowhere, she felt hands on her, behind her neck, tilting her head to the side, and something slipped onto her bottom lip.

She jerked away as hard as she could, then cried out because it hurt. Her side hurt. Her eyes were open, she thought, but it seemed to take a while to focus, and when she did, she saw a man about three feet away from her, sitting back on his heels, his hands held up, palms flat, as if to show her that he wasn't going to hurt her.

She didn't believe him.

Her heart raced. Her head pounded. Her whole body felt like it had been beaten up, and every time she tried to suck in air, it hurt.

"It's okay," the man said. "I'm not going to hurt you, but you've got bruised ribs, maybe cracked ones, so every time you make a sudden movement, it's going to hurt. Try shallow little breaths. That should help."

She looked around. Where were they?

The Middle East, she guessed, from the thickness and the look of the walls of the room, and the dirt floor, and the window that was just a hole in the wall. It was hot. Daytime, because there was sunlight.

The man looked like...

God, he looked fierce and strong and... not quite scary, but like he could be if he wanted to.

"Amanda," he said.

Maybe he'd been saying it for a while. She sensed she was missing a lot. It seemed to take a long time to process the simplest thoughts, like too much was going on for her to take in.

She was in the corner of the room, her back pressed against the two walls, and that felt reassuring, having those walls behind her. She didn't need to worry about someone coming at her from behind.

Was anyone else here?

She didn't know.

She ran her hands over her body, and everything seemed to be there. She was dirty and dusty, and there was... Something was sticking out of her arm. Or into it.

She tried to figure out—

"No." The man was there so fast, pulling her hands away. When she cried out and tried to back further into the corner, he backed up again. "It's just an IV," he said. "Fluids. You're dehydrated, Amanda."

He knew her name?

Who was he?

"Here." He held out a pouch with a tube sticking out of it. "It's water. Just like what's in this cup. Have some. I bet your mouth feels like it's full of sand."

It did, she realized.

How did he know?

She wanted to refuse the water, but the thought of it seemed so good. She wasn't sure she could even speak, her mouth felt so dry. So she took the pouch and drank.

It felt amazing in her mouth and then sliding down her throat.

"Good," he said. "How do you feel?"

Feel?

What did he mean? It seemed like much too complicated a question. She had to think to feel things, had to think about one thing at a time.

"What hurts?" he asked next. "Other than your ribs?"

Okay. She could think about that. What hurt?

"Everything," she whispered.

"No one thing anymore than another? Except for the ribs?"

She nodded. That hurt, too. Her head.

"Hey, try this," he said, reaching for a little rectangular pouch on the floor beside him, pulling something out and extending it to her. "This always feels good in this kind of climate."

It looked like a tissue. No, a small cloth. He draped it over her hand, and he was right. It felt so good. Cool and soft and a little bit wet.

"Baby wipe," he said. "Best things in the world."

Nothing had ever felt so good, and she wished she had one big enough to cover her whole hot, sweaty, grimy, aching body.

She thought about where she wanted it most and decided on her face, but when she tried to make that happen, her arm felt so heavy, her eyelids, her mind. Everything seemed to take so much energy, and she didn't have any more.

So many things she needed to figure out, to remember, and her head hurt so much.

"Okay," the man said. "It's okay."

She thought he was touching her, and she didn't want him to, but couldn't make a move to stop him. Then she was lying flat again, and that scared her, too, until she felt that incredibly soft, wet cloth on her face, her cheek.

Oh, that was so good.

She managed to open her eyes, and there he was, that man who could look so fierce, trying to smile down at her while he gently wiped her face.

"It's okay," he said.

No, it wasn't.

She didn't know why, but it wasn't.

"What happened?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

"You don't remember?"

"No." She didn't. "It's under the water, I think. I want to go back, but I'm scared. Is it here? On the surface? Or there? I don't know."

"Okay, I need you to tell me your name." His voice demanded an answer.

"Amanda," she said.

"What year is it, Amanda?"

Year? Did she know?

"How about the month? Do you know that?"

"January, but it's hot."

"That's right. It's hot."

"What's your father's name?"

"James Warren."

"Good. That's good."

"My father. I want my father." So much.

"I know. He sent me to find you. I'm going to take you to him."

"Promise?" She reached out and found a hand, his hand, and held on tight.

"Promise," he said.

Then, everything was gone. She slipped beneath the surface again.

* * *

Baxter, Ohio

Amanda heard a week later that Will was leaving town, his medical leave up, and he hadn't said a word to her, when he'd promised he would. She was mad, which was much better than being scared, so she went with the feeling. She drove to the shelter early one evening and punched the doorbell.

Emma answered the door.

"What are you doing here?" Amanda asked.

"I volunteer here a few hours every week. What are you doing here? Are you okay?"

Amanda nodded. "I heard Will was leaving. Did you know?" She hoped Emma hadn't kept that from her.

"I just heard myself, when I got here tonight. No one here wants to see him go. The women, the kids, they all feel safe with him here."

So, it wasn't just Amanda.

Will made all women and children feel safe.

"Where is he?" Amanda asked.

"He was out back digging a ditch around the back yard. We were getting standing water when it rains, where the kids play, and they were always a mess. He was trying to fix it. If he's not still there, he's probably upstairs. He's staying in the director's studio apartment above the garage. There's a door in the kitchen that leads to the stairs."

"Thank you." Amanda hesitated. "Are you going to be here?"

"For another hour, at least. Come and get me if you need me."

"Thank you. If he's leaving and not coming back..." God, she hated that so much she could hardly stand it. "He has to tell me everything. There's not even that much left for him to tell. A helicopter came and took us out of the country. How hard can that be to hear?"

Emma shook her head. "I don't know."

"But there's something there, something he's scared to tell me."

"I know."

"Do you know what it is?"

"No."

"Well, I think you should know, at least. How about that? We'll make him tell you what he's holding back, and if you think I'm ready, he can tell me."

"And if I say I don't think you're ready, your imagination is going to be coming up with every horrible thing you can think of that might have happened to you."

"Okay, but it's still what happened, and it happened to me. I have a right to know, and he's leaving, Emma."

"Then go talk to Will. If he's willing, I'll listen to what he has to say."

"Thank you, so much," she said, scared all over again, dammit.

He wasn't in the back yard, so she charged upstairs and banged on his door. He didn't open it right away, which made her even more frustrated. Did the man think he could hide from her?

Finally, he hurled it open, looking like a man ready to surge out and slay dragons if necessary.

Then he saw her.

He backed up a step, because he'd been halfway through the doorway the second he got it open. She'd caught him fresh from the shower, and his hair was still wet, and a little messy from him toweling it off. For the first time, he wasn't wearing his eye patch.

He also hadn't zipped his jeans all the way up or snapped them closed. His chest was bare, as were his feet.

"Is this something I need a gun to handle?" he asked.

He held up a small metal box with a digital keypad on the side.

Gun safe?

"I hope not. It's just me," she said.

"Jesus, Amanda. Don't scare me like that. I thought somebody's husband or boyfriend had broken in downstairs."

"Sorry," she said as he put the box away, high on a shelf in his apartment's tiny kitchen. "I was just mad."

"This is you mad?"

She nodded as she watched him zip up his jeans, couldn't help herself, his hands on his own body oddly fascinating to her, as was that thin line of hair leading from his belly button down into the jeans he was fastening.

She could see entirely too much of him. He didn't have one of those bulging bodies that spoke of hours in the gym. He was too lean for that. Yet he was perfectly muscled, with all those pretty lines in his abdomen, the dips and swells that blended together to make the man.

"Mad at me?" he guessed.

"Yes," she said, trying to tear her gaze away from his body and remember why she was there. It wasn't easy. She wanted to stand there and stare at him, but she knew she shouldn't. "You were going to leave town without telling me?"

"No." He turned and disappeared behind a corner of his big, open, L-shaped room. She could see a small sitting area and the end of a bed.

"But you are leaving?" She hated the idea. Where would he be and what would he be doing? Be safe, Will. But the job description probably meant not playing it safe.

"The gossip system in this town is incredibly efficient," he said, coming back around the corner with a T-shirt in hand. He pulled it over his head and into place. "I guess I shouldn't be surprised. It always has been. I had a scan of my eye in Cincinnati two days ago, and I heard just yesterday that it's better. I guess you didn't get that part of the story."

"No."

"I'm going back to see the doctor in Virginia Beach who's been treating me and hope he clears me for duty, but I wasn't going to leave town without saying something to you, Amanda."

She let herself watch his chest rise and fall with his breath, beneath the plain, thin, white T-shirt he was wearing. It hugged all the muscles on his arms, his shoulders, his chest. And he smelled so good. All warm, clean skin with a little hint of spice. He had a perfect layer of stubble on his face that she wanted to touch.

She looked back at his face, too late, and saw that he'd caught her staring.

It was clearer than ever that Will Gerard could make her feel more than fear, than numbness, than safe. He could make her feel like a woman who might, someday, be interested in a man. Sexually.

It was stronger than a fleeting hint this time, and that felt so good. It made her hopeful. There was life after the fear.

"Sorry," she said, thinking he was freaked out by her interest. "I guess I'm not dead after all. But don't worry. It was just a thought."

At first, he'd just stared, and she'd thought she could read his thoughts on his face. He was so uncomfortable, he couldn't even seem to speak.

"Marine Guards, remember? You agreed. You're off-limits for anything... real. But I'm allowed to have a thought, right? Like maybe... you smell really good."

"I... sure. I mean..."

She laughed. "I know. I'm surprised, too. But it felt good, and I don't have a lot of thoughts that feel good to me lately. So, thank you, Will, for that moment. It gives me hope that I'll feel like a normal woman again one day."

He still looked uneasy.

"You can't be shocked to have a woman find you attractive. I'm sure it's happened before." And then, she had another thought, a hard, hurtful one. "Unless... is it that I was raped?"

"What?"

"Some men freak out. They can't handle it, that a woman was raped. There's that whole damaged goods thing—"

"Well, some men are idiots, and I try not to be one of them. I was just surprised. That's all. And I wasn't sure what to do. Am I allowed to feel that way?"

"You can feel whatever you want," she said.

"And the damaged goods thing? I find that offensive—"

"So do I—"

"—if you think I could ever feel that way. I don't deserve that, Amanda. I know what you went through. I know it was awful, and I know that none of it was your fault. Jesus, you know that, don't you? We talked about it. That it was not your fault?"

"Mostly. I just think I shouldn't have been so stubborn, so naïve. I should have left when my father told me to. He begged me to, Will."

"Yes, but you didn't know what was going to happen. And if you hadn't been there, what would have happened to those kids? Have you thought about that?"

"Yes. I've thought about whether it was some kind of cosmic bargain. If there's any way they could have been safe if I hadn't been there, so I'd never have to feel the way I do now. And then I feel like a horrible person, thinking little children's lives aren't as important as me not being raped."

She started to cry then. Dammit.

She wanted to be so strong for him.

He stared at her for a long moment, looking as frustrated and lost as she felt. "Jesus, how did we get here?"

"With me thinking you smell really good. Will, no one treats me like a normal person anymore, and especially not a normal woman. It would be nice if you treated me like an ordinary woman. Could you do that, please?"


 

 

 

Chapter 14
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Will knew what she was asking, what she needed, and he knew why. He knew he should make this simple and tell her what she wanted to hear, but he didn't think he could bring himself to lie. Even a nice little white lie.

And he was a man who lied often and very well for a living.

He knew she was angry and hurt. He hated that, but she was killing him and making him crazy.

"No, I can't," he began.

Immediately, she jumped to the wrong conclusion and backed away, ready to leave. He'd hurt her again. "Amanda."

She gave him what must be her best don't-mess-with-me look. It included her chin coming up, a tilt of her head to the side, her freckles standing out more than usual on her cheeks, her glaring at him. He wanted to laugh, because the woman just couldn't pull it off. She was too adorable, and at times seemed ridiculously young to him.

He had a birthday coming up. He'd be thirty-nine. It sounded ancient, especially since he'd met her.

She seemed so small and sweet. She taught kindergarten, for God's sake. Women who taught five-year-olds were not tough.

Except when it came to protecting their students, of course.

He admired her so damned much, sweet, beautiful, vulnerable Amanda who seemed to really need him.

"You are not ordinary in any way," he said. "And I cannot treat you like you are."

She still glared up at him. "You know what I meant."

"Yes, I do. And it's not a question that I can answer with a yes or a no. We'd have to have a conversation. Will you give me time for that, please?"

"You don't have to do that—"

"I want to. I want to explain... Shit, okay, I don't want to, but I don't want you thinking what you're thinking, either. Because it's not true. So if those are my options, I want to try to explain."

"You don't have to. I have no right to barge in here and start a fight with you."

"We're supposed to be friends, Amanda. Have a seat," he said. "Want some coffee?"

It took a long moment, but finally, she said, "Okay. Do you have decaf? It's late for me to drink anything else."

"There's some downstairs, but not up here. I don't believe in it."

"How do you sleep?" she asked.

"I sleep fine, anywhere, anytime. In my job, you have to sleep whenever and wherever you can."

"That would be a nice trick to learn."

He looked at the dark circles under her eyes, the lines on her face. Some combination of tension and fatigue, he'd bet. She somehow managed to look stubborn as hell and fragile at the same time.

She sat on the sofa. He pulled out a chair from the two-seater table in the kitchen and sat across from her, wondering how the hell he was going to leave her.

"I'm sorry I made you uncomfortable," she began.

"Amanda—"

"I did. I know it."

"Okay, I was uncomfortable."

"If I was any other woman who'd said something like that to you—that you smelled good—what would you have said?"

He shrugged. "If I thought you were attractive—which I've already told you that I do—I'd probably have gotten a little closer, maybe got my face in your hair, maybe up against your neck, and told you that you smelled good, too."

"Okay. There we go. You'd have flirted, but not with me."

"I don't know if you're ready for anything like that. I don't want to make you uncomfortable. I sure as hell don't want to scare you. I hate what happened to you, Amanda. It makes me furious. And it makes me want to be very careful with you, and I want everybody else to be careful with you, too. At least, right now. I didn't think that made me a bad person. I thought it made me a nice guy."

"I'm sure you are trying to be a nice guy," she said. "It's just that everyone tries to be so careful. I get tired of all the weirdness."

He sighed. "I can understand that. I'm sorry."

"It's okay. I overreacted. I'm mad because you're leaving, even if I have no right to feel that way. You told me you'd go." She looked so sad and lost. "How long until you leave?"

"Two or three days. As soon as I make sure the work at the shelter's covered and I can get a seat on a plane."'

"For how long?"

"No idea. The Special Ops guys have been going pretty much non-stop since 9/11. I don't see that changing anytime soon. We've been trying to wind things down in the Middle East. Africa's heating up. Now Syria's a mess. Who knows where I'll end up?"

"So, you get back here..."

"Once a year, maybe once every two years. Are you going to stay here?"

She nodded. "I can't imagine being without my father right now. Or Emma."

"Good. I want you to have them, to feel safe and taken care of."

"I'm thinking about volunteering here at the shelter. Emma says these kids move around a lot and their lives are so chaotic that they're often behind in school. I could help them catch up. Plus, some of the moms are working on their GEDs or taking community college classes. I could help them, too. I'd be teaching, but I wouldn't have to walk into a classroom or a school."

So, she'd be here, at the shelter, and he wouldn't be around to make sure she was safe here, or that the kids were, or their mothers. One man had already found the place and broken in. Will had done what he could while he was here, but the problem was the location. After the break-in, it was too well-known in the community, and that made him uncomfortable, especially with Amanda here.

He'd talk to Sam. Sam would do whatever he could. So would Amanda's father. She had damned well better be safe here.

"So, now that you're going, and you don't have any idea when you'll be back... I know there's something you're afraid to tell me about what happened in Buhkai—"

"Amanda—"

"Wait, let me get this out. Emma's right downstairs. She and I talked about this and came up with an idea. Tell her whatever it is that you haven't told me, and if she thinks I'm ready to hear it, you can tell me before you leave. If she doesn't think I should hear it yet, I won't push you to tell me anymore. She will, when she thinks I'm ready. How does that sound?"

So much better then having to tell Amanda himself. "Okay. Deal."

"You look so relieved," she said. "Is it really that bad? What you have to tell me?"

"No. I don't know. I don't know what you know, what anyone told you. There's one part that... I think you might be uncomfortable."

"You saw me naked and bruised and—"

"No. Nothing like that." He was making this worse by being reluctant to talk about it, scaring her, he saw now, when he'd been trying to be so careful with her. "Nothing else really bad happened, Amanda. It's not something that happened that you don't know about. But I'll do what you want. I'll tell Emma, and from there, it's up to the two of you."

"Okay. Thank you. I'm sorry. This is so not how I wanted this to go."

"Forget about it. It doesn't matter."

"You're always so nice to me. I think I should go before I do anything else I'll regret. You have a couple of days, so if Emma thinks I'm up to hearing everything, I'll come back tomorrow. I don't think I can do any more big conversations today, all right?"

"Sure. Come on. I'll walk you out to your car, and then I'll talk to Emma."

"You don't have to walk me out," she said. "It's not dark."

"It's almost dark, and I walk every woman out who leaves after dark, so I am not treating you differently than any other woman here."

He followed Amanda to her car and opened her door. Another second or two, and she'd have been inside and on her way, but she looked so sad, so tired, he couldn't let her leave like that.

She moved to slip past him and into the car, but he blocked her path, found her hands, which were hanging loosely at her side, and took both of them in his. He waited until she looked up at him, and then very slowly leaned his head down to hers until the tip of his nose brushed along her temple at her hairline.

He knew he shouldn't have done it, but he drew in a breath of her as her hands tightened around his. He could feel the warmth of her body, even though he was careful not to touch her in any other way except with his hands in hers and his nose against the side of her face. She smelled so soft and sweet.

He'd let himself get too close, and he couldn't even say he was sorry. Not yet.

Will took his time about raising his head, kept his hold on her hands, and once she looked up at him, told her, "You smell really good, too."

She smiled up at him.

He squeezed her hands, then let them go, and stepped aside so she could get in the car.

"Goodnight, Will."

"Night."

* * *

Will didn't want to, but he went back inside to find Emma. She was just inside the front door, waiting for him. He wondered if she'd watched him walk Amanda to the car and if she'd say anything about that little move he'd made toward Amanda.

At least, he hadn't done what he'd wanted to do—take her in his arms, not let go, maybe promise her everything was going to be okay, that he'd make sure of it. Which would have only made things harder when he left.

Now he had to face Emma, who saw too damned much and knew too much about him.

"Are you sure this is a good idea?" he asked.

"I'm not sure. I don't know everything that you know."

"Yeah. I had that conversation with her."

"This is what she wants, Will. And it doesn't help her to put your own feelings about this onto her, that you think she's too fragile to hear this—"

"You're right. I am," he admitted.

"Okay, start talking. What haven't you told Amanda?"

So, he talked. Bare bones only.

"On the way out, in the helicopter, she got scared. The medics are used to combat injuries. Seconds matter. They move fast. She had two sets of hands on her, checking her over, pushing her clothes out of the way, and she panicked. I stopped it as fast as I could, but it must have reminded her of the rape."

"Okay. What else?"

"At the hospital, she didn't want to let them do the rape exam. I was the only person who was familiar to her at all." He gritted his teeth, then said, "The nurse ask me to try to calm her down and get her to let them do the exam. So I sat beside her and held her hand through the whole thing. Heard the whole thing, too, because the nurse, while she does the exam, describes the damage she finds. The bruises, the tearing. Stitches. Amanda needed stitches."

He still had nightmares about that, the way she'd cried, how heartbroken she sounded, how scared.

"Jesus, Em. Have you ever done anything like that?"

"Yes. It's awful."

Well, fuck.

Emma had done that. And men thought they were somehow stronger than women.

"Do I tell her that?" Will asked. "That I sat beside her and held her hand through that? And what about all those things the nurse said, what they found? Does she really need to know that?"

"I've seen her medical records from Africa and from Germany, and the physician here doing her follow-up treatment would have them, too. They would have told her about any physical damage they found. You don't have to tell her in detail about those things. That's for the doctor who's treating her."

"All right." Thank God for that, because he honestly didn't think he could do it. The rest was hard enough.

"But the fact that you sat with her while she went through that..."

"Isn't that just going to make her uncomfortable?"

"Maybe, but it happened. Would you want someone to know something like that about you? And you not know it yourself?"

"I don't know." He wanted it to not have happened. He wanted her never to have needed a rape exam. He wanted to have never been there to see her face or hear her crying while they did it.

"You'd hate not knowing something like that, Will."

"Okay. You're right." But he so did not want to do this.

"That's it?"

He nodded.

"Well, honestly, that wasn't as bad as I thought it might be. I think she'll feel the same way. It's not going to be easy to hear, but it's nothing new and awful. She can do this."

"If you say so."

"So, when are you going to talk to her?"

"Tomorrow, I guess."

"When you do, try to look like you think she's strong enough to hear this."

* * *

Will watched as Amanda walked up the stairs to the little apartment where he was staying. It was the most private space in the shelter, so they would talk here.

She looked uneasy but was smiling and, amazingly, trying to put him at ease, he thought.

Will feared he looked completely freaked out.

He did not do freak-outs.

But he felt as uncomfortable as he did when someone asked about his mother or how he grew up. He did not talk about it, not ever.

"Sorry about this. I know you don't want to do it," she said.

What could he do? Lie? He wasn't going to do that to her. "I can do it."

"It's going to be fine, Will. Emma said there's nothing really awful or new in what you know. Unless you didn't tell her—"

"I didn't lie to her about anything."

"And you won't with me?" she asked.

"No, I won't. I just..." Yeah, he was going to try to talk her out of it one more time. "Everybody says talking things out helps, but I've never found that to be true."

"So, the difficult things you've seen, the things you've done, you don't talk about them with anyone?"

"When somebody makes me. I write reports. I have to. We have mandatory debriefings about ops. We have mandatory trauma debriefings, when things get really hairy and we lose somebody. Bad things happen sometimes. That's just the way it is. I don't see the point in all the talk about them."

"Okay. That's your job. What about in your personal life?"

"What about it?" he said, too sharply. He heard it the minute he got the words out. "Sorry. I shouldn't have said that."

"No. I shouldn't have asked."

And then he got that look from her, that look he feared he directed at her. That I'm-sorry, that-must-have-really-sucked look. He could just imagine why. And then he was just mad at the whole damned world.

It had started way back when he'd gotten Amanda out of Buhkai and seen the bruises on her, fully understood all the ways in which she'd been hurt. He'd managed to tamp it down and do his job, but the feelings had been there, and building ever since. He wasn't exactly sure why, but she got to him, and it felt like hell. His anger felt wild and out of control.

It didn't help that he was here, in this place, face to face, day in and day out, with these women and their kids, who'd been hurt and were so scared. He should not be here. If anyone but Sam had asked, he never would have done it, but Sam gave so much and never asked for anything, so Will had done it.

Still, shit.

"Someone told you about my mother," Will guessed.

Yeah, that was it. Her face instantly gave it away.

She'd obviously gotten some of his life story, and she felt sorry for him, thought he probably had a whole lot of shit stored up inside that needed to come out.

Well, how about that?

He was well and truly furious.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I just asked about your connection to the McRaes, and—"

"Somebody told you the whole story?"

"No."

"I got taken away from my mother, more than once. Not that the new places were ever that much better, until I was... eleven, I think, and I lived with Sam and Rachel for a while. They wanted to adopt me, but for reasons I will never understand, my mother wanted me back, and a judge sent me back to her again. End of story."

"Yes. Not even that much. That's what I heard. Will, I'm sorry—"

"Don't be," he said, still too sharply. She winced, and he felt like even more of an ass, but the words kept pouring out. "It's this place. Being here. It's a shelter for battered women. My mother was a battered woman, among other things. Many other things, and I—"

He had no business being here, being around these women and their sad-eyed, scared children or the ones who at six or eight or eleven were already old beyond their years, jaded and weary and acting tough, like they weren't scared of anything, when he knew damned well they were.

"I shouldn't be here," he said. "That's all."

"No, I shouldn't be here. I'm sorry. I'll go."

"Amanda, wait. I'm talking about me. I shouldn't be in this place. The shelter... I didn't even realize how much it had me wound up... Look, some people take things like this and talk and try to understand, try to turn it around and do something good with the crap that happened to them. Sam adopted three kids whose mother was a battered woman, so he does things like help renovate this building and serves on the board. Emma volunteers here counseling battered women. I think Zach does some volunteer legal hours here. Grace, I bet, will be here before long doing artwork with the kids. I'm sure they all see it as some nice, neat way of paying back a debt to the woman who gave birth to them, the woman who gave Sam and Rachel their children. Good for them. It's just not me. I should not be here. Especially since..."

Fuck! Was he really going to tell her that?

He was even more wound up than he'd realized.

Although, given how much it had freaked him out last week, she probably already knew, so what did it matter?

"That was her, last week at the cafe. The woman who walked by, the one begging for money on Main Street. That was my mother."

Amanda stared up at him with big, round eyes, and stood rooted to the spot, listening, waiting.

Was she scared of him? Of how angry he sounded?

Or just horrified by his past?

Jesus, what had he done?

"I'm sorry," he said. "I don't... I never talk about that. I don't know why I just did."

God.

Amanda.

He did not scare women. He did not hurt them. Not ever.

And he sure as shit didn't want them feeling sorry for him.

Not her, he told himself. Please, not her.

* * *

Amanda was scared.

A little bit.

She was shocked by the anger in his voice, in his expression, by the bitterness when he admitted that woman was his mother. He'd said it like a man turning his most painful secret over to her. And the way Will had wanted to help that woman, his mother, but knew he couldn't, that no one could? How lousy would that feel? To know the best you could do was put twenty dollars in her pocket and hope she'd get something to eat and not buy drugs?

Amanda couldn't imagine living with that. She also believed him when he said he didn't lose control like this.

"Getting me back for all the tears I cried in front of you?" she asked, as lightly as she could manage.

"No!" He looked stricken. "I would never—"

"Will? I'm kidding."

"Oh." He stood there, hands shoved deep into the pockets of his jeans, shaking his head and looking like he was about to beg for her forgiveness again, and she didn't want him to do that.

But she understood better now why he had to leave. At least, he wouldn't be unexpectedly running into his mother—and all the things he couldn't change.

"I owe you," she said. "You've listened to all my emotional crap. You're more than welcome to pour out all of yours, if you ever want to. You're always saying I can tell you anything. It's only fair that you get to tell me anything you want, too. I'm sorry about your mother. I always thought life had treated me so unfairly, to lose mine when I was so young, but it sounds harder with your mother. Having her there but not really there, I mean. Gone but not really gone. You must think all the time about what you should have had with her."

"No," he insisted. "I don't think about her. Unless I'm here, sometimes. It's harder here."

She understood why that would be and dared to ask, "And your father?"

"No idea. Given my mother's taste in men, I'd say he's probably either dead or in prison or should be by now. What about yours? Did he manage to be... what you needed, when you lost your mother?"

"He did everything he could. I mean, he doesn't do the warm-fuzzy stuff well, but he made it this whole you-and-me-against-the-world thing. He sat me down and said we were partners, and we could do anything we needed to do to get by without her, that we were strong, capable, determined, and we'd figure it out. And we did."

"I'm glad."

"Me, too." She made herself breathe and try to smile. "I admire him so much, all that he does to try to smooth things over and keep our country on good terms with difficult countries around the world. It's one of the reasons I wanted to go to Buhkai to teach. I wanted to impress him. I wanted him to be proud of me. I just... Well, you know that story."

He nodded.

"I guess we're both nervous about... what we're going to talk about." And Amanda wanted to be strong, to not look like or sound like a victim. She wanted to walk out of here with him thinking she was brave, because having him say that about her had felt better than anything had since Buhkai. "Will, I can do this. Promise. So, please, just say it. Get it over with."

"Okay."

She sat on the couch where she had been the night before. This time, he turned the kitchen chair around and sat on it with his arms folded over the back, leaning forward so his chin was on one of his arms, watching her.

Regardless of what she'd said, she was more frightened than she expected to be, even started shaking, before he said the first word about what she still didn't know.

"Hey," Will said. "Want to go sit in the corner?"

He was grinning, but she thought he meant it, that he really would sit in the corner with her, if it made her feel better.

"It's okay," she said. Not so bad that she had to actually do it.

But he tugged on her hand until she got to her feet, then led her to the corner anyway. "Pick a spot. Any one you want."

She sat on the floor against one wall, drew her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, her chin coming to rest against her knees. He sat with his back against the wall at a ninety-degree angle to her, his legs stretched out in front of him, the corner in between them.

"Better?" he asked.

"I feel silly."

"Why? I've sat in a few corners before."

"You don't have to say things like that just to make me feel better, Will."

"I did. Although, honestly, I probably spent more time under my bed. Felt safer there, you know? It's like a cave. Perfect for hiding. You always had a chance nobody would think to look under the bed. Of course, if you use that spot too much, it stops working that well. Any place does."

"Why did you need to hide at all?"

He shrugged. "Why does anybody hide? I didn't want to be where I was."

He looked calm, his gaze steady, his eyes dark and full of secrets. She suspected he was trying to make up for getting so angry before, and to show her it wasn't crazy to want to hide this way.

"My mother liked to drink. Well, it started out with that, then moved on to other substances, plus a lot of really bad choices in men, some of whom liked to hit her. Sometimes me, if they could find me or catch me."

"I'm sorry," she said.

"Don't be. It was a long time ago, and I'm fine."

It sounded like he was daring her to say he wasn't, when what she really wanted to know was whether this was why he kept his distance from people like Sam and the whole McRae family. And from everyone else.

"Okay." She'd drop it, for now. "So, tell me what I can't remember. Tell me everything."

"You know everything I know about the time you were inside the school."

"That you saved my life, and I had the nerve to yell at you for not doing enough."

"Just a little," he said. "It was better than you being... how you were when I first saw you."

"Which was?"

"Dazed. In shock. Not all there. I liked seeing that you still had some fight in you. It made me think you were going to be okay."

Some fight left in her?

She hoped so.

"So, we got to that abandoned town. How long were we there?"

"Eight or nine hours. You slept through most of it."

"So, what happened when the helicopter came?"
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Buhkai, Africa,

January 17th

Shortly after midnight, one Army helicopter circled above their position, providing cover, while another landed in a field fifty yards from where they'd been hiding.

Will carried Amanda to the helicopter. Two soldiers started to hop out to help them aboard, but Will mouthed, I've got her, knowing he couldn't be heard over the noise of the helicopter.

Then he stood there, staring at the hands reaching for her, to pull her inside. It was hard, he realized, to turn her over to them. Which was ridiculous. At least one of them, maybe both, were combat medics, here to help her.

"Sir?" One of them asked, yelling over the noise. "Is there a problem?"

He shook his head, made himself put her in their hands.

Hoisting himself aboard, he pulled the door shut and the helicopter lifted off. Will held his breath, watching the ground disappear. He'd feel better once they were out of Buhkai airspace, wouldn't let his guard down completely until they landed in friendly territory. And then, he wanted Amanda in a hospital and to hear a doctor tell him she was okay.

Movement—urgent movement—out of the corner of his eyes caught his attention, and he saw Amanda struggling frantically on a stretcher on the floor of the helicopter. The two medics were working on her, four hands all over her.

"Hey," he yelled, shoving both of them aside to get to her. "Back off. You're scaring her."

They backed up, giving him room.

"Sorry, Sir," the senior medic yelled from his position near her head.

Will reached out and took her hand. She grabbed onto it as if she knew it was his and she needed him. He settled on the floor at her left side and leaned over so he could speak directly into her ear. "Amanda? It's okay. We're in a helicopter. An American military helicopter. You're safe here."

She stopped struggling, but her breathing was still fast and shallow, and she was shaking. Her eyes were closed, but he knew she was conscious.

"Amanda, there's an Army medic here. I'd like you to let him check you out. Just one guy, okay? I'll be right here with you."

She squeezed his hand tighter. He hated how scared she was. But finally, she nodded her head, and Will, who knew he could be a really scary guy when he wanted to, shot the medic a look that said clearly, Do not fuck this up.

The medic near her feet handed Will a headset, so they could communicate without shouting. Will put it on and addressed the medic at her head.

"Slowly, like she's your kid sister and she's never been in combat before but has just been pulled out of a war zone."

"Yes, Sir."

"You tell me exactly what you're going to do before you do it, before you so much as touch her, and I will tell her," Will said.

The medic nodded, then asked, "Last vitals?"

Will knew, from being in helicopters with wounded colleagues and being injured himself, the medics couldn't hear well enough even with a stethoscope to count heartbeats or respiration. Even taking a pulse by touch didn't work. Too much vibration from the engines.

"Just before you landed, reps seventeen and shallow, heart rate one-twenty. No problems with the airway or bleeding."

"Good." He nodded toward the IV site. Will had left the access point in, just in case. "You do that?"

"Yes. She was dehydrated. I gave her two liters of saline, all that I had."

"Tell me about the head injury."

"I think she has a mild concussion. She's had brief periods where she was alert and oriented to time and person, but not place. Seems to have some short-term memory loss. Confused, agitated at times, but mostly sleeping. Responds to painful stimuli. Pupils respond to light, but the right's sluggish. Been that way since the first time I checked them. Might be getting a little worse over time. I'm not sure."

He feared he was having trouble remaining objective about her. He really wanted her to be okay.

"We got knocked into a wall getting out of the place where she was held hostage," Will said. "I'm afraid her head got the worst of it. That was about ten hours ago."

"Okay." The medic pulled a tiny light out of a pocket. "I want to start by checking her pupils myself."

Will told Amanda, and she let the medic do that with no problem, plus feel his way around her skull to check for any other damage.

"So, mild concussion?" Will asked.

"That would be my first guess. You know how this goes? Scan and observe, most likely."

Will knew. He and lots of his friends had gotten their heads bashed in on one mission or another over the years. Head injuries could be tricky. Sometimes, they seemed like no big deal, but got worse over time. Sometimes. She'd probably be fine. Objectively, he knew that.

The medic wanted to attach monitors for her heart and oxygen in her blood. She let him slip the pulse ox over the end of her finger with no problem, but when he tried to push her shirt aside to attach the cardiac leads, she fought him.

The medic shot Will a look, asking a question Will hadn't wanted to consider, but he'd seen her torn shirt, the way she'd seemed to shrink away even from Will and pull inside of herself.

"I don't know," Will said. "Anything could have happened before I got to her."

The medic held out the cardiac leads to Will. "See if she'll let you do this."

She did. She didn't like it, shrank away even from his hands, but she let him do it. He didn't move her shirt aside, just slipped the leads beneath it from the top and the bottom, moving as slowly as he could and trying not to touch her with anything but the little sticky pads that went against her skin.

He hated the idea of her being scared of him, of any man.

She let the medic check her ribs with her shirt still in place, and then he watched the cardiac monitor and seemed satisfied that everything else could wait until they reached the hospital.

Will hadn't even thought to ask where that would be. "We're going to Djibouti?"

The medic nodded. It was the closest base, in a tiny country on the east coast of Africa that hardly anyone had heard of, but the U.S. military's African Command was based there. Normally, a Quick Reaction Force Team and a SEAL Team were also there. They might be preparing right now to go into Buhkai, unless they were already on another mission when everything went to hell there.

Djibouti wasn't far. She'd be in a doctor's hands very soon. Soon after that, she'd either be on her way to a bigger hospital at a base in Europe, or on her way home, and Will would be... He didn't know where he'd be.

He felt a little uneasy about not knowing how she was after this.

Will had rescued hostages before, but it was usually quick, and a team effort, and even then, he'd wondered afterward how the hostages fared. With her, he'd have to know.

He'd call Sam, he decided. That was all he'd have to do. Sam knew her father. He'd be able to find out how she was. Problem solved.

And she would be fine. As long as all those kids got out alive. She'd put this behind her and get on with her life. It would be nothing but a blip. He wanted that for her, for this to be nothing but a really bad moment in her otherwise golden life.

Her father was a U.S. ambassador, after all.

Her life was the furthest thing in the world from his.

* * *

Baxter, Ohio

"I think I remember a little about being in the helicopter," she said. "All those hands on me. They scared me."

"The medics are used to getting critical patients, working fast—"

"Of course. I didn't mean to imply they'd done anything wrong."

"So, that was it. We made it to Djibouti with no problem."

"So, all that time we were on the ground in Buhkai, it was just you and me? You were the only one there?"

He hesitated, looked a little... She couldn't begin to read his expression. He could keep it so completely blank when he wanted to. And now, he just sat there, on the floor of all places, in the corner, because that's what she'd needed to do to feel a little bit better about this.

"No one works alone in this business," he said finally. "I had a buddy on the end of the phone line, gathering intel. I had your father, pulling together help incredibly quickly when we needed it—"

"I know that, but on the ground, it was all you? I had no idea," she said. "All anyone said was that American soldiers came to get me out. I never thought to question that."

"They did. The helicopter had Air Force pilots and Army medics. You were at military hospitals with military doctors and nurses in Djibouti and Germany."

"That isn't what I meant," she said. "I can't believe what you did for me."

"Amanda—"

"Did you even have orders to rescue me?"

"Technically, no. But I didn't have orders not to, either."

He made it sound perfectly reasonable. Charge into the middle of a hostage situation in an unstable African country, all by himself, and save her.

"Hey, it worked out," he said. "Your father smoothed some things over at the right time, and somebody sent a helicopter to pick us up. No problem."

Which meant he'd taken a serious risk with his career, interfering in a situation like that in a country that was far from stable, without U.S. government approval, just to save her.

She was in awe, more than ever before.

"I have no idea how to begin to thank you—"

"You did already," he said, looking uneasy again.

"I couldn't have properly thanked you. I didn't even know everything you'd done."

"Well, now you do and you have."

"If I'd known it was just the two of us that whole time, I would have been even more determined to find you, to ask you what happened." Maybe he'd realized that and not wanted her to know.

For certain, her father would have known. Maybe he was the one who'd decided to keep this from Amanda. He was the one who'd told her most of what she had known about her rescue.

She looked back at Will, who was wearing that blank expression of his that frustrated her so much.

"If you want to do something for me," he said finally, "don't ever put yourself in that kind of danger again. I don't care who's looking out for you, if you have your own personal army. Don't do it."

"I don't think I'll be going anywhere for a long time," she confessed, deciding to let this go and move on. "So, we were in the helicopter. They dropped us off in Djibouti? Then what?"

He wouldn't look at her anymore. He looked at the floor, the ceiling, the table, anywhere but at her.

God.

What was left?

"It's not... It's nothing... new that happened to you. Nothing like that. Emma said I had to tell you, and... Shit, I'm sorry."

She didn't get it. What could possibly have happened at the hospital?

* * *

Djibouti, Africa

January 17th

The Blackhawk landed safely in Djibouti.

Will held Amanda's hand as she was carried into the small base hospital. He and the medics told the medical staff all they knew about her condition and what had happened to her.

Amanda gripped Will's hand fiercely and wouldn't let go, so he went with her into the treatment area and sat by her side, telling her she was safe on a U.S. military base.

She opened her eyes and stared at him like she'd never seen him before.

He could imagine what he looked like—dusty, dirty, sweaty, with his hair too long, no telling how many days since he'd shaved, remnants of camouflage paint still smeared on his face. He hoped the sight of him didn't scare her, but she had those big, sad eyes fixed firmly on him, her lower lip trembling again. He was afraid she was going to cry.

He hated that, more than he'd ever hated the idea of any woman crying. Usually, it made him uncomfortable and left him not knowing what to do, and sometimes it made him mad, because a lot of women put a lot of fake drama into their lives. He had no interest in that.

But there wasn't anything fake about this. He didn't think it was because he scared her, either. He thought he saw deep-down sadness and exhaustion and fear in her, and it broke his heart.

"We need to undress her and check for other injuries," the nurse said.

"Oh. I'll be right outside." But Amanda wouldn't let go of his hand. "Amanda, do you want me to stay?"

"No," she whispered. "But I don't want you to go, either."

"Why don't you step to the other side of the curtain," the nurse said, "until we get a gown on her and a sheet over her. Is that all right honey?"

Amanda nodded.

Will waited right there. Long minutes went by, longer than it should take to get her clothes off and something else on her. Then he heard Amanda start sobbing, one of the most heart-broken sounds he'd ever heard.

God, he hoped he was wrong about what he was thinking. He might have actually been praying, which would have been really odd, because he didn't pray. He didn't believe in any kind of omnipotent outside power, and he didn't ask it for help.

But for her, he would.

She probably believed in God and every sort of goodness and kindness in the world. She taught five-year-olds, for Christ's sake.

The nurse came out, pulled him away from the curtain and around the corner.

"What's wrong?" he demanded.

"I'm afraid she was raped."

And it took everything Will could do not to put his fist through the wall. Mother-fucking son-of-a-bitch...

The fear, the cowering away from him, the way she seemed to be trying to sink inside of herself? There it was. That was why.

"I thought I'd gotten to her in time," he said finally. In that moment, he hated every second it had taken him to get there, and everyone in that godforsaken country, and the idea of men who thought they had the right to take anything they wanted from women without fear of punishment.

"We need to do a rape kit," the nurse said, "and she doesn't want to let us."

"Not for evidence, you don't," he said. "She's not military. She's a civilian. And the person who did this to her is not in the military, not a U.S. citizen. It happened in a country where the U.S. has no legal jurisdiction and rape isn't even considered a crime. So there's no way this would ever be prosecuted."

"Okay. I'll tell the doctor in charge that, but even if we don't collect evidence, we have to examine and treat her, for her own health and safety. And she doesn't want to let us do that, either. You're the only one here she seems to trust. Could you tell her we really need to do this?"

Grimly, Will nodded.

"One more thing? She's not clear on the timing. We have medication we can give her, to keep her from getting pregnant from the attack, but it has to be given within seventy-two hours."

"The hostage situation began less than twenty-four hours ago," he said.

"Good. One less thing for her to worry about. Let me try one more time to talk her into letting us treat her. While I do that, why don't you go clean up a bit, try to look a little less mad and scary?"

Good point, if it was possible.

He found a bathroom just down the hall, washed the grime off his face, then stuck his head under the sink, hoping the cold water would help clear his mind as well. He tried to school his expression, tamp down his anger, too, but that certainly wasn't as easy to do.

The nurse came back to get him a few minutes later. He walked back into the treatment area and sat down.

"Amanda?" he said softly.

He waited until she opened his eyes and looked at him, then held out his hand to her. She put her hand in his, looking small and miserable there on the bed, begging him with her eyes to make it all go away.

He wished he could. He could do so many things that most people couldn't, but not this...

"You have to let them take care of you," he said.

She shook her head, back and forth, crying.

"Yes, you do. For your own sake," he said. "Let them, and I'll stay with you, if you want. I'll sit right here."

Jesus Christ, he didn't want to do that. But he would, if it helped her get through this. If she had to face this, he could, too. It couldn't be nearly as hard on him as it would be for her.

"We'll just pretend none of this is happening. We'll think about something else." He'd done that often enough when he was a kid and needed the whole world to go away. He was an expert at it. "You can tell me about anything you want. You can ask me anything you want. What do you say?"

She just cried softly, breaking his heart even more.

Even all beaten up and bruised and a complete mess, she was a beautiful girl and so terribly young.

Twenty-six.

He was outraged at the idea of a world in which she could be hurt this way. It wasn't right. So many things weren't. He knew that. He fought to make things right, as much as one man could, and he felt like he'd failed her.

"Amanda, please," he said. "They just want to make sure you're okay. Please."

She finally nodded her consent. The nurse said she was certified to do this basic exam herself and wouldn't need to call a doctor unless Amanda needed stitches or something like that.

Stitches?

Will tried hard not to wince at the thoughts that brought to mind. Exactly what would need stitching? He feared he was grinding his teeth and had to work consciously for a few moments to stop.

This wasn't about him.

So he leaned over the bed at her shoulder, blocking her view of anything the nurse might do. Then he looked down at her, forced a smile across his face, and said, "So, where do you want to go?"

She looked even more confused. "What?"

"We don't need to be here for this."

"I don't understand."

"Something I learned as a kid." He never talked about this, but he figured if anyone deserved not to be in her own head right now, it was Amanda Warren. "You don't ever have to really be where you are. You can go anywhere in your head. I used to like thinking I had a motorcycle, because they're so fast. I figured you could get away from anybody on the right one of those. What about you? If you could go anywhere right now, where would it be?"

"I don't know—"

"Want to hear about my motorcycle?"

"Okay." She latched onto that idea, and for a minute, she didn't look so hurt, so scared.

"It's shiny and black, of course, with chrome accents. It rumbles, and you feel it through your whole body, and it's loud, and then there's the wind rushing by. It's like the wind creates a barrier between you and the rest of the world, but in a way it brings you right into the world, too, because you're out in the air, with the trees, the sky, the sunshine. Ever take a ride on a bike?"

"Not like that," she whispered.

"Oh, you've got to do it. There's nothing like it."

"Where do you go?"

He laughed. "Wherever I want to go. A bike can go anywhere."

"Where do you like to go?"

"When I got my first bike, I was fourteen, I think. It was a piece of junk, but I got enough parts to make the engine decent. I didn't have a license, but I didn't let that stop me, you know? Well, you probably don't. I'm betting you weren't a rule-breaker."

"No, I wasn't."

"Well, I was. My favorite place to ride was across this bridge over the Ohio River, onto the Kentucky side. There was a great old road that followed the river, twisting and turning, big, tall trees on one side, a few houses hanging off the narrow bank, and the water on the other. I'd drive along that road, and then get on another bridge and come back along the other side. It was pretty, nobody to bother you, nothing you really had to think about. It was perfect."

At some point, the nurse had started working, speaking softly to tell Amanda what she was going to do before she did it. So Will heard everything, too, and it was one of the hardest things he'd ever done. He had to try not to react to any of it, to not let anything show in his face. And keep talking about things that didn't matter.

Amanda turned her head to the side and looked like she was trying to sink down into the mattress and disappear. He leaned down toward her and eventually, his head was on the mattress beside her, his hand on the side of her face, his arm and shoulder shielding her, he hoped, from seeing anything except him. He wanted to create their own little world, just him and her and anything he could think about to distract her from what was being done to her.

Things that clearly hurt her and made him want to hit a wall again, made him want to put a bullet through someone. No, something slower and more painful. A knife, he decided.

The doctor came in, finally.

To stitch her up.

God.

Will talked about places he'd been on the various bikes he'd owned, his favorite rides, and he took her along. He wouldn't mind at all having her on the back of his bike. She let him pick the place, and he decided they'd do the Pacific Coast Highway.

The views are incredible, he told her, all ocean and sky, winding roads and cliffs with no guardrails. She's a little apprehensive, and she hangs onto him as they lean into the curves, but she is perfectly safe with him.

The air is incredible, coming off the ocean. They see eagles. Soon he'll make sure she sees the sea lions, because he thinks she'll like them, and maybe some whales.

He'd made the drive all the way to Vancouver and back once, on leave when he'd been stationed in Coronado. Best vacation of his life. She should make that trip for real one day, he told her, and he found himself promising he'd take her himself. They'd do it when they didn't have to be anywhere fast, and they'd stop whenever they wanted along the way, whenever anything caught their eyes. It would be beautiful and perfect.

And then the nice nurse and the doctor were done.

Amanda had sobbed through parts of it, but she'd listened to him, too, and asked a question now and then, and answered questions he asked about what she was willing to try on a bike. He hadn't wanted to scare her, even in that little world he'd tried to create for them.

He ran out of things to say, and then she asked about her father. "He's coming?"

"I'm sure he will." Mace would have called the ambassador as soon as he heard their helicopter landed safely in Djibouti, but Will knew the man would want to hear directly from him that Amanda was safe.

"My father didn't want me in Buhkai," she said sadly. "But I wouldn't listen to him."

"I think that's a pretty universal thing, Amanda. Doing something you father doesn't want you to do."

"He actually yelled at me, he was so scared. He never yells at me."

Because, Will suspected, she was one of those kids who was pretty close to perfect, and it sounded like she adored her father. It would be like Sam yelling, Will thought. Sam would, Will supposed, but he'd have to be really, really mad, and the underlying emotion behind that would be fear for one of his kids or for Rachel, not anger.

"I should have listened," Amanda said.

"You didn't know what was going to happen. No one did. A million things can happen. No one can see them all coming. I don't think anyone ever thought militants would take over a school..."

Shit. Hadn't meant to bring that up, because—

"Oh, my God! The kids!" She tried to get off the bed, maybe going to find them herself. "My kids! The kids in my classroom. The ones held hostage. My kids!"
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Djibouti, Africa

January 17th

Will held her down, not thinking until it was too late what a mistake that would be.

She fought him off with her hands and arms, screaming for him not to touch her. He didn't know what to do. He was clearly terrifying her by hanging onto her, but if he let go, she might leap off the bed and start running, searching for those kids. She wasn't quite all there, in the present, in the hospital, at the moment.

The nurse ran in, looking worried. "Hang on. Let me get the doctor back."

So he held on while Amanda tried to fight him off, hating it, knowing he was scaring her, knowing what some other man had done to her to scare her and hurt her even more, a man who'd been able to hurt her because Will hadn't gotten to her fast enough.

He finally got her arms pinned between his and then pulled her against his chest, his arms wrapped around her. He hung on, hoping if he didn't move at all, she might realize he wasn't going to hurt her and stop being so afraid.

He got his mouth right up against her ear and started talking to her.

"It's okay. I won't hurt you, I promise. You're safe here. And the kids in your classroom are all safe. You got them out, Amanda. You were so brave. You're a hero."

She sobbed and begged him to let her go, begged him not to hurt her.

"Shh," he said. "It's all right. No one here is going to hurt you. It's all over. All the bad stuff is over now."

But he didn't believe that, not for her. She'd relive it all, who knew for how long, like she was at the moment, and she'd be terrified all over again.

She sobbed against his chest, too weak to do anything else, or maybe too scared, and he wondered who'd be holding her the next time she was terrified like this, who'd try to help her through those dark, scary nights.

Someone had better be there, someone who understood and loved her and would take care of her.

The nurse came back with a syringe she shot into Amanda's IV. It wasn't ideal, with the head wound, but the doctor had decided having her this agitated was worse.

Will felt the fear and the tension seep away until she was boneless in his arms, her small, fragile body pressed against his, her head on his shoulder, her face wet with her tears against his neck.

"There you go," he whispered. "You're just fine."

He eased her back down onto the bed and wiped her tears away.

"My kids?"

"They all got out," he said again, hoping it would sink in, despite the panic and the medication.

"I thought they were going to hurt my kids."

"I know. You must have been so scared."

She nodded, her eyelids sinking over those big, tear-filled eyes as the medication did its job. "He wanted Naaji, and he was so mad at me because Naaji got away. And he... he hurt me."

"I know. I'm so sorry."

"He was so strong. I never thought about how much stronger a man could be than a woman, how much it could hurt..."

Will closed his eyes and leaned his forehead down to hers, trying to block out the images that came to mind. "Go to sleep, Amanda. Please. It's all over now. Just sleep. You're safe now. Try to go to sleep and forget everything."

She should forget him, too, he realized. All of it. It would be better for her that way.

"Will you stay with me?" she asked, the words barely audible. "Until my father gets here? My father's coming, isn't he?"

"I'm sure he will."

"Stay with me 'til then?"

"As long as I can," he said, hoping like hell he could put her directly into the care of her father, so he'd know she was safe and she wasn't alone. Will would make her father swear that he'd never let her go to a place like Buhkai again, no matter what.

She finally fell asleep, still holding Will's hand.

The nurse came back in a few minutes later and said they'd be monitoring Amanda here until she was either sent on to an American military hospital in Germany or directly to the U.S.

"She's going to be okay?" he asked. "Physically?"

The nurse nodded and touched her hand to his shoulder. "You did good. A lot of guys wouldn't have been able to handle it."

"Yeah? Because I've never wanted out of a room so much in my life, and I've been in some really lousy, scary places." He was still wondering if he could manage not to go outside and throw up, his emotions were so churned up.

He hadn't done that since he was a little kid, and his mother would get so drunk she passed out. Will would panic and think she was dead. When he was little, that sounded like the worst thing in the world—her being dead. Once he got older, he wasn't sure if he wanted her to wake up or not. Then he realized it didn't matter what he wanted, because he had no control over it anyway. Things didn't get better until he figured out how not to care one way or the other and how to get himself far, far away.

"We all want out with something like this," the nurse said. "But some of us don't go. You did good. And I should have told you this before, but I thought she needed you more. Half a dozen people are trying urgently to reach you."

She handed him a stack of message slips.

"Thank you," he said, looking down at Amanda. He was still holding her hand, didn't want to let it go.

The nurse left. Will flipped through the message slips, finding exactly what he expected—demands that he call his CO and his CIA contact immediately.

Instead, Will pulled out his phone and called Ohio. Sam answered, sounding relieved, and put Will on speaker for Rachel and the ambassador.

"Sir, I'm at Camp Lemonnier, Djibouti, Africa, with your daughter."

"Oh, thank God. You're with her right now?"

"Yes, Sir. I'm sitting beside her." Thinking she looked so young and fragile in the big hospital bed. "She's been diagnosed with a concussion and three cracked ribs. She also has some minor cuts and bruises."

"That's it?" her father demanded. "That's everything?"

Damn, he did not want to tell the man this, but he wasn't going to lie.

"Sir, I'm afraid she was sexually assaulted." Will felt fury again over that. "I'm sorry. I hoped I got her out of there before anything like that could happen..."

He could hear Rachel crying in earnest, Sam swearing softly.

"I need to speak to her," her father said. "Whoever's in charge over there would not put my calls through."

"Sir, she's been given a mild sedative. She's sleeping now, but I told her that you're on your way."

"A sedative? With a head injury?"

"She... uhh... got agitated, wondering if all the children got out of the school alive, and her doctor decided to sedate her."

"The kids taken hostage all got out, Will," Sam said.

"And two other hostages died," Amanda's father said, "but that's something she does not need to know right now. I'll tell her myself, when I get there. Tell me you got the bastard who hurt her."

"I wish I could, Sir. I don't know who did it or how many of the militants made it out alive."

"No one does yet, Will," Sam said.

"I have a plane waiting at the airport," the ambassador said. "I... I just couldn't stand to take off and be stuck in the air, out of contact, until I knew... But I'll be there as soon as I possibly can. I hope you're still there when I arrive so I can thank you in person for what you did."

"I wish I could wait, Sir, but I'm hearing that we're going to evacuate all the Americans from Buhkai, including the embassy. They'll want my help with that, since I was actually in the capitol within the last twenty-four hours." And that was a summons he could not ignore much longer.

It was the only thing that could make him leave Amanda before her father arrived.

"Will?" Rachel asked, "You're not going back into that country, are you?"

"Rachel, this is what he does," Sam said. "He knows what he's doing."

"I do. I promise," Will said. "Sam, don't let her watch that stuff on TV. It's only going to make things seem worse than they are."

"Sure. Anything else?" Sam asked.

"Mr. Ambassador, I'm not sure if they told you, but one of the kids said your daughter stayed behind in the classroom to buy them time to escape. It was an incredibly selfless thing to do, and very brave. She must be an amazing woman."

And then, Will feared, the ambassador was crying on the other end of the phone.

"She is," he said finally.

Will promised to call Sam when he was out of Buhkai for good, and then got off the phone. He knew it was time. He had to answer those urgent calls from his CO.

* * *

Baxter, Ohio

Amanda thought he looked like it hurt just to talk about it.

His eyes had a fine sheen of moisture, and he was striving for one of his carefully blank expressions, but he couldn't pull it off. His jaw was tight, his expression bleak, and he looked so sorry. For her and what she'd been through.

So, he'd sat there and held her hand while the nurse did the rape exam.

She knew what they'd done to her. They'd told her when they realized how little she remembered. They'd had to, because she had to have follow-up exams and tests for six months or so, to make sure she hadn't gotten pregnant or contracted any sexually transmitted diseases. In her case, it had also meant stitches, pain, painkillers and reassurances that her injuries wouldn't keep her from someday being able to have a child.

They'd done those sorts of things to her, and he'd sat by her side the whole time, holding her hand?

Her face burned. Not with shame. She wasn't ashamed of what had happened to her. At least, not usually. Sometimes she had irrational moments and told herself she'd said the wrong thing to the gunmen, she'd been too strident, she hadn't lied well enough. Sometimes she thought she could have done something to stop it from happening.

Most of the time, she knew it wasn't her fault.

So this wasn't shame.

It was anger that it happened in the first place.

And, she felt so exposed it took her breath away. She wanted to hide.

And here he was, watching her, holding onto her ankle because her hands were clenched around her knees and she couldn't pry them off.

"Do you hate that as much as I hate just the idea of it?" she asked.

He considered for a moment. She could see the thoughts going through his head. Finally, he said, "It had to be done."

So he'd done it because that's what he did.

Like going into that school to rescue her.

Still... "God, I can't believe you saw that."

"I didn't see anything. I didn't look," he said. "I just held your hand."

She didn't know what to say. Reaction was setting in.

She started trembling, badly, despite trying to hold herself together by wrapping her arms around her knees and squeezing them tightly to her chest. She didn't remember, but she felt the fear, the panic, the urge to scream, to run.

"Hey, come on." Will let go of her ankle and reached out a hand to her.

She didn't take it. She had too tight a grip on her own body and wasn't going to let go. She couldn't even look at him.

He moved over until he was closer to her, his legs still stretched out in front of him. He held out his arm, offering her his shoulder. "Come on. Right here."

Slowly, she leaned toward him, drawn by his solidness, his innate sense of calm and his offer of comfort. But she couldn't look at him, so she turned her face away while still letting her head rest against his shoulder.

His arm wrapped around the front of her body at an angle, holding her easily, comfortingly. She wrapped both of her arms around his, holding on tight, and let herself sink into the solid warmth of his side.

"There you go," he said, and she felt the side of his face pressed against her head. "Just hang onto me. It's all over now."

But it wasn't.

Like she was being stalked, the memories were still out there.

"It didn't... There wasn't any permanent damage," she said finally. "I didn't catch any awful diseases. Not so far. Still testing for some of those. I didn't get pregnant. Thank God. They could have killed me or the kids. I know things could have been so much worse, but then I get scared. I panic and start thinking of nothing but myself, of what they did to me, and I think, what if it always feels this bad?"

"It won't," he said.

"You say that, but you've never... Well, I mean—"

"No, I've never been raped," he said.

"Have you ever thought you were going to die?"

"No."

She was so surprised she raised her head from his shoulder—and she'd really liked having her head on his shoulder—so she could look him in the eye. "How can you say that? You've been in the military for... How long?"

"Coming up on nineteen years."

"We've been at war for the last decade," she reminded him.

"We have."

"And I suspect you've been in all sorts of situations. Shot at? Had things blow up around you? Lost friends?"

"Yes, all that."

"So how can you say you never thought you were going to die?"

"I don't know. I just didn't."

"Will?"

"It's the truth. I've been in some hairy situations where I knew I might die, but I honestly never believed I would."

"I don't see how that's possible," she said. "You weren't afraid?"

"Of maybe screwing up. Of letting people down—the guys on my team or people we were trying to help. Of making a wrong call that got other people hurt or killed. That kind of thing."

"Have you ever been shot?"

"Dinged," he said.

"Dinged? What does that mean?"

"Grazed. You know? Stuff that didn't hit any internal organs or anything important."

"Blown up?"

He shrugged. "Enough to get knocked around, but not seriously injured."

"Held hostage?"

He was quiet for a minute. That was a question he had to think about?

Finally, he said, "Define 'held hostage.'"

"Held against your will by force for a period of time, Will."

"And the period of time would be?"

"Is there a minimum time requirement?"

"I don't know, Amanda. I'd say I've been detained at gunpoint for a while, but not truly held hostage. So, I don't fully understand what you went through. But I still say it's going to get better. It has to, you know?"

She nodded miserably. "I hope so."

"If nothing else, you get farther away from it. With time, it's not so close. You go on. You do other things. It gets to be just... some lousy thing that happened to you a long time ago."

She hoped so, because she couldn't imagine how she'd handle it being this hard for much longer.

"So, that's it?" she asked a moment later. "There's nothing else you saw or heard that happened to me that I don't know?"

"Nothing else. I promise."

"Okay." She sighed, feeling empty and exhausted and... relieved, she supposed. It was all out. No big, scary surprises left. The worst thing coming up in her life was him leaving.

She felt a rush of fresh tears at the thought.

"Was I wrong to tell you all of this?" he asked.

"No. I wanted you to. I insisted. It's not that. I just..."

Please don't go.

She couldn't say it. It wasn't fair to him.

It was just such an amazing thing, to feel safe with a man. She'd never known how important that was until her ordeal in Buhkai.

"I've always heard that Emma's really good at what she does," he said. "She's taking good care of you, right?"

Amanda nodded. "And I trust her."

"Good."

Which sounded like he might worry about her.

Would he be out of her life completely?

She hoped not. It didn't seem right. To never see him again.

"I'll miss you," she admitted finally, then tried to smile despite how miserable she felt.

He put that carefully blank expression on his face again. How great would it be to be able to do that? To hide any emotion from everyone?

"You're going to be okay," he said again.

She nodded, wanting him to think she believed it.

"Well, I should be going," she said, getting to her feet and trying to pull herself together.

He stood up, too. He waited as she grabbed her purse, then walked to his apartment door. He was close, close enough that she had to fight the urge to lean into him one last time, be enveloped by that blessed sense of safety that came from being close to the man.

"I guess I can't say thank you again."

"No. You're all done. No more."

She thought about telling him she'd never forget him or what he'd done for her, but no doubt that would just make him uncomfortable, too.

"My father," she said finally. "He has a lot of connections at the State Department, Joint Special Operations Command, the Department Of Defense. If there's ever anything you need, anything he can do for you—"

"He already offered," Will said. "Put it all behind you and get on with your life, Amanda."

She nodded. "I will. I'll do everything I can to make that happen."

"Goodbye," he said.

"Bye."

She made it down the stairs and out the side door, then leaned against the outer wall of the house.

She felt jittery, unsettled, like she had no anchor to hold her into place, into this moment in her life. He'd been her anchor, and now he was going. He'd said so, but she could still hardly believe it was true.

That was it for him and her? How could that be?

It seemed wrong.

But she couldn't think of a thing she could do to change it.


 

 

 

Chapter 17
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Will made his plane reservation and said goodbye to everyone at the shelter. Leaving the kids was harder than he expected. He could see the disappointment in their eyes. A lot of people came and went in these kids' lives. A part of him thought about telling them it would be easier if they didn't let themselves get attached to people so easily, but they looked so young, often so scared, so innocent, he couldn't do it.

He couldn't ever have been as young as they were. He'd been born old, able to take care of himself and be as tough as he needed to be.

He tried hard not to think about Amanda, about maybe never seeing her again.

They had nothing in common, save for those hours they spent together in Buhkai and in the hospital in Djibouti. She seemed... attached to him now, but it wasn't real. It was just the situation. She didn't know that yet, but she would one day.

She'd be fine. She was a smart, tough, brave woman. And her father would see that she got all the help she needed. So would Emma.

So there was no reason to worry about her.

He got to Sam and Rachel's house and parked Sam's old truck—which he'd been using while he was here—in the back in its usual spot. He grabbed his duffel bag, knocked on the kitchen door, waited for a moment and, because they expected it of him, walked right in.

He'd never understood their determination to treat him like family this way. Sometimes he thought they felt guilty, because, through no fault of their own, they hadn't been able to keep him and adopt him, as they had their three children. But Will knew all about the social services system. He knew people like Sam and Rachel had no real power in that situation. Neither had he. So, he'd never blamed them.

It had just been one of those shitty things that happened to kids like him. Sam and Rachel were still trying to make it up to him. They'd just kept it up for a lot longer than most people would have. That's the kind of people they were.

He called out their names as he came in the back door and found Rachel walking into the kitchen. When he'd first left for the Navy, she'd made him a bag of homemade cookies to take with him. Ever since then, whenever he left here, he got the same thing. He didn't think that would ever change, either.

"That time already?" she asked.

He nodded.

She gave him a big hug and handed him the bag. "Will, we really appreciate you filling in at the shelter all this time. It helped so much."

"I'll feel better when they're in a new building."

"Me, too. We're working on it."

Sam walked into the kitchen, put a hand on Will's back, and took the truck keys Will held out. "All set?"

"All set." Will leaned over and kissed Rachel on the cheek. "Thanks for everything."

She gave him that look, the one that said no thanks were necessary. She always did that when he thanked her as he left.

Sam led Will through the house and to the front door, which was odd, because Sam's regular truck was in the driveway, and it was closer to go out the back door.

"What's up?" Will asked.

"I found you another ride to the airport."

"You didn't have to do that. I could've taken the shuttle, no problem."

"No, someone wanted to take you." Sam opened the front door.

Down the street came a car he recognized as Amanda's.

Will sighed, and shot Sam look.

"Hey, if a pretty girl wants to drive you to the airport, you say yes."

"I didn't say yes. You said yes for me."

"Yeah. You can thank me later."

She parked her car at the curb and got out, looking tentatively at Will, and he didn't have the heart to argue.

"You're going to watch out for her, aren't you, while I'm gone?" He couldn't help asking that.

"I will."

"And you'll tell me if anything happens to her? If there's anything I can do?"

"Of course," Sam said.

Will nodded. "Okay. And remember, if you need to leave a message for me, and it involves anything like the word emergency, give me some details next time."

"I will."

And then Will didn't know what to say. He felt an odd sense of unease, a tightness in his chest, a feeling much like regret. The complicated ties he had to the people in this house were threatening to bind him too tightly to them, much as he'd always tried to prevent that.

He wasn't supposed to feel that way. He was going back to a job he loved, a life doing something important, something that made a difference. He was as far away as he could be from the poor, neglected kid he'd been when he had lived here. It was a job that had put him in the right place, at the right time, to get Amanda out of Buhkai. He was really glad about that.

So, he didn't understand this strange tightness in his throat, the feeling that leaving was wrong.

He and Sam did what guys did, the slap on the back, the half embrace, and then he grabbed his duffel bag and stowed it in the back seat of Amanda's car.

She smiled tentatively, and he worried that she looked sad, that she might cry again.

He hated it when Amanda cried.

"Are you mad?" she asked.

He shook his head, maybe a lie, maybe not. He couldn't say what he was feeling right then. Sometimes, just looking at her sent every emotion inside of him into an odd jumble.

"Gonna let me drive?" he asked.

"Let you drive?"

He nodded.

"Why would I do that?" She looked offended, which was better than her looking like she was going to cry.

"Because I always drive."

"Really? If Sam had taken you to the airport, would he drive?"

Will just laughed.

"So, he would have?"

"Okay, he would have."

"So, what's different about me driving?"

"Sam, more than anyone else, is the one who taught me to drive."

"So he's the only other person you trust as a driver?"

"Not the only one. But I've never been in a car with you." He definitely liked her this way, with a little bit of attitude, not looking so vulnerable or sad. "It's not about you. It's me. I've been told I'm not a very good passenger."

"You mean you have control issues?"

He shrugged. "Does that mean I don't get to drive?"

She rolled her eyes at him and tossed him the keys. He caught them out of the air, then followed her to the passenger-side door and opened it for her.

"Oh, perfect. You insult my driving, without ever experiencing it, and now you're going to be a gentleman?"

"I try sometimes."

She got in, and he pulled out her seatbelt, handed it to her and waited until she fastened it. He closed her car door, walked around to the driver side and waved at Sam, then got in the car and drove.

* * *

Now that she was in the car with him, Amanda didn't know what to say.

That she was going to miss him?

He didn't want to hear that.

That she hated the idea of him leaving?

He didn't want to hear that, either.

Will surprised her by reaching out and taking one of her hands in his. She needed that simple yet powerful connection, needed to sit in the car with him today. It was her last chance to be close to him, maybe for as much as a year or two, from what Emma had said. To Amanda, safety and security radiated from him. He wore it like his own personal force field, and if she was close enough, she could slip inside it and be safe, too.

Until he was gone.

Panic started as a little ball low in her belly and grew, pushing up and out through every cell of her body. Jittery heat flooded through her. Her heart rate kicked up. Breathing became more difficult. Without realizing it at first, she squeezed his hand hard.

He squeezed back, reassuringly. "You're gonna be okay."

It took everything she had not to burst into tears.

She turned her head toward the passenger door and squeezed her eyes shut.

Life was so hard sometimes.

All the damned time.

It made her so mad, and left her so tired.

She didn't say anything until he parked at the curb at the airport. They got out. He pulled out his duffel bag and put it over his shoulder. Then he took her hand again and smiled as he looked down at her.

"Look, if anything happens, if you need me, Sam always knows how to get me."

She nodded, trying not to cry, not even able to look at him.

"All right. Come on," he said, holding out his arms to her.

She shook her head. "No."

"What do you mean, no?"

"I feel ridiculous enough already."

He laughed. "Let me hold you for a minute, before I have to go, Amanda."

She let out a shaky breath, still battling panic, fighting and losing against tears. "I know you don't want to be here. I mean, I know you didn't want me here, and I know I should have let myself—"

"Come here, Amanda," he said, in a tone she'd seldom heard from him. At least not that she remembered.

It was a voice used to giving orders, used to being obeyed. He would have used that voice on her in Buhkai, and maybe some little part of her remembered. She wondered if she'd ever remember that time with him, if it was even a good idea anymore.

She sobbed pitifully, feeling so miserable and alone.

He stopped asking her to come to him and pulled her gently against him, wrapping his big, strong arms around her and holding on. She buried her face against his chest, nestling into the notch between his chin and his shoulder, and tried to absorb the feeling of him holding her close and safe.

Surely there was no better feeling in the world.

She thought about all of the powerful people her father knew and all that they could do. She could get her father to pull some strings, call in some favors and keep Will here. Okay, maybe not here, but get him some more leave, and he'd spend it here, wouldn't he?

But she wouldn't do that. She'd never keep him from doing what he wanted to do or stop him from being there to help the next person who needed him, the way she had, so she just cried harder.

"Ahh, baby. Please don't do that."

"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I swore to myself I wouldn't. I shouldn't have come here. I should have said goodbye to you at Sam and Rachel's."

She felt his lips brush against her forehead in a gentle kiss. "It's okay. It's all going to be okay."

She nodded miserably, even though she didn't believe it, because that's what she had to do. She'd come here and made a fool of herself, cried all over him and made him uncomfortable. What else could she do now but try to convince him she'd be okay?

Slowly, hating every second of it, she eased away from him, leaving all that delicious warmth, then made herself try to smile up at him.

He gave her a sad little smile of his own. "You're going to get your life back, Amanda. I promise. I know you don't believe that right now, but you will."

She nodded, because there was nothing else to do.

"Honey, I really have to go," he said.

"I know."

He put her car keys in her hand, then gently brushed away her tears. "Don't drive home like this. Pull over somewhere. Get yourself together before you get back on the road. Promise me."

"I will."

He went still, and for a moment she thought, maybe, he was going to kiss her. But he didn't.

"I'll never forget you," she said.

It slipped out. She couldn't help it. She might never see him again. How could that be?

"Oh, baby, forget me. Forget all of this. Put it behind you and go on."

She shook her head. No way she was going to forget him.

"Stay safe," she told him.

"I always do."

He squeezed her hand one more time and turned to go.

Amanda couldn't do it. She couldn't let him walk away, not like this. Not thinking of her as some pitiful, weeping woman. Anything was better than that.

"Will?" She took off after him.

He stopped and turned around, and she walked right into his arms.

"One more thing," she said, working up her courage.

She pressed her palms flat against his chest to brace herself and had to rise up on her toes to get close enough to press her lips to his. She'd caught him by surprise, felt his body tense beneath her hands, but his lips were full and so soft, so warm.

She savored the connection, that little hit of awareness, of need. His hands came up to her arms in a loose hold, and he gave her time to do what she wanted with the kiss. Which was to explore every curve of his soft lips, teasing at the seam ever so lightly with her tongue.

It felt good, she decided, testing herself and finding herself pleased with the results.

She was bound to kiss a man one day, and she'd wanted it to be Will. So she had to take this chance, because she might not get another one with him.

And she was going to make the most of it. She sucked his bottom lip in between hers, toying with the fullness of it, letting her hand slide up his chest and around his neck, pulling his head down closer to hers. The movement brought her whole body closer to his, her breasts nestled against his chest.

That felt good, too.

It felt right.

Perfectly normal.

She was okay.

His mouth finally opened to hers, as he sucked on her bottom lip in return, groaning softly as he did it. She could've stood there forever, kissing Will, hanging on to him, feeling safe and sexy at the same time.

Her senses were singing, happy as could be, no fear, no worries, nothing in the world she needed in the moment except this. She was joyful in a way she hadn't been in months. He was like a drug, the best one she'd ever had. He took everything away, except pleasure.

Finally he gave up all pretense of fighting this. His hold was still gentle, and he didn't lean in to her body in any way. That was all her. But his mouth... that perfectly, sinfully sexy mouth devoured her.

She knew it wouldn't go on forever. They were standing at the curb at the airport, after all, people all around them, but she was still disappointed when long moments later, he held her firmly in place and took one step back from her.

Dark, puzzled eyes stared down at her, his head cocked to one side as, without a word, he asked her to explain.

She shrugged, smiled. "Sorry."

"Really?"

"Okay, no. I'm not. I needed to kiss you."

"Needed to?"

"You said I needed to put this behind me, to get on with my life. I was going to need to kiss someone one day. I want that part of my life back, too. And I wanted it to be you. I feel safe with you."

"That was not a safe kind of kiss, Amanda. You're going to have to be careful, if you go around kissing men like that."

"I will." She grinned. "I'll keep that in mind, I mean. Being careful. I promise." Of course, there was no one she wanted to kiss but him.

"You look very pleased with yourself," he said.

"I didn't want you to leave thinking about how pathetic I am, crying all over you at the airport."

He nodded, working to put that blank expression across his face. "Well, it worked. I'm not thinking about that."

"Good."

"Amanda, there's something you need to understand..."

Uh-oh. She knew what was coming. She'd pushed too far, and now she was going to get the talk. "I know. You're leaving. It's what you do. You're always going to leave. It's who you are. How am I doing? Did I miss anything?"

"I like my life this way."

"You like it? Or is it just what you've always done? What you're comfortable with?"

"It's all that," he said, looking as if the question baffled him.

Well, she'd been warned about him, more than once. "Okay, forget I said that last part. I'm grateful for the time you did spend here."

"Ahh, honey. If I was different..."

He'd want to be with her?

She let herself imagine that for a moment, imagine how wonderful that would be, to have him by her side always. It would be amazing, but it wasn't what he wanted. Or it wasn't what he believed he wanted. Maybe it was something he was scared to want, because of the way he grew up. But that wasn't for her to decide. It was for him. His life. His choices.

She felt like she was watching something rare and precious, something monumentally important, slip away from her.

Damn, if she wasn't careful she was going to cry again, and he'd hate that. She would, too.

"Well, I want you to be happy," she said, meaning it, even if it felt lousy for her.

"Me, too. For you. You will be. I know it. You're a smart, brave, beautiful woman." He stared at her, trying to smile. It seemed hard for him, which gave her foolish hope. "I really do have to go."

"I know."

"Goodbye, Amanda."

And now came the hard part, the really hard part. Oh, it hurt.

"Bye, Will."

* * *

She watched him until he was out of sight, then drove away from the terminal on autopilot until she could park in an empty lot. She turned off the car and got out, ended up leaning against the door, finally giving free rein to all the emotions of that awful moment when he'd walked away and disappeared.

She thought for a moment she was suffocating.

Amanda felt like her connection to him was hardwired, maybe from birth. It just hadn't been activated until he'd saved her life in Buhkai, and it wasn't something that could be severed.

She'd never felt that way about a man before, wasn't even sure she'd believed it was possible. Friends of hers fell in love, some once a month, it seemed. They'd tried to tell her how this felt, the blinding shot of light that filled their minds, their hearts, as they latched onto some man. She'd thought they were nuts. Either that, or something was wrong with her, because she'd never felt that way.

She'd met guys she adored, guys she thought were attractive and fun and interesting. Some of them, she'd admired from afar. Some of them, she'd dated. A few of them, she'd ended up in bed with.

But she'd never met a man who'd irrevocably changed her, changed her life, one she'd always want to be a part of her life.

That part of her looked at Will in shock and awe. It said, He's here! Finally! He's here!

But he hadn't stayed.

The reasonable, logical part of her knew everything he'd said was true. They had shared an extraordinary experience, all that fear and adrenaline flowing. In those kinds of experiences, people's emotions were heightened. But those feelings didn't survive back in the real world. Multiple counselors had warned her of that, including Emma.

Amanda looked forward to feeling normal again—or at least hoped that one day she would, that life would fall back into place. She wouldn't be afraid all the time or on drugs to help her cope. She'd rebuild some kind of life, stop living with her father and hiding in corners, stop being afraid of the dark.

But now, all she could see was Will.

She blinked once, then again, as if that could give her a clear vision of the world, clear her thoughts, make them make sense.

They still didn't.

Will made sense.

In her mind, she could see him so clearly, looking strong and solid and so appealing. She...

She was in love with him.

She knew it. No questions, no doubts.

She loved him.

And he'd just left her.
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At her next appointment with Emma, Amanda confessed to everything about that airport goodbye except realizing she loved Will. It was still too new, too overwhelming.

"It was awful. I'm still so embarrassed, I can hardly stand to think about it."

Emma laughed. "It couldn't possibly have been that bad."

"If anything, it was even worse. I'm surprised he hasn't called to warn you I'm falling apart and tell you to lock me up to save me from myself."

"Well, he hasn't. And I know if he was honestly worried about you, he'd be on the phone to me."

"Emma, I'm completely irrational where he's concerned."

"No, you're not," Emma said. "You've been through a trauma, you're scared, you're mad, you're still trying to process everything, and you may be a tad obsessed with Will, but you're not irrational."

"I think I am. I told myself not to go there. I knew it was a bad idea. I knew I'd likely embarrass myself and him, but I went anyway. Tell me that's not irrational."

Emma laughed again. "There isn't a fraction of the spaces needed in mental hospitals for all the women who've been irrational at some point in their lives over a man. In this, you're completely normal."

Amanda made a face. "That's it? That's all you've got?"

"Sorry. Men are difficult. Even with a good therapist."

"He couldn't get away from me fast enough."

"That is not true. He was here for five weeks. I don't think he's been here that long since he joined the Navy. Five weeks for him is huge."

"Well, I wouldn't be surprised if it was five years before he was back here again."

Emma laughed.

"I might not have told you the most embarrassing part."

"Okay. Tell me the most embarrassing part."

"I might have grabbed him and kissed him like crazy."

"Oh. First time?"

"That I've kissed him like crazy?" Like Amanda could have done that before and not talked about it?

"That you've kissed anyone since the attack."

"Oh. Yes, it was."

"And how was it?"

"Great, while it lasted. But it would be. It was Will."

"He's still a man, one you find attractive."

"But I'm not scared of him. I don't think I could ever be scared of him. Or scared with him. Not that any of it matters. I may never see him again."

"That's a little dramatic—"

"But true. I keep thinking, I don't know what he's doing, whether he's safe. Anything could have happened to him, and I wouldn't know."

"Amanda, he had a detached retina and has been on medical leave. He has to be cleared for duty before he can do anything. He's probably in Virginia Beach and perfectly safe."

"You're right. He probably hasn't had time to get back on active duty yet. See, completely irrational. And I didn't even know he was stationed at Virginia Beach. I don't know anything about the man."

Except that she was obsessed with him and irrational and kept embarrassing herself in front of him. And he hadn't been able to get away from her fast enough.

Her face burned just thinking about it.

Emma sighed. "As far as I know, he's still stationed in Virginia."

"That's not far. I was thinking about him being on the other side of the world."

"No, not far. Please tell me you're not going there."

"You know I can hardly get out my front door, so I don't think that will be a problem. The farthest I've been in ages is the airport, with him, although technically I left the state because the Cincinnati airport is actually in Northern Kentucky. And I doubt I could've gone that far with anyone but him."

"Okay, that's probably something we should talk about."

"I know. I come here. I go to the shelter. I go out to eat with my father when he insists, because I'm afraid if I don't, he'll worry even more. But it's hard, and it's getting harder all the time."

"We should probably figure out how you're going to handle that."

"I know. Em, do you think I'll ever feel normal again, sexually?" Asking even that seemed easier than talking about how difficult it was becoming to walk out of her own house.

"Yes, but it might take time and some work."

"Everything takes time," she said, so frustrated she wanted to scream or cry, maybe both. "And work? How does one work at that? I want to know that one day I can feel normal about sex. I don't want that man to take that away from me."

"No, you don't. And by work, I mean you take it in steps. You've felt attracted to Will. That's a step, a beginning. You found a man attractive. So, now, take another step."

"The man I want to take steps with just left."

"So take some steps yourself. Try to get comfortable with your body again. Get comfortable being touched. It doesn't have to be sexual. Hug people. Sit close. If you have someone to snuggle with—"

"No snuggle buddies, sorry to say."

"Okay, but you don't have to have a man for this. Touch isn't just sexual. It's reassurance and comfort. Humans are hardwired to crave touch. Hold someone's hand. Get a manicure. Get a pedicure. Get a massage. Something like that would be great, a combination of stress reduction combined with touch. Start with a female therapist. Tell her what you've been through, and that you're trying to be comfortable again with being touched. With seeing it as a soothing, normal thing."

"I do love to have someone do my hair. And when I had it cut, it felt good when the stylist washed it and massaged my scalp."

"Okay, good. That's a big step."

"But at some point, there's going to be a man, I hope. How do I do that?"

"However you want. And I mean that. Think about what you want, and what you don't want. Be clear about your boundaries. It's perfectly fine to have a set of rules, what you're okay with, what's not okay. You want a man who's willing to follow your rules, one who's willing to be patient, one you really trust."

"Gee, who would that be?"

Emma laughed.

"He looked so uncomfortable when all I did was kiss him. I can just imagine what he'd say if I asked him to help me get over my fears about sex."

"Speaking as your friend and his, not your therapist, I'd pay money to see his face when you ask him that."

"What am I saying? If I'm not going to see him again, I won't ever get to ask him to have sex with me."

"Even if Will is gone for now, he can still be useful to you. You know what he looks like. You know the sound of his voice. You know what it feels like to kiss him. And you have two hands of your own. See what you can do with that."

"Oh," Amanda said. "Okay."

The man could still be useful to her.

* * *

Will was not happy. He was stuck on desk duty at team headquarters for another couple of weeks at least. He wasn't even supposed to do PT, dammit, for fear of messing up his eye.

How damned fragile was he? And what the hell was he supposed to do with himself if he had to sit all day and not even work out?

How was he supposed to forget her if he wasn't allowed to do anything? He had counted on work—hard, physical work—to keep his mind occupied and to make him tired enough to sleep at night. So he wouldn't spend all his time thinking about her.

Stuck sitting here, it was too easy to keep staring at the phone, thinking how easy it would be to pick it up, call Sam or Emma and say as casually as he could manage, "Just checking in. What's going on?"

As if he'd ever in his life done that.

They'd see through him in an instant.

But they'd probably tell him what he wanted to know without him having to ask.

Like, how was she?

Did she miss him?

Did she need him?

It had seemed, during that awful scene at the airport, when she cried all over him and he'd given himself just a moment to hold her close, that she really needed him.

He'd felt like an ass walking away, even though he'd just gone back to work. Not that he was happy here, either.

All he wanted was to get back on a plane and go back to her. To make sure she was okay, maybe make sure she hadn't kissed anyone the way she'd kissed him. Unless she was sure she knew what she was getting herself into. Unless it was a man she knew really well and trusted as much as she said she trusted Will.

Was there another man like that in her life who Will didn't know about? He couldn't stop thinking about that, either.

Her kissing another man like that.

His friend Mace walked into the office, whistling happily. He'd been pulling desk duty, healing from an injury himself, until Will had come back but failed to be cleared for duty yet. So now Mace was free to be slotted into a team in its pre-deployment work-up, preparing to go wherever he was most needed.

"Can't thank you enough, man. Perfect timing," Mace said.

"Kiss my ass."

Mace laughed. "Trouble at home, honey?"

"Nothing is wrong at home."

"Yeah, right. Why don't you just tell me about her?"

"Who?"

"Whoever's got you all tied up in knots."

"No one's got me tied up in knots."

"Well, then you somehow managed to go on leave for five weeks and not get yourself laid. Surely you're not stupid enough to do that."

Well, shit. He had done that. Or not done that.

"So, tell me about the ambassador's daughter," Mace said.

"Nothing to tell. She's back in the States with her father."

"Yeah, oddest thing. You know what her father is doing these days? He's teaching. At a little college in Ohio. Funniest thing. It's in the same area code as that emergency call you got from home."

Will glared at Mace.

"What a coincidence, huh?"

Will didn't say a word.

"Pretty girl."

Yes, she was.

"Young," Mace said.

Way too young for Will. He felt about a million years old next to her. Or, sometimes, insanely young, hopeful even. What the hell was that about?

"Whoa." Mace laughed. "Where'd you go?"

"Nowhere. I'm not going anywhere."

He wasn't going back to see her. He wasn't calling her. He wasn't calling anyone to ask about her. He was going to sit at this damned desk, until he didn't have to anymore, and then he was going to get back to his life.

"Hey, seriously, we all have people we run into in this job who are hard to forget. Given what you went through, what she went through, I can understand you getting attached to her."

"I'm not attached to her," Will insisted. "She just thinks... I don't know what she thinks. She's scared. She's been through hell, thinks I'm some kind of damned hero. She'll get over it."

"You sure you want her to?"

"What else could I want? What the hell does it even matter, what I want? We have nothing in common, except some of the worst hours of her life. She's an ambassador's daughter and went to boarding school in Switzerland. She has a damned trust fund."

"And you're the man who saved her life."

Will shook his head. "She's better off without me."

"How do you figure that?"

"How do you not? How many days have you been home in the last year? In the last five years? In the last ten?"

"Okay, yeah. But I don't have anybody at home I like better than my job. Neither did you. Not until now."

"I don't have her," he insisted.

"Sounds like you could."

Yeah, it sounded like he could have her. At least for a while. It wouldn't last. Nothing with him and a woman ever did. And that was not what she needed right now. She needed a good man, a patient one, a man who was going to be around for a while, a man who would stay forever.

That wasn't him.

So he was going to stay away, let her get on with her life without him.

And the man she found? He'd better be a great guy. He'd better be solid, strong, faithful, patient, understanding and crazy about her. He'd better know how damn lucky he was to have her, and he'd better make sure she knew it every single day.

Otherwise, Will would tear the guy apart, piece-by-piece.

* * *

Six weeks after Will left, he got the chance he'd been waiting for, and he didn't even have to ask for it.

Sam called. He'd found a new site for the shelter, and security was a top concern. Sam wondered if Will could look the place over, get a security plan in place, before Sam began planning or actually renovating the property.

It made perfect sense, would likely save time and money for the shelter, Will knew. It was also the perfect excuse.

He could go home.

See her.

After what had felt like an eternity.

He couldn't begin to understand the flood of feelings that rushed through him at the thought. If he didn't know better, he'd say it was something like absolute joy.

Something like that because Will didn't think he'd ever felt absolute joy in his life.

His early days of SEAL training had certainly been special. He'd felt a deep sense of satisfaction when he got his orders to report to Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training; when the instructors said those blessed words "Hell Week is secured!" which meant it was over; and when he finally got a SEAL trident pounded into his chest by his new teammates, a SEAL tradition. He was happy in the teams, relieved and proud about any number of missions he'd accomplished.

But joy?

Had he ever felt absolute joy?

Now that he was feeling something close to it, he didn't quite know how to handle it. He felt odd, a little uneasy. He tried not to ever feel too much of anything. He'd learned early on that if you didn't feel too much, you didn't hurt that much. You never got that scared. You didn't get that angry. It was better all around not to feel too much of any emotion.

"So, you'll call when you know what time your plane gets in?" Sam asked.

"Yeah," Will said, even as he wondered if this was a good idea.

Sam waited a long time. Will already knew what was coming when Sam finally said, "You're really not going to ask?"

"You'd have told me if she wasn't okay," Will said carefully.

"Yeah, I would have."

"So... she's okay?"

"Is that a question, Will?"

Shit!

This was the moment Sam picked to turn close-mouthed?

Sam had the nerve to laugh. "It's not that big of a deal, right? You'll see for yourself soon enough."

* * *

Amanda felt like a kid on her birthday, or Christmas morning, or the last day of school. It was everything rolled into one glorious, giddy, happy feeling, all wrapped up in him.

Will was coming home!

She could have danced, right there in the kitchen at the shelter. She didn't care who saw her or what they thought.

She'd thought about picking him up from the airport, but that had gone so badly when she'd dropped him off, she resisted the urge. Although she could hardly wait to see him again.

She got to the shelter early that day, and answered the door every time the doorbell rang. Every time someone arrived who wasn't him, she was afraid she made the visitor feel unwelcome, just by the look on her face, even though she tried to hide her disappointment.

Venturing out of the house last weekend, she'd gone to three stores to find an outfit, trying desperately to look great, but not like she was trying too hard to impress him, which of course she was.

She'd settled on a nice pair of jeans and a simple white, scooped-neck top, because he went for that casual, California-girl look—he'd told her so—and because she thought the top showed off her collarbone and her neck, especially with how short she was wearing her hair now. She'd had it trimmed two days ago. She'd even sunned herself in the back yard the last few days, thinking she'd looked grey and pale and blah for too long.

With nothing but moisturizer on her face and a bit of face powder, her freckles showed through. Will had said he liked her freckles. Mascara and a rosy-pink lip gloss, thin gold-hoop earrings, and she was done.

Standing there waiting for him, Amanda decided she was happier than she'd been since the attack, happy in a way she hadn't been sure she'd ever be again.

It might take every bit of self-restraint she had not to throw herself into his arms the minute she saw him.

The doorbell rang one more time.

Amanda jumped up, her heart racing yet again. She got to the door, looked through the peephole as instructed to always do, and there was Sam, and another man she couldn't see well standing behind him!

Yes!

It took forever, it seemed, to undo the various locks on the door and the heavy metal screen door, and then there was Sam, walking in, and there behind him...

It wasn't Will.

Amanda had already taken a step toward the man—maybe she really had been about to throw herself into his arms—when the truth hit her. It wasn't Will!

She stopped, or tried to. It wasn't that easy, caught mid-step as she had been. She nearly tripped over her own two feet. Both Sam and the man who wasn't Will put out a hand to steady her. Non-Will even got a hand onto her forearm.

Quick reflexes, she decided.

Friend of Will's?

"Careful," the too-pretty, blond-haired man said with a big smile, appreciation and interest written across his face.

"Sorry. I just... sorry," she said, looking from him to Sam. Please tell me that coward of a man didn't do what I think he did.

"No problem," the man said.

"Amanda, this is Mace Daughtry," Sam said. "He works with Will. Mace, this is Amanda Warren, one of our volunteers."

Oh, he had. Will had done exactly that. Amanda hoped she had enough pride left not to cry. It was going to be close.

"Will got hung up with something, so he sent Mace," Sam said as kindly as possible.

"Don't worry. I taught him everything he knows about designing a security system. You're in much better hands with me," Mace said.

He obviously didn't lack in the confidence department.

Or in his blatant admiration of Amanda.

It wasn't obnoxious. It didn't make her uncomfortable. It just surprised her. Men tended to tiptoe around her these days, as though if they said boo, she'd crumple at their feet.

Mace seemed to be offering nothing but a happy, friendly invitation, as if to say, Come on. You know we'd have a great time together.

He was a nice-looking man, maybe a tad too nice-looking. It made a woman think he had to be a little too caught up in himself, probably spoiled by women his whole life, having them fall at his feet, certainly not dissolve into tears.

"Hi," Amanda said finally, maybe managing to smile while her heart ached. It felt too big inside her chest, heavy and bruised, like her cheekbone had been along with her huge black eye after Buhkai.

"I'm going to give Mace the grand tour," Sam said, "then take him over to the new building."

"Of course. Don't let me keep you," Amanda said.

Sam suggested starting at the side door, which seemed odd, since they'd just come in the front, until Amanda realized he was probably trying to give her some time to herself to get over the news that Will was not coming.

But as Sam took off toward the kitchen, Mace lingered for a moment, leaning in to whisper, "For what it's worth, I think he's an idiot."

As he straightened up, still grinning, Amanda tried her best not to ask, Really?

"Although, I'm not sorry at all to be here," he said. "And—fair warning—I intend to do everything I can to convince you that I'm a much better man than he is. Starting with the fact that I'm smart enough to be here."

Again, blatant appreciation beamed from him, coupled with a boyish charm that actually worked really well for him. If she hadn't been in love with Will, she'd have been flattered at the very least.

"You don't think I can convince you?" He feigned outrage, actually making her laugh when she wouldn't have thought anything could. "There you go, darlin'. Keep smiling. If nothing else, I'll tell him we had a great time together. It'll make him crazy."

"Really?" She couldn't resist asking this time.

Mace nodded. "In fact, you should have dinner with me. If I tell him I took you out on a date and kissed you goodnight when I left you at your door, he'll probably be here by morning."

"You think so?"

"Darlin', I've known him for fifteen years. The guy's a mess. And you are every bit as gorgeous as he said you were. I swear, I'm much more fun than he is."

"I appreciate that. Really, I do," she said.

"You don't believe me?"

"I think you're trying to make me feel better, and it's very nice of you."

"Oh, darlin', you don't understand men at all," Mace said. "He's my friend, which means if you want him and he wants you, I'm not going to do anything to mess that up. But if he's too stupid or too much of a coward to come after you, I intend to be first in line at your front door when you two are done with each other."

Amanda laughed again. "That's very nice—"

"I'm not that nice," he proclaimed. "I mean, I know how to flatter a woman, but that's not what this is. Unless I'm making you uncomfortable. Just say the word, and I'm done. You and I will be the best of friends, nothing else. I was warned that I'd better treat you right, or I'm a dead man."

"So... you know who I am?"

He nodded, still smiling.

And then she realized... He worked with Will.

"Wait, are you the friend of Will's who helped get me out of Buhkai?"

And then all the flirting was gone, leaving nothing behind but a sincere smile. "I didn't do anything but make a few phone calls. Wish I could have done more."

"Will said he had a friend pulling together information for him so he knew as much as he could before he went into the school. That was you?"

Mace nodded.

"Thank you. Very much. If you're anything like Will, you wouldn't tell me half of what you did to help get me out of there—"

"No, really. I was on the phone and the computer. That's it. It was all Will. I wish I had been there to back him up. I told him he'd be an idiot to go in there alone, but he wouldn't listen to me. He was going to get you out or die trying."

Amanda nodded. "I thought it must have been like that."

"Aw, hell, I'm losing my touch. I'm supposed to be trying to impress you myself. Tell me you'll have dinner with me."

She hesitated, even though she was mad enough at Will to do it. She hadn't been alone with any man, other than her father, Will and a doctor or two since the attack. Did he expect her to get in a car alone with him? Could she do that?

"Hey, you think Will would have sent anybody here that he didn't trust with you?" Mace said. "I'll treat you like a best friend's little sister, promise, but we need to go out, and he needs to hear about it."

"All right. I'll go," Amanda said.

* * *

Mace was every bit as charming and flirtatious over dinner as he had been when they met, and Amanda actually felt comfortable with him, even alone in the car. He told her funny stories about growing up in Texas, the SEAL teams, his family and his former girlfriends, all of whom he claimed would swear to her that he was a great guy.

She even let him kiss her at the front door to her father's house, partly as a dare to herself to see if she could and not get scared, partly to see if it felt as wrong as she thought it would to kiss anyone but Will. Mace's hands were gentle at her waist, nothing but those hands and his mouth touching her, nothing to unduly alarm her, but it was a real kiss, not a peck on the cheek.

When he broke the kiss, he shook his head. "You can't think of anybody but him, can you?"

"No, I can't. I'm sorry. He did save my life."

"So, that's what it takes?" He laughed, easily.

"You're very sweet."

"That makes me sound like some gooey dessert. I'm a complete badass, with a tiny bit of a soft side, just enough to get women."

"I'll give you an excellent report, if any of your future dates want a reference."

"Thank you. Now, what do you want me to tell Will? I'll say whatever you want."

"I wouldn't ask you to lie."

"Good, because I don't lie to him, but I know him. The man is not happy, and if I can say something to push him along down the path to happiness, I'll do it."

"Thank you. You really think he'll be jealous?"

"Of the idea of you and me?" Mace laughed. "Insanely."

She felt heat suffusing her cheeks, but she loved Will. She was going to fight to get him back in her life. The man was gone. It was time to be bold. "I still don't know if I can make myself say this to you."

"That good, huh? Want to proposition me by e-mail?"

"Oh, there's an idea." If she waited until he left to send the e-mail, she'd never have to see him again. She could be embarrassed all by herself in Ohio.

"I'm gone a lot," Mace said. "I live for dirty e-mails, and I promise, I'll give Will a full report."
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She was messing with him, Will told himself.

They both were.

And yet, just the thought that it might be true made Will crazy. His temper was vile. He couldn't sleep. He had no self-control, no peace. Before Mace had even shown back up at work, Will was on a plane to Cincinnati. If he saw Mace, Will would knock him down.

Will didn't tell even Sam about the trip. Sam would enjoy giving Will shit about this, and he didn't want to listen.

He didn't tell Amanda he was coming, either, just took off in a mad frenzy.

Then, the minute he saw her, coming out the side door of the shelter, he knew he'd made a mistake by coming.

Jesus, she looked better every time he saw her.

Prettier, but also not as sad, her face not so pinched, her shoulders not all curled into herself, like she needed protection against anyone getting too close. She looked freer, lighter—maybe even joyous the moment she saw him.

How was he supposed to resist her when she looked like that?

"Will? I didn't know you were coming," she said.

"Liar," he whispered.

She had the nerve to laugh. Had he ever seen her truly laugh? It was a beautiful sight. Her lips curled up, making her cheeks fuller and her freckles more pronounced. Her pretty blue-green eyes sparkled, and her lips... He couldn't look at her lips. He couldn't think about them.

"You let him kiss you?" he roared, completely blowing every plan he'd had for how to deal with her.

"I did." She looked so pleased with herself.

"You're messing with me."

"How is that messing with you? You left. You said you weren't coming back. How does it have anything to do with you?"

"You knew I'd hate it. I hate the idea of anyone else touching you." There. He wasn't even pretending anymore. He couldn't.

"I thought you might. I wanted you to hate the idea of anyone else touching me, but I wasn't sure you would. I was afraid it didn't matter. Because you left."

Son of a bitch, he'd done just that and regretted it every damned moment since. Especially now. But what else could he do? She should not be with someone like him.

"So, you have a little project, and you asked Mace to help you with it?"

"Yes."

"Really? You asked him to please sleep with you?"

"To think about it, eventually. I mean, hopefully, we'd work up to that. Someone has to be the first, Will, if it's not going to be you."

"You didn't ask me."

"How was I supposed to do that? You weren't here, and you didn't even give me your phone number."

"Shit." He hadn't. He'd known he needed a clean break. "You should be with someone... someone not like me."

"And yet, here you are," she said, like she knew she'd already won.

Because yes, here he was.

He'd come running, as soon as he'd heard about her little project to get back in touch with her sexuality, to get comfortable with touching and being touched, to enjoy herself with a man instead of being afraid.

He'd been thrown a good fifteen feet one time by a home-made bomb. Lucky as shit it hadn't killed him or blown apart anything crucial. It had made his head spin, and left him deaf except for the roaring in his ears, not knowing where he was for a while.

He'd felt much the same way when Mace told him what she was up to.

"You don't want him," Will said. He couldn't help it.

"He's not my first pick, but he's willing to help, and he seems like a really nice guy, understanding and kind under that front he puts up—"

"It's not a front. He goes after women like you wouldn't believe, all the damned time."

"Well, if that was all he wanted, I'm sure he could find someone a lot less trouble than I'll be. It's going to take some work, I think, and some time. He'll be doing me a favor."

"Yeah, such a chore, getting to have you in bed." Will shook with anger.

"I guess I could start calling old boyfriends. Emma said it would probably be easier, the first few times, with someone familiar, an old lover instead of a brand new one."

Aw, fuck, this just kept getting worse.

She didn't mean it, he told himself. She was just trying to force his hand. It still made him crazy.

"So, you're going to call the architect? You already left him once. You really think it's worth starting something all over again with him?"

"I'm not looking to start something. It's not going to be a serious relationship. I'm not ready for that. It's just... sex, just working to reclaim that part of my life. I don't want to be scared about that or anything else, Will."

"Right. No-strings sex. That's what you're looking for? I don't believe that for a minute."

"No, not that either, exactly. I told you, I'm looking for a friend, someone I feel comfortable with, someone I trust, to help me."

So, she was saying he could have her himself? No commitment. No future here. All he had to do was agree to help her with her little project?

He turned his head to the side and swore under his breath. He was dying for the woman. He wanted to kill anyone who dared touch her. Mace had kissed her, and Will still wanted blood for that.

"So," she said, daring to stand there looking so perfect and beautiful and sexy. "Did you come just to yell at me? Or are you going to help?"

Help?

He'd been doomed right from the start where she was concerned. From the moment he'd first seen her in the photograph, from the time he'd heard what she'd done, getting those kids in her classroom to safety.

"Fine," he said. "Go pack a bag. We'll find a hotel."

Amanda gazed up at him from a face that seemed to pale in an instant.

Yeah, that's what he thought.

She didn't really want what she was asking for, and he'd just called her bluff. Two could play this little game.

"So, you're not quite ready," he said. "Fine, we'll wait as long as you want."

"No, now that I think about it, I want to get it over," she blurted out, then she made a face. "Sorry. I didn't mean... You know what I mean, right? I'm going to be nervous, and I'm hoping once that first time is over, and I know I can do it, it'll get better, easier. So, we can just do it, right?"

Well, shit.

He didn't think she was bluffing now. She was really scared, but determined, and there was no way he was going to let her risk playing out her little plan with just some guy.

Not with any other man.

She might get hurt. She might be scared. She might end up with someone who wouldn't be as careful as he would be. There was no way he could let her take a chance like that.

It had to be him. He felt like his brain had exploded inside his own head, one blinding fact overriding everything else.

He was going to have her, gorgeous and naked and wrapped up in his arms. Not for long, she was saying, but for a while.

Had his life ever been this good?

He didn't think so.

"So," he finally managed to think just a bit, to ask, "we're going to do this more than once?"

"We could. Would that be a problem? I mean, I hope it's not too awful for you."

"No, not a problem." He wanted more than one chance to get this right, for her to be comfortable, for her to be turned on, satisfied, happy. "What are we talking about here? A night? A long weekend? A few months?"

She shrugged. "How long will you be here?"

Will groaned, thinking of the possibilities. He had an open-ended plane ticket and a ton of built-up leave time.

She must have taken that groan the wrong way, because she said, "Okay, for now, a long weekend, to start. How about that?"

"Done." He couldn't agree fast enough.

* * *

Will had taken a taxi from the airport, so they took her car to her father's house. She packed a bag, wrote a quick note to her father—the man was going to love hearing that she was going away with Will for the weekend—and then they were off, driving into downtown Cincinnati to find a big, anonymous hotel.

He didn't have to ask if she was nervous. It showed in how still she'd become, how silent, how she held her body. And it all got worse the closer they got to the city.

So he took the wheel of the car in his left hand and held out his right to her. She took it, giving him a grimly determined smile that just about broke his heart.

He tried not to think that very, very soon, he might have his hands all over her, assuming this went well. It might not, not at first, but he thought they could figure it out, with enough time and patience. They knew each other, trusted each other, wanted each other... Yeah, they could do this.

They hit the heart of downtown, and he pulled up to the biggest, tallest hotel, let the valet park the car but declined the bellman's offer to take their two small bags. Will put them over his left shoulder and his right hand at her back. She didn't shy away from the touch, but the muscles in her back felt tight. She didn't lean into him, either, the way she usually did any time he touched her.

He felt anew the fury that someone had dared hurt her, scare her, but he could not think about that right now. It would not help him to do what he wanted to do.

She went into the hotel gift shop while he registered them for a small suite with a king-size bed and a whirlpool tub. Maybe that would help her loosen up a little.

He found her again standing outside the gift shop, back straight as could be, clutching a small bag in her hand. She looked up at him with huge, frightened eyes.

"Condoms," she whispered, holding out the bag.

"Good."

Once inside and elevator and alone, he thought about taking her in his arms and kissing her, but she looked so nervous. Would kissing her help? Or make her even more tense?

Will leaned in close and put his arm around her again, and then decided he just needed to hold her. She liked that, he knew. So did he. Holding her was always good, the way she felt so soft and perfect in his arms, how good she smelled.

He put the bags down and started to back her against the elevator wall, then decided no. He put his own back to the wall and leaned against it, feet spread a little wide apart, and then gently pulled her to him, wrapping her up in his arms.

She sucked in a breath at first, but when she realized he was just going to hold her, she started breathing again, her face pressed against his chest. She snuggled close, locking her arms around his waist, feeling so small and slight. He pressed her head closer, his chin atop her head, and realized she was trembling.

"Hey, we'll get this," he said. "It'll be fine."

She nodded, keeping her face hidden against his chest, and he found so many thoughts running through his mind. He wanted to protect her, but not just that. He wanted to clear a path for her to walk through the world without anyone or anything ever hurting her. He wanted to make her smile, make her laugh, make her nothing but happy.

No one could do that, he knew. Nobody got that life, but he wanted to give it to her anyway.

He'd likely have to settle for simply giving her what she'd asked for—getting her through this first time with a man since it happened. That thing he wasn't going to think about because it made him so mad.

He could do this for her, couldn't he?

Will decided he should at least act like he knew what he was doing. The trick was going to be keeping his own desire for her in check, not devouring her the way he'd like to. It wasn't going to be easy, especially if he needed to go excruciatingly slowly.

Which is how he expected this would go. She'd said she wanted to get it over with fast, but he wasn't going to rush her, and he sure as hell wasn't going to scare her.

The elevator stopped. They found their suite. He unlocked the door and she stopped two feet inside the door, staring at the big bed that dominated the room. He'd hoped for a separate sitting area, so the room wouldn't be all bed. No such luck. The room did have a fireplace, a big, comfy chair and a love seat off to the side. But it was mostly a dark, modern-style bed, with pristine white linens and a big, fluffy, white comforter.

He left her where she was and put his bag down on a luggage stand by the chest of drawers and hers in the bathroom, which was as spacious and luxurious as promised. He thought she'd probably hide in there when she dressed or undressed.

"Jacuzzi in there," he said, when he walked back into the bedroom and found her still standing barely inside the door. "Want a soak?"

She shook her head.

He went to the small refrigerator, stocked full, including miniature bottles of wine that held about two glasses. Perfect size to help soothe her nerves. He held one up. "Drink?"

She nodded, took the wine he poured for her and downed half of it in a single gulp.

"Amanda?"

"Hmm?"

"We can make this anything you want it to be, anything you need it to be. All you have to do is ask. I'll do everything I can to make it what you want."

"I know. I don't think I could do this with anyone but you."

"But when you said you wanted to get it over with fast—"

"Yes, please."

He sighed. "Will you think about us doing it another way? Can you trust me that we'll get it done, eventually, and it'll be fine? No deadlines? I mean, would it be the worst thing in the world if we just enjoyed ourselves right here, right now? Whatever that ends up being like?"

She looked so sad. "It's just that I don't think my nerves are going to get better with time, just worse." She gulped down the rest of her wine and held out her glass. "One more? Just to take the edge off? I hope."

He poured it for her, emptying the little bottle, then watched her drink it down just as quickly. She looked scared, like she didn't know what to do next.

"Hungry? Want to get some dinner?"

Again, she shook her head.

"Didn't think so. I guess there's only one thing left to do," Will said, glancing over at the bed. "Come 'ere, honey."

* * *

Amanda thought if she could get to his side and he took her into his arms again, she might not bolt from the room, out of the building, out of the city. Maybe out of the country.

Maybe not.

She did want to be with him, and yet she dreaded it. She hoped she wouldn't throw up or have a panic attack or cry, and that she didn't end up begging him to stop before it was done.

Honestly, this was a stunning turn of events, from her despairing of him caring, of him so much as ever showing up again, to them here alone in a hotel room. It was hard to believe it was real.

She got to the bed, walked right into his arms. They closed around her, not tightly but firmly, reassuringly. This was the best place to be, the best place she knew.

He was big and strong, but in a way she found reassuring, not scary. His body was hot and hard, his hands big but gentle as could be, and he smelled so good. She loved having her nose against his skin, loved the way his jaw seemed to be permanently stubbled, finding that little abrasiveness felt so good against her skin. It made her think of his mouth everywhere with its contrasts, his lips and his tongue so soft, his jaw a little rough.

He was going to kiss her. Later, he'd have his mouth all over her, and she'd get to have her hands all over him.

She eased back into his arms and then found the ends of the T-shirt that fit him so perfectly, giving him an effortless, devastating sexiness. It wasn't tight, just form-fitting and soft, showing all the promise of what she knew she'd find beneath it. She tugged it off him, surprising him, pleasing him if that little dark glow of appreciation in his eyes was anything to go by.

Amanda stayed just far enough away from him to appreciate the view, the little whirls of dark hair on his chest, the way they narrowed into a sexy line of hair that cut down the middle of his abdomen and disappeared into the waistband of his jeans.

She wanted to trace that line, all those little muscles. She would, maybe not now, but before the weekend was over, she hoped.

Giving him a little push until he sat down on the bed, she said, "Take off your shoes and socks."

"Yes, ma'am."

It took her nerves up a notch, but she pulled the comforter back on the bed and piled pillows up against the headboard. He got his socks and shoes off, then sat there, looking obedient as could be, which she found amusing.

"I wouldn't have expected you to follow orders so well."

He grinned big then. "I don't, but I told you, you can have whatever you want. I meant it."

She patted a spot on the bed, right in front of the pile of pillows. "Right here."

He stood up, put a hand on the snap of his jeans, then looked at her. "On or off?"

She sighed. Was she ready for all of him, uncovered, unleashed? Even more skin and heat and muscles for her to touch? "I'm going to put on... something else," she decided. "While I do that you can take everything off and get into the bed."

"Yes, ma'am."

She disappeared into the bathroom to breathe for a minute. Breathing exercises. Counting her inhales and exhales. Trying to calm down. Her heart felt like it was about to explode.

When she could, she unzipped her bag, found a nightgown, nothing ridiculously sexy, just pretty, she hoped. It was a soft cotton shift that hung nearly to her ankles, with spaghetti straps and pretty, colorful flowers. Closing her eyes, she stripped and pulled the nightgown on. She didn't have to take it off to have sex with him, she told herself. The idea of having her bare skin against his made her shiver in a good way, but the thought of actually being naked made her feel so vulnerable.

She made herself go back into the bedroom before she could think any more about it and found him sitting back against the pillows, looking compliant as could be. She saw all that sun-bronzed skin against the stark white of the linens, heat in his eyes and a flare of appreciation as he looked at her.

"Nice." He grinned.

He had the covers pulled up to his waist, and the lights were dimmed but not out. He knew she was afraid of the dark. A condom waited on the nightstand.

She could do this, she told herself. It would be over soon. However this first time was, the next time would be easier, maybe even not terrifying. She was counting on that.

The walk to the bed felt a mile long, and his gaze followed her the whole time. She shivered, had trouble remembering to breathe. But she got there, somehow, and sat facing him on the bed, her left hip pressed against his right thigh, the covers between them.

"You can't get on top of me, okay?" She couldn't handle that, feeling trapped beneath his weight.

"Okay."

He waited, letting her take the lead. She could do this however she wanted, and that helped calm her down a little. So she did what she wanted, reached out a hand and pressed it against his chest.

"Mmm," he said, breathing deep into her touch, and she thought about her little self-therapy program, to get comfortable with her body again, her own hands on her body, always as she thought about him and imagined the hands touching her body were his. He might like to hear about that. Men seemed to love that kind of thing.

She hadn't thought, as she tried to turn herself on, about her touching him. Now that she was, she realized that worked beautifully. Taking the lead, she wasn't so afraid. She stroked her hands all across his chest, down to his abdomen, feeling the little hitch in his breath, the muscles going tight and quivering beneath her hand.

He practically purred, letting her know how much he liked that, and one of his hands settled low on the side of her hip, but didn't go any further.

"You can touch me if you want," she said finally.

"If I want?" He gave a short laugh. "You have any doubts about that?"

He traced one finger down her arm, setting off goosebumps in his wake. He stroked her hair, her jaw, down the side of her neck, her collarbone, as her whole body trembled, part in need, part in fear.

It was a mind game, she realized, a battle between two competing thoughts. She was turned on, but she was scared. She was with him, and yet a part of her wasn't. She just had to push one set of thoughts away and keep the other center stage in her mind.

Will. Will's touch. His mouth. His hands. That perfectly masculine body of his, the heated gaze, the gentleness, the patience, the willingness to make this whatever she needed.

But she was losing the fight. Iciness and fear were bleeding in.

They had to hurry, get this over with. She raised herself up and straddled his waist with her thighs, her nightgown and the sheet between them. His hands, big and reassuring, slid up her thighs to cup her hips.

In that position, she was completely open to him, his erection pressed intimately against her core. She pulled her nightgown up, and he pulled the sheet down.

They were skin to skin, heat to heat.

He gave a long, slow groan, his hands back to cupping her hips. She rubbed her body against his to see how scary that felt to her. Not bad. The heat was there. She felt that pleasant fullness of blood pooling between her legs, the tingling of awareness.

Looking into his eyes, she found that steady, confident heat, the smile that said it was going to be okay. She could feel his body radiating energy, and yet he stayed so still, letting her do what she wanted.

It was going to be okay.

She reached sideways and grabbed the condom, tore open the package and went to put it on him, but he grabbed it.

"Much as I'd love to have your hands on me, I think I'd better do it this time." And he did.

Which meant it was time. Right now. She rose up on her knees and eased her hips forward, looking for the angle she needed. She got there, felt the blunt tip of his erection pressing against the opening of her body and tried to sink down on it, to take him inside of her, but she was tight and, not dry, but not open and wet, either.

Amanda started to panic for real. He'd never get inside of her, if she was like this.

"Hey," he said gently, easily. "Give me a minute. I can fix this."

"A minute?" He thought he was that good?

"Okay, two?"

"Two minutes?" It was that bad-boy grin of his that did it. "Okay, show me what you've got."

He licked his lips, and she knew exactly what he was going to do to her. He pressed gently on her chest, sending her sideways and then onto her back on the bed, and he followed her, kneeling between her thighs.

A second later, he dipped his head. She felt his hot breath on her and then his tongue in long, slow strokes, so very gentle and soft there was no way to feel threatened by it. It felt exquisite, luxurious, as he teased, searched, found.

She put her hand in his hair to show him much she liked it.

"Mmm," he whispered against her body again and again, sounding like he wanted to eat her up.

It did the trick. She felt the rush of wetness she needed inside for this to work and was so grateful. It even felt good, really good. If he kept it up, maybe, she thought, just maybe... No. That wasn't what she wanted now. She had only one goal.

"Will?"

"Hmm." He didn't so much as lift his head, still working over her with that wonderfully wicked tongue of his.

Next time, she promised herself.

"Will?"

He raised his head and gave her a look, as if to say, I'm not done here, Amanda.

"Come here." She wanted him inside of her while she was still feeling good, still aroused.

He looked like he wanted to argue, but didn't, and then he was on his knees, between her legs, his hands planted on the bed at either side of her ribs, arms completely extended to keep his weight off her body.

"This okay?" he asked.

She wasn't quite sure. He wasn't holding her down with his body, but.... He must have picked up on her uneasiness, because he rolled onto his back, half sitting up against the pillows and took her with him, so that she was on top of him again. That time, when she got into position and tried to take him inside of her, it worked.

Not easily. He felt impossibly big and hard, and she had to fight not to tense up against the pressure, to stay in that place in her head where it was just him and her, and this was what she wanted, and she wasn't scared.

Will stayed still beneath her, his hands on her hips, holding her, steadying her, and he kept making those little satisfied sounds, letting her know he was with her, that he wanted this, too.

She kept going, sliding down on him until he was inside her, and she hadn't frozen up or freaked out, and there'd been moments when he had his tongue on her that this had actually felt good.

She was so happy. It was such a relief.

Throwing her arms around him, she gave a little squeal of delight. He laughed as his arms closed around her, too, and then she feared she was going to cry, her emotions all over the place. She kissed him instead, eagerly, deeply, and eventually realized his body was tense as could be and he wasn't moving a muscle. He was waiting for her to make a move.

"Oops," she said.

"Oops?"

"Forgot. There's more, isn't there?"

"Usually, yes," he said, gritting his teeth while fighting a smile, still not moving his body.

She rocked her hips against him, taking him deeper and then easing back and up again. He groaned, the sound tumbling out of him, and she wanted so much to make this good for him, because he'd been so kind and patient, had taken such good care of her.

She started rocking her hips in earnest, trying to concentrate on the sounds he made, the way his hands held onto her hips, his lips on hers, his steely control that she now wanted to know she could break.

"Aww, honey," he groaned.

"Go ahead," she told him. "I want you to."

"What about you?"

"No. Just you."

It was enough for her, tuning into his response completely and enjoying what it was like for him. She could feel how tight a leash he had on his own body, and he still didn't let go, not really. She leaned her body into his more fully and kept up the rhythm. Finally, he thrust up and into her as he leaned back against the pillows, still so gently, groaning with each slow, deep stroke.

He came with a sound that sounded like a satisfied half-laugh, half-groan. She felt the deep pulsing in his body, the tension, the trembling, and held on tightly to him through it all, held on as every bit of tension left his body.

He kissed her one more time, softly, sweetly, as she collapsed against him, feeling pleasantly tired and cherished, protected, and so happy he'd gotten her past this first time.

Now she could think about the next time, and the time after that, when she wouldn't be so scared, and he wouldn't have to be so very careful with her.

How much time like that would they have?
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Some time later, she came out of the bathroom and found him asleep on his side, the comforter and the covers down around his knees. He looked incredible against the stark white sheets, muscular and tanned and strong, completely male from the dark shadow of stubble on his face to the tattoo of a fierce eagle high on his arm, with its wings extending to his shoulder, to all the hair on his chest, his abdomen, his thighs.

She wanted to touch him everywhere, so she knelt down on the floor beside the bed and as she was figuring out where she wanted to start. His eyes opened, and he gave her a lazy, sexy grin. He'd already extended his arm across the bed in his sleep, and now his hand reached for her.

As his fingertips trailed lightly along the neckline of her nightgown, he asked, "How was your bath?"

"Good."

He patted the empty spot on the bed beside him, an invitation that filled her with a kick of nerves she hadn't expected now that she had gotten past the first time.

"What's wrong, honey?" he asked.

She shook her head. "I was just... thinking about how good you look, and about touching you, how good it feels."

"And why does that make you nervous?"

"It doesn't. It—"

"Amanda, don't lie to me. I can see it," he said easily with no heat. "Just tell me. It's fine. I told you that you can have anything you want, and I meant it."

"I... I guess I was thinking that the idea of touching you doesn't scare me."

"Okay. What does?" He held up the hand that had been playing with the neckline of her gown. "This? Me touching you?"

"It shouldn't."

"Honey, there's no should or shouldn't to how you feel. It is what it is. Feelings don't always make sense. Believe me, I wish they did. I'd understand them a lot better. And we don't have to do anything you don't want—"

"But I do. I swear. I want to touch you."

"Okay. What do you want me to do?"

"Let me."

"That doesn't quite seem fair to you," he said.

"But it's what I want. Really." Touching him was an absolute pleasure for her, and she wanted to please him, to make him happy.

"Okay. You can do that. But you look upset. Will you tell me what that's about first?"

Her bottom lip started to tremble, and she was so frustrated, so mad. "I thought if I could get through the first time, everything would be okay. I'd know I could do it. I could have sex and not freak out. I could feel almost normal."

"And did you?"

She shook her head. "I was so happy that we did it. And it didn't feel bad. Not exactly. God, I'm sorry. I—"

"Amanda, it's okay. Tell me. I want to know. I want you to have whatever you need to make this easier for you. Tell me what to do."

"You did. You did it all. You were perfect. I knew you would be. I knew you'd do anything you could to help me through this. Thank you. I feel so lucky that it was you."

"You're welcome, but it's not exactly torture, getting to be with you—"

"Maybe not torture, but not... normal. Not... what you're used to, I'm sure, when you're in bed with a woman, you don't usually have to be so careful, to worry that what you'll do might scare her."

"Hey, there's no one else I want to be with right now. Just you."

"Will, I'm a mess."

"Yeah," he said easily, as if it didn't mean a thing, what a mess she was. "Do you think men only want women who are perfect? Because I've got to tell you, I've never met one."

"Ever met one as much of a mess as me?"

"Oh, yeah. Some of 'em are outright crazy. The drama? Fake drama, I should say. I hate that. Selfish, full of themselves, fake everything, liars—"

"You're saying you have lousy taste in women?"

"I'm saying I think you, as a mess, are pretty close to perfect, as far as I'm concerned. Just the way you are. So, tell me. Let me help. What do you need right now?"

She almost started to cry right then.

"Shit," he said softly, cupping her face with his hand. "What?"

"I just walked into the room and saw you, and I thought... I want to touch him everywhere—"

"Which is not a problem. What is?"

"I thought I'd just jump into the bed with you and wake you up and... jump you. No nerves. No fear. No odd sense of dread, lurking around the corner of my mind and ready to jump out and take over. I thought it would be gone, if I could just get through that first time."

"Is that the way it works usually?"

"No. Emma told me so. The things I read said no, too. Wishful thinking on my part, I guess. I just thought... maybe it would be easy now. Something could be easy, you know?"

"I know, baby. I'm sorry. What can I do? Want to get out of this room and get some dinner? Want me to just hold you? I'm fine with that—"

"No, I'm going to do what I wanted when I first saw you here." She reached out a hand to his knee, which was drawn up at an angle in front of him on the bed. It was as warm as his whole body always was. She could feel the muscles of his thighs right above the knee, the slight roughness of the dark hairs. Man-skin. Will-skin.

He pulled his arm back, bent it at the elbow and curled it under his head, showing her he was willing to let her have her way with him, while he watched every move she made with a heated gaze.

She ran her hand up and down his muscular thigh, and then, because she really wanted to, put her mouth to his knee, tasting some of that masculine skin, feeling the heat of him anew.

He shuddered, gave a little start of surprise, a low chuckle. That was nice. That made her feel good.

So she ran little kisses up the outside of his bent thigh, to his hip. His other arm was resting on his side atop his hip, his hand down on the bed in front of him, propping himself up on his side. She went to that next, touching up the muscle of his bicep, tracing the eagle tattoo, using her mouth, too.

He tried to roll over to give her better access to any part of him she wanted, but she stopped him. He looked so good this way, lying on his side as she sat on the bed beside him. She stroked his head, down his neck, over to his stubbly jaw, his chin, his mouth while he watched. She liked the little hitch in his breath that came with her touch, the flare of heat in his eyes, the little moans and groans. She loved having his voice in her head, anchoring her here in this time with him.

Leaning over, she kissed him, and he responded eagerly, hotly, devouring her. She stroked a hand down his back while she took her time enjoying his mouth on hers. His hand went to her back, holding her there, reassuring, not moving, not asking for anything but to be there.

When she let herself sink back into the heat of his body, she could feel his erection, thick and hard, against her hip. She broke off the kiss and sat up.

He waited, not moving, looking patient and understanding. Clearly, this was her show. It helped.

She let her hand move over the flare of muscles in his chest. Her fingertips found and teased one nipple, and he bit his lip, laughed, his breathing not nearly as steady as it had been a few minutes ago.

She leaned back experimentally, her hip pressing against his cock. He sucked in a breath.

"Is this hard for you?" she asked.

"Obviously."

She laughed, too. "I mean, is this difficult for you? To let me do this and you not do anything?"

"It's not easy, but I'm not complaining. If my choice is you touching me or not touching me, I'll take this, please. I'm not sure how much of it I can stand without—I don't know—something happening. Eventually, I'm either going to come or I'm going to beg you to stop, but it'll be your choice."

Hmm. She wanted him to come, wanted to take him to that point and then watch him tumble over, completely at her mercy.

"How do you want to come?" she asked. Her hand? Her mouth? Inside her?

He grinned so big. "Honey, I'm easy. Take your pick."

She decided on her hand. She wasn't scared of him, pulsing hot and hard in her hand, she decided. Inside of her... that wasn't so easy. But in her hand, that was fine. Satisfying and sexy, even.

She used a firm touch, her hand wrapped completely around him at the base of his cock, squeezing, milking him.

The sounds he made, practically purring, the way he thrust so subtly into her hand, the strength she knew was in his body, all held in check. For her, because that's what she'd asked him to do.

It made her trust him even more, and she leaned down and took him in her mouth, found she wanted that, too, that power. He seemed completely vulnerable to her then, to her power over him. As big and hard and strong as he was, she had him trembling and swearing, like her mouth was the control switch to his whole body. He was hers.

"Ahh, God, Amanda."

A hand rested on her head, and she could feel the effort it took him to do nothing but let it rest there, keep his body almost completely still, take what she was giving him and not do anything else.

She loved the taste of him, how big he was, how soft his skin was here, how his whole body shuddered with one long drag of her tongue up the length of him or one long suck.

A few minutes of that, and he said, "Honey, if you don't want me to come in your mouth, you need to move now."

Desire hummed through her. Her body opened up a space inside that felt empty, wanting him. There.

She took one last, long draw on his cock with her mouth, one last squeeze of her fingers around the base, then raised her head.

He looked completely lost, like he thought maybe she was going to stop right there and leave him like that. She laughed and grabbed a condom from the box on the nightstand and handed it to him.

"You're sure?" he asked.

"Yes." She turned her back to him, worked up some courage she wasn't sure she had and pulled the nightgown over her head, throwing it to the floor. She felt so very exposed, but she did it. Then she got into the bed, her back to his front, leaning in for a whole body embrace.

Oh, that was good.

All that heat, the bulk of the man, the strength as he fit his chest, his abdomen, his hips against her. One of his thighs nudged its way between hers. His arm came around her, hand flat against her belly. It warmed her entire being. His mouth was on her neck, his tongue, even his teeth ever so lightly.

"Okay?" he asked.

"Mmm. Yes."

"How we doing here?" His hand slid down into the curls between her legs, dipping into the narrow channel, rubbing up and down and then finding her clit and circling gently.

She wasn't exactly dripping wet, but she wasn't bone-dry either. He could hold her like this, and it would work. She'd have all his heat, all that hot, male skin, his gentle, ruthlessly controlled strength to make her feel safe, and he wouldn't be on top of her.

"Tell me what you want, honey."

"Go ahead," she said, arching her hips against his. "Do it."

She opened up to him, and he took her thigh in his hand and draped it over his. His cock rubbed against the opening of her body and very slowly pushed inside.

She closed her eyes, kept thinking about the wonder, the reality of being here with Will, in this bed, his body moving into hers, and it was okay.

She could do it, arching against him as he thrust gently.

Yes, she could do this.

He moved ever so slowly, an inch back and forth, maybe just a centimeter. It was interesting, different. He kept it up until every little movement felt... bigger, like it meant so much more than it was. Until it seemed exquisite, each tiny thrust, the gentle friction it caused, the way she could feel all of him inside of her. Maybe it was more than okay.

Every muscle in his body was hard, and he was barely breathing, and yet his touch, the way he held her, remained so gentle.

She turned her head around to kiss him urgently, and his hand slid between her legs again. He wanted her to come, too, but she didn't think there was any way it was going to happen. She didn't want to think about that, the things she couldn't do, couldn't give him.

She pulled his hand away and put it back flat against her belly, because she loved how big and warm and gentle it felt there, and thrust back against him, the movements deeper and harder, the strokes longer.

"I want to feel you come inside me, come apart," she said.

Clearly, he wasn't a selfish lover. It didn't sit well with him, taking and not giving, but he'd given her so much, been so understanding, so careful with her. She wanted to give him even more.

And then she remembered one more thing she thought he'd like.

"I forgot to tell you. I've been trying to get ready for this, Will. Emma gave me homework."

"What?" He groaned.

"To get used to being touched again." She put her hand over his and guided it up her body to cup her breasts, one and then the other. "Like this, me using my own hands, all over my body."

He got it then, went still against her, and then threw his head back and groaned, then made a sound that was half-choking, half-laughing, his hand warm on her breast, stroking softly, easily.

"You've been practicing?" he asked finally.

"Uh-hmm."

"All by yourself?"

"What was I supposed to do? You weren't here."

"Yeah, I'm an idiot," he admitted. His hand ran up the outside of her thigh and settled low on her belly again, his fingertips barely brushing the top of the hair between her legs.

She kissed him again, thinking he felt so good, his whole body pressed against hers, even having him inside her. She wanted to make him feel really good, too.

So she put her lips to his ear and whispered to him, "The thing I wanted you to know is that while I did it, the whole time, I imagined my hands were yours."

He came almost instantly. It was a whole-body shuddering, his cock pulsing deep inside of her, as his hand went to the side of her hip, holding her steady as he moved deeper yet still with a kind of control she had to admire. He groaned, like she'd well and truly tormented him, and she loved that she could do that to him, please him in that way.

Her breathing wasn't quite steady, and her breast felt full and tingly. She took his hand from her hip and brought it up to cup one of her breasts. She still felt pleasant heat between her legs, not overwhelming, not commanding all of her attention, not asking for more. But it was there.

He was still inside her, and she didn't hate it. She wasn't scared. It was more a vague disconnect between what it should have been and what it was.

But it wasn't awful, and she was in bed with him, in his arms, as close to him as she could get physically. His body now was so loose and easy, his breath deep but not slow, not yet. She could feel the smile on his lips as he kissed her shoulder, nuzzled his nose against the side of her face. That wonderful, post-sex lethargy rolled through her body and his, that beautiful emptying of the mind where nothing existed but the pleasure they'd given each other.

She grumbled as he got up to get rid of the condom, murmured happily as he came back and pulled her into that same spot against him. Then she closed her eyes, more relaxed than she'd been since it happened.

And woke up screaming.

* * *

Will thought something exploded and someone was dying.

It sounded like the chaos of combat.

Although screaming wasn't the worst part. When someone was screaming, they were usually going to live. Mangled, maybe minus body parts, but alive. It was the really quiet ones who died, the ones who couldn't make a sound.

He was on his feet, moving toward the screaming before he was fully awake, before he even knew where he was. A man like him was taught to react. It could be the difference between life and death.

So he got to the screamer, his hands, hard, hanging onto...

Her.

He wasn't in a war zone.

He was in Cincinnati in a hotel room with Amanda.

She screamed and fought him for all she was worth, kicking, trying to claw his face.

What the fuck had happened?

She'd had her hands all over him and her mouth—he groaned, even now, just thinking about it—and then tried to get back to the moment, to figure out what happened. They'd had sex. It had felt so good for him and, he thought, okay for her.

She'd fallen asleep in his arms. He'd slept, too.

And woke up to this.

He let go of her and backed away, hands held up in front of him, palms up, no threat here. She didn't seem to believe him. He didn't think she even knew who he was, and he'd heard these sounds from her before.

In Buhkai.

"Amanda," he said, trying talking to her instead. "It's me. It's Will. We're not in Buhkai anymore. You're safe. With me."

She backed herself all the way into the corner and then, still wild-eyed, stopped screaming.

"It's okay," he said, taking a step toward her.

She moaned and tried to press herself harder back into the corner, and he backed up again.

Jesus, he wanted to touch her. He needed to. To hold her, to make this okay.

Had he done something in his sleep that scared her? If he'd gotten his arm locked around her and she couldn't get loose, that would likely terrify her.

So he stayed away and kept talking to her, trying to de-escalate this. He was trained to do this, to deal with people having flashbacks. It was just so hard to see her so scared, especially scared of him, and not be able to fix it.

He shouldn't have brought her here. He should have refused. She wasn't ready for this. They'd done too much too soon. He should have known better. He beat himself up while he kept trying to calm her down.

Finally, she looked like she actually saw him, like she knew who he was, at least, if not where they were and what had happened. Although, they were both naked at the moment, in a hotel room. He hoped that didn't make it worse, make her remember what had terrified her in the first place.

"What happened?" she whispered finally.

"I don't know. I woke up, and you were screaming. I think I made it worse by grabbing you and trying to... help, but obviously, I didn't. I just... I don't know."

She grabbed a pillow off the bed and used it to hide herself as best she could from his gaze, and because he thought it would make her feel better, he did the same.

"I don't know, either," she said, looking heartbreakingly sad.

"I... Amanda? Can I come closer? Can I hold you? Would that help?"

She shook her head, but then she started moving. He thought she'd changed her mind and was coming to him. Instead, she bolted into the bathroom and just made it to the toilet before she started retching. He could hear it, but he couldn't see her, because she'd pushed the door closed.

And locked it, he realized, when he tried to open it.

Jesus, what had he fucking done?

"Amanda? Can I—"

"Go away!" she cried. "Go!"

So, he did.

He went back to the bed and sat down, but that was too close to all the memories of what they'd done there. So he got up and pulled his pants on.

He'd somehow terrified the woman crying and throwing up in the bathroom. He felt nastily close to panic himself, something he never did. Bullets, bombs, blood, helicopters going down, severed limbs? He could deal with all of them.

Amanda, terrified and shaking, crying and locked away in the bathroom, looking at him like he was a monster? He was seriously freaking out.

He wanted Emma, he realized. She would know what he should do.

He grabbed his phone and called. Her husband, Rye, answered, sounding grumpy as hell.

"It's Will. I need your wife."

"Do you know what time it is?"

"No. I need her. I... one of her patients needs her."

"Her patients don't call this number. They call her service—"

And then, he was gone. Emma came onto the line.

"What's wrong?"

He had to tell her. "It's Amanda. She's locked herself into the bathroom, throwing up and crying."

"What happened?"

"We had sex. Twice. She wanted to. She made me," he said, too late to hold that little gem of a justification back. "Okay, could you forget about that last part?"

She sighed and said, "Sure. Why not."

"Everything was fine. We fell asleep. I woke up and she was screaming and scared half to death of me."

"So, she either remembered something or she had a flashback," Emma said.

"Yeah. I guess so. What do I do? She doesn't want me near her."

"Then stay away—"

"Emma?"

"She wants you to stay away, you stay away. If you two are going to be together, you need to know this sort of thing happens to people who've been sexually assaulted."

"She was fine," he said, feeling ridiculous even as he said it.

"I suspect you've had some experience with people with PTSD. With flashbacks."

"Yes."

"Then you know about things like this, Will. It happens."

"She was fine," he said again, as if that would make it true. "Did we do this too soon? Is that what happened?"

"If you had sex twice, and she was okay, you must have been doing something right. But what she went through isn't the kind of thing you get over because you have sex once or twice, and it was okay. It doesn't work like that. Healing is a process. Sometimes you go forward. Sometimes you go back. It's going to take a while until you figure out what her triggers are, what takes her back there, and then you'll know what not to do, when to be careful."

"I was careful. I made sure of that—"

"Then it's something you don't know yet that was the trigger. You'll figure it out."

"Jesus," he said.

"I know. It's hard."

He tried to think. What had happened? Something must have happened. He had to remember, so he'd know not to do it again. "I think, maybe, right before she started screaming... I think some of her hair got caught under my arm. She might have been trying to move, and she couldn't. She might have thought I was hanging onto her by her hair."

"Okay. Don't pull her hair."

"Sure. Don't roll over in my sleep or move my arm, and she can't move her head, either—"

"Will, this is how it's going to be."

"Yeah. Okay." He let that settle inside. This was how it was going to be. Well then, he'd deal with it. He'd figure it out. He'd promised her.

"What do I do?"

"About what?"

"Her locked in the bathroom, throwing up."

"You wait until she's done and comes out, and then you talk to her, if she wants to talk. She might be embarrassed. Go easy. You sound like you think it's a disaster, and that attitude isn't going to do her any good right now. It's just what happened. Be calm. Be reassuring. Matter-of-fact. Deal with it."

"Okay. I can do that," he said, although... shit, he wasn't at all sure he could. Why had he thought he could? Take care of her? Do what she needed?

He'd never been able to take care of a woman in his life, to keep one safe, to fix one. To this point, he'd been able to do what Amanda needed. She was held hostage. That was something he could fix. She needed to get out of that shithole of a country in Africa. He was her guy. She needed him to stay with her. Take care of her. Was he crazy? He couldn't do that.

"Okay," Emma said. "If she needs me, have her call. I'll be here."

He was thanking her when he heard a loud knock on the hotel room door. "Mr. Gerard? Hotel security. We need to come in, Sir."

Shit.
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Will couldn't blame them, much as he hated the added drama. It had probably sounded like someone had been attacked in here.

He walked to the door, trying to get ready to explain.

The security guard had apparently heard an earful from some of their neighbors on the floor, and the look he directed at Will reminded him of the way people used to look at him when he was a mad-as-hell teenager. He'd forgotten what it was like, having people see him that way. No one had done it in a long time.

No matter what Will said, the man wouldn't leave until he saw Amanda and heard straight from her that she was okay, that Will hadn't hurt her. Telling the man that Amanda had been assaulted five months ago and had a flashback wouldn't do it.

Again, Will couldn't blame the guy. He just didn't want to make Amanda open the door, force her to deal with a man, a stranger, as upset as she already was.

"Is there a woman she could talk to?" he finally asked, and luckily, the manager on duty was a woman.

* * *

Amanda, shivering and exhausted, lay on the bathroom floor.

It was porcelain tile, or maybe marble, and it was cold, she realized eventually. She crawled onto the fluffy little cream-colored rug and grabbed a bath towel to use as a blanket.

Tears rolled down her cheeks. She didn't know what had happened, except that she'd tried to move and couldn't, had felt trapped and desperate to get away, and then she'd started screaming.

Next there were hands on her. She was caught hard by the arms by someone so much bigger and stronger than she was, someone in the shadows who she couldn't see, and then, miraculously, he'd let her go and turned into Will.

Will, baffled and worried and naked, across the room from her, trying to convince her that he wasn't going to hurt her.

Of course he wasn't.

She knew that, and yet... she couldn't quite accept it and come fully into the present.

The next thing she knew, she was heaving into the toilet.

Now she was just cold and exhausted and bewildered.

What had happened?

Will came back to the door, trying to get her to talk to him again. She knew she should, but what in the world could she say? Her face burned at the idea of even looking him in the eye again.

"Honey, I'm sorry, but some people in the room across the hall heard the commotion and called security."

She sat up, aghast. "What?"

"Security," he said. "I'm sorry, but they're here, in the room, and they're not going to leave until they see you and you tell them you're okay."

If they saw her, they'd be even more worried, she feared. It sounded worse to her than facing him. "Will, make them go away—"

"I'm sorry. I've tried. They're worried that I've hurt you, Amanda."

Of course. She had been screaming her head off, after all.

"There's a woman here, okay? She's right outside the bathroom door. I'll go stand near the door to the hall, and I'll take the other man with me. So it'll be just you and her, but you have to open the door and talk to her, honey."

Amanda stood up, still shaky on her own legs. Even in the faint light in the bathroom, she looked like a woman who'd been through hell. It was a look she knew well, from the times she'd caught a glimpse of herself in a mirror soon after escaping from Buhkai.

She splashed cold water on her face, rinsed her mouth out, finger-combed her hair down, grabbed the big white robe resting on the long vanity and put it on. Then she forced herself to open the door.

The woman was older, wearing a hotel uniform and a name-tag that said Janet. She looked alarmed at the sight of Amanda and said, "Ma'am, do you need help?"

Amanda shook her head no.

"We need to make sure you're okay. Can you tell me what happened?"

Amanda didn't think anything except the entire truth would do. She looked too awful, and the woman in front of her looked too worried. Plus, she couldn't let anyone think Will hurt her.

So she told the woman about being held hostage in Buhkai. "And that man out there? He's the one who saved me. I wouldn't be alive today without him. He would never hurt me."

That satisfied the nice lady from the hotel, who recognized Amanda now. She'd seen Amanda's story on TV.

Amanda apologized again for the commotion, and the woman left, taking a man in a hotel uniform with her, leaving no one but Will. He stood all the way across the room in nothing but his pants.

Oh, he looked worried, more worried than she thought she'd ever seen him, and so kind it nearly made her start to cry all over again. She couldn't let herself do that to him. She'd already scared him half to death. He was afraid to even come closer, she realized, and he would never want to have sex with her again. He was lucky the security guard hadn't called the police and had him arrested.

God.

"I am so sorry," she said.

"Hey, it's okay." She knew he'd say that. Anything she did, no matter how much of a mess she was, was okay with him. He rolled with it. It was amazing.

And had to be exhausting. She'd exhausted herself with all her tears, her sadness, her fears, her emotions soaring and plummeting so fast they made her head spin.

Why was he even still here with her?

She felt like the most pathetic person in the world, and he was Will, strong and calm and steady as could be.

"So, this has got to win the prize as worst weekend you've ever had with a woman, right?"

"Not even close," he claimed.

"Will?"

"I'm serious. I've gone out with a couple of seriously crazy women. You're a piece of cake." He'd been smiling at first—forced, no doubt—but then he looked worried again. "Can I come over there? I won't touch you, not if you don't want me to, but let me get a little closer, okay?"

"Will, you don't have to keep doing this."

"Doing what?"

"This. It's okay. You can go—"

"I'm not going anywhere, Amanda. I'll stay all the way across the room, if you want me to. I won't say anything until you're ready to talk. But I'm not leaving."

Oh, he could be so stubborn. "I know this is so much more than you signed up for."

He folded his arms in front of his chest, leaned his shoulder against the wall and, if possible, looked even more stubborn than before. "I'm not leaving."

She wanted to smack that look off his face, wanted to hit something in a way that shocked her, and she wanted him to hold her, but wasn't sure if she could stand the idea of anyone—even him—touching her.

"I don't understand what happened," she said instead, nearly crying again.

"Flashback. It happens."

Matter-of-fact as could be. Like she'd broken a glass or something. Oops. All those pieces, sharp enough to cut you and make you bleed.

She felt like she was bleeding from a million little cuts. Not just blood, but her memories, her feelings, stinging as they seeped out.

"Amanda, it's not a big deal."

"I terrified people in the rooms around us, woke them up, brought hotel security to our room. They thought you hurt me, Will. I hate that. I can't stand it, that they looked at you and thought you hurt me."

He shrugged. "Things happen. We straightened it out. It's over. Let it go."

"I didn't think I'd be this scared again. You know, after the first time. I thought if I could get past that... And we did, and it was good. Parts of it were so good—"

"And it will be again," he said.

"I feel like I'm torturing you—"

"Well, asking me not to touch you while you've got your hands and that gorgeous mouth of yours all over me? That's asking a lot, but, you know? Some women are into that sort of thing. Torturing men in bed, ordering them around. It's not normally my thing, but for you, I'm willing to give it my best shot."

"You know that's not what I meant."

"Honey, if this is your idea of torture? You all over me, and me not doing anything? Seriously, I'm okay with it. Men would line up for the chance."

No, they wouldn't. For the sex part, if that's all it was, sex games. But this wasn't a game, and he knew it. He had promised to help her, to give her whatever she needed, and he had, with patience and understanding and even humor, a kindness and steadiness she'd never found in any man.

It only made her love him more, need him more, and now more than ever, she was truly scared she wouldn't be able to convince him to stay. Not just temporarily, to help her through this, but forever.

She wanted Will forever.

And yet, look at what she'd be asking him to take on. Her at her absolute worst. And who knew when it would get better? What kind of man would sign up for that? Even if he did love her and want the kind of relationship she knew Will didn't?

It was hopeless.

"I didn't think it would be this much trouble," she said.

He laughed. "Women are a lot of trouble. This is not a surprise to me. Now, can I come over there?"

She nodded.

He moved slowly, giving her time. She took a shaky breath as he folded her gently into his arms. She leaned her head against his shoulder and suddenly felt impossibly weary.

"I think I want to go to sleep now," she said, even as she snuggled against his warmth.

"Okay. You want the bed to yourself?"

"Yes. No. I don't know. Do you have any idea what happened before?"

"I'm not certain, but I think your hair got caught beneath my arm, and when you tried to move, you couldn't."

She thought about that, being caught by her hair, someone holding her in place against her will by her hair. The idea definitely scared her, but it didn't bring up any specific memory.

"I'll cut my hair again," she said. She'd shave her head to keep from going through that again.

"Okay, but for now?"

She wanted to be close to him. She hated sleeping alone, considered it a real self-indulgence to be able to sleep with him in bed beside her. But she didn't want to freak out again.

She walked over to the bed, and he did, too. He waited for her to tell him what she wanted. If her hair was the problem...

"Get in," she told him, motioning to the side of the bed he'd been on before.

He did, obedient as could be, leaving his pants on, she noted. She took another look at him and all that tanned, bare skin. He looked so good.

"Can you sleep on your other side? Facing the wall?" she asked.

"I can sleep anywhere, any time, sitting up, even standing up."

She motioned for him to roll over, facing away from her, and then she got in on the other side and scooted over to the middle of the bed, fit her body to his, her front to his back and one of her arms around his waist.

Mmm. That worked. She could feel all those muscles in his back and hips, his thighs. She could run her hands over them if she wanted, snuggle against his warmth, her breasts nestled against his back. It seemed like it would be really hard for her hair to get caught this way.

There. She could sleep beside him, she thought, not ready to give up this time with him, not sure when or if she'd ever have it again.

* * *

They stayed until Monday, taking long walks around the city and generally... playing was the best word she could come up with. He tried hard to get her to smile, make her laugh. They played Frisbee at the waterfront park and enjoyed the fountains. He dared her to walk across one of the huge bridges that crossed the Ohio River, and she did it, holding tightly to his hand. They went to the zoo, laughed at the antics of the monkeys, fed the giraffes, rode the train, where they snuggled and kissed and, yes, laughed.

She felt like she was slowly coming back to life. They slept late and ate room service. He lifted her onto the bathroom vanity and they started to make out, but the mirror behind her made her feel exposed, so he carried her to bed.

She didn't have any more flashbacks and had only vaguely unsettling dreams. When she woke up, Will was there. He could go from a dead sleep to wide awake in the blink of an eye, she found out. If she so much as whimpered in her sleep, he heard it, and he was so careful with her, so patient.

She couldn't imagine any other man being so good to her as she tried to work through all the crap in her head, but she couldn't see how she could ask him to keep dealing with it. It wasn't fair to him.

They went straight from the hotel to the airport, and having to say goodbye to him this time was even harder than the first. She knew what she had to say to him and dreaded it.

"Will," she said, as they got closer to the airport. Time was up. "I'm letting you off the hook."

"What?"

"With this. Helping me get over everything. You don't have to do it."

"I know I don't," he said.

"Okay. So, thank you for this. I mean it. I wish it hadn't been so crazy, but—"

"Wait a minute. We had a deal. I'm holding you to it. We're not done yet," he said, no heat, his tone even, as if it was entirely up to him, and he'd decided. That was it.

"I didn't realize how much I was asking, that it would be like this. It's not going to be easy—"

"So? You think I'm a guy who needs things to be easy?"

"And I think it's going to take a while."

"Right."

"It's not what you signed up for."

He shrugged. Didn't matter.

"I'm sorry," she said.

"I'm not. I mean, I hate that it scared you, especially that I made it worse by grabbing you and hanging onto you the way I did. But not about anything else. Not that I was here, that we were together. Not about any of that."

"I forced your hand, to get you here. It wasn't fair—"

"Yeah, twisted my arm, didn't you?" He laughed. "Honey, I don't go anywhere I don't want to go. I'm with you because I am exactly where I want to be right now. So, when you're ready to try this again, give me a call."

She was so shocked she said the first thing that came to mind. "I don't have your phone number, Will."

He laughed again. "You know, I was thinking about actually giving it to you before I leave this time."

"Really? Big step for you, isn't it?"

He nodded, grinning, and told her the number so she could put it into her phone as they pulled into the airport.

God, he wasn't walking away from her.

They weren't done.

The relief was so intense it was almost impossible to stop everything from showing on her face. But she had to hold it together while she said goodbye again. Even knowing he'd be back, it wasn't easy. If they were going to do this, she had to get used to this part. She couldn't cry over him every time he left. He'd hate that.

"You call me, I'll be here. We'll get this right," he said as he pulled the car to the curb and squeezed her hand. "Now get ready to kiss me like you mean it. I want that taste of you fresh in my mind, so that when I get on the plane, I can sit back, close my eyes and spend the whole flight back thinking about everything we're going to do the next time we're together."

That was all he wanted?

A kiss goodbye?

One to remember?

And she got to keep him for a little longer? Even had his phone number to call him whenever she wanted him back?

"I can do that," she said.

They got out of the car. He pulled out his bag, put her car keys in her hand, then got all serious and worried-looking, taking her chin in his hand.

"You gonna be okay until I get back here?"

"Yes," she claimed.

"Good." He wound his arms around her, pulled her close. "Now kiss me goodbye."

The kiss was all heat and delicious promise.

She wanted to leave him with something special, so when he finally broke the kiss, she put her lips to his ear and said, "I guess I need to go home and practice some more. It'll be even better now that, instead of just imagining being with you, I know exactly what that feels like. It's going to be even easier to imagine that my hands are yours."

He laughed, shaking his head, looking like she was seriously messing with his head. She hoped so.

He kissed her one more time, quick and hard, and then he was gone.
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Will kept his promise.

They saw each other when they could. He always seemed happy to see her and sorry to leave her. He was a patient, attentive, incredibly understanding yet eager lover. She couldn't have asked for a better man in her bed.

The sex got better. It got easier, not as scary. Not always, but more and more as the months went by.

She tried to accept what he offered and not think of the future, not think there was a time limit on what they had, though she knew there was. He had risked his life to save hers, had been kind and perceptive as he helped her through those first awful months after Buhkai, was happy to help her try to have a normal sex life again, but certain he would not be in her life long-term. Not just her life. Any woman's.

She didn't understand, but didn't question him about that, either, because that was what he wanted.

Live in the present, Emma kept telling her. So Amanda was.

She had weekends here and there with Will and regular appointments with Emma. She did yoga and took long walks, and she volunteered at the shelter, because it was a way of teaching without having to walk into a classroom. She felt useful there and safe. After all, Will had designed the security system, and everyone inside was conscious of security concerns.

The kids were interesting. Some of them were heartbreakingly sweet and timid and hungry for approval and affection. They were gentle and wide-eyed and a little bit afraid most of the time, so Amanda understood them, fit in well with them.

Some were wary, always holding themselves a little apart from everyone and everything, always watching, waiting, sure the peace and security wouldn't last. She felt like she understood them, too, because they made her think of Will.

She'd look at them and wonder whether he'd been like this at six or ten or thirteen. She wanted to know everything about his life, had to fight all the time not to ask him any questions.

And these wary little boys who reminded her of him—she wanted to make them smile, make them forget why they were afraid. She worked hard to make them happy.

At times, she was okay; in brief moments, normal even. Other times she still fought panic, anger, tears, depression, loneliness, nightmares and flashbacks. She missed Will terribly when she wasn't with him.

In December, on the last day of school before Christmas Break, she got to the shelter early. She and some of the mothers were going to decorate and then start baking for an early Christmas party. One of the women and her three children were moving out over the weekend, and everyone wanted to have a holiday party while they were still at the shelter.

Amanda was putting away some school supplies she'd just bought when one of the mothers walked into the room looking stunned and scared.

"What is it? What's wrong?" Amanda asked.

"There's been a shooting at a school!"

"Here?" Because the woman looked so freaked out, Amanda thought it might have happened at one of the schools the kids at the shelter attended.

"No, a school in Connecticut."

"Oh." Amanda calmed down a little, not much. She couldn't help but be thankful it wasn't the kids here who'd seen this, this mother's children, the ones they all knew in the shelter. Still, it was still horrible to think of any child going through that.

Guns, in a school.

It was still too raw for Amanda not to have a racing heart and rubbery knees.

She started using her relaxation techniques. When she could speak, she asked, "Is anyone hurt?"

"Yes. It's really bad." The woman's face crumbled, and her tears started to fall. "They're so little. Kindergartners, the news is saying."

God! Kindergartners?

Amanda had to sit down.

She tried not to think about the kids in her own class in Buhkai, their sweet faces, their arms curling around her neck, how scared they had been that day. She could remember that morning now, getting into her classroom, putting away her things, greeting the kids as they walked in, getting ready for the day.

She could get all the way up to the point where she heard yelling and sounds she soon realized were gunshots. She could remember the first looks of fear on the kids' faces.

It was a struggle to come back to the shelter in Ohio, especially when another mother ran into the room. "Oh, my God. Did you hear? About the school in Connecticut?"

One of the moms turned on the TV. The images were chilling, horrifying, and yet, she couldn't look away. Amanda sat there, frozen, seeing the police, their weapons, the terrified parents, scared little children being led from the school.

She knew she shouldn't watch, shouldn't listen. She just couldn't stand up and leave the room. She didn't think she could walk. She wasn't sure how much longer she'd be able to breathe.

There were dead children inside that school, dead children and teachers who had tried to protect them when the gunman had shown up.

It all jumbled in her mind. The school there, and hers in Buhkai. She felt like someone had strapped her into a seat in front of the TV screen and would not let her look away.

Her school.

Her kids.

Her classroom.

The angry man with the gun who wanted Naaji, but he wasn't there.

That man had been so angry.

Amanda tried to curl up in a ball, to protect herself.

But he'd been so very strong. His hands had crushed her arms. He'd grabbed her by her hair, and he wouldn't let her go.

It had hurt. So much. She hadn't been able to get away. She hadn't been able to stop him.

* * *

Incirlik Air Base, Turkey

Will had just left a country he really wasn't supposed to be in, running a surveillance mission on what was believed to be a facility capable of manufacturing chemical weapons. He and his team had been out for eighteen hours straight, and got back to their staging area at the NATO base in Turkey early in the afternoon.

All any of them wanted to do was eat, then sleep.

Before they could, they started hearing about the horror of little children shot at a school in Connecticut.

All the things he and people like him did overseas to keep Americans secure, and it turned out that six-year-olds weren't safe in their classrooms in the U.S. It didn't make any damned sense, and it made him furious.

Of course, it made him think of Amanda.

"God, I hope she isn't watching this."

"The thing is, it's damned hard to look away," one of his men, who'd been manning communications that day, said as they stared at the images coming into the computer.

He was right, Will found. It was like a terrible traffic accident on the highway, except this was so much worse.

"How long ago did this happen?"

"It started yesterday morning, beginning of the school day, so about twenty-four hours ago, Master Chief. It's been all over the news all day."

Will's days away from Amanda were normally filled with him fighting the urge to call her—every friggin' day. It was a stubborn, stupid point of pride to feel like he was winning when he didn't call. He knew that, and yet he kept not calling, idiot that he was when it came to her.

Because it didn't feel like winning.

Winning was being with her.

And that feeling—wanting to be with her all the time—was getting stronger every damned day.

Today, he felt every one of the six thousand miles or so between them, hated every fucking one of them. He didn't just want to be with her.

She had to be scared, and Amanda scared without him? No. He couldn't handle that.

He picked up the phone and called.

No answer.

What time was it there? Morning, he calculated, not that early.

He dialed her cell again.

Still no answer.

That freaked him out more than a little bit.

Okay, fine.

Sam or Emma?

She'd know more than Sam. The question was, how much would she tell him? She answered his call sounding rushed and uncharacteristically stressed.

"Hi, it's Will."

"Oh, Will. You saw the news about the school shooting?"

"Yeah. Tough day for you, I guess?"

"Horrible. So many of my patients are parents. And I'm a parent myself. I can't tell you how relieved I am that yesterday was the last day of school before Christmas Break. If I had to send my kids today, I don't know if I could do it."

"I'm sorry, Em. It isn't right. And I didn't think about how hard this would hit you and your own kids."

"It's okay. I know who you're thinking about."

"Yeah. I tried to call her twice. No answer. It scared me. I'm sorry, I know you've probably had a crappy twenty-four hours, but I'm begging you, don't give me any of that confidentiality bullshit right now. Please tell me, is she okay?"

"Will, she's a woman who teaches little kids, and a gunman showed up in her own school not quite a year ago. No, she is not okay today."

"She sat and watched that?"

"Yes, she watched."

"Why would she do that? She had to know better than that."

"I don't believe she was thinking too clearly while she watched. I don't think any of us were. It was nothing but emotions, awful ones. She was at the shelter, Will. One of the mothers came in to tell her what happened, and then someone turned on the big TV in the living room—"

"God."

"Pretty soon, a crowd of people were watching. Amanda ended up in the back of the room, and I guess no one noticed what it was doing to her until she started screaming and couldn't stop—"

"Oh, my God."

"Yeah, it was bad. By the time I got there, she was curled up in the corner, crying and trying to hide. And, uhh... the thing is? She remembers everything now. Everything that happened to her in Buhkai."

"Fuck! Where is she now?"

"Home. I stayed with her until she calmed down enough to talk to me a little bit. I would've stayed longer, but like I said, a lot of my patients are parents. A lot of people needed me yesterday. My own kids needed me."

Jesus, how did Emma do that? How did anybody know what to say on a day like yesterday? Especially to their own scared children?

"I'm sorry, Em," he said again.

Clearly, it had been horrible for everyone. He was being incredibly selfish, but he was so scared for Amanda. He was a guy who could think through fear. He was trained to do that. But right now, his own fears seemed to blind him to everything else.

"Just... tell me she's okay now." He had to hear that, had to know that despite everything, somehow she was fine.

Emma sighed. "If she was worse, her father would have called me. I'm hoping she took something to help her relax and is still asleep. It was that kind of day. At the end of it, you go to sleep and pray everything isn't quite as horrible in the morning. Although, I'm not optimistic about that."

Yeah, but that didn't work for Will.

Thinking? Hoping? Praying?

Not enough.

Not nearly enough.

"It's really bad, isn't it?" he asked finally, knowing it was.

"I'm too mad about what happened in that school yesterday and too tired to tell you anything else but the whole truth right now. It hit her really hard, and I'm afraid for her."

"What do you mean you're afraid for her? Afraid of what?"

"She cares a lot about you, Will. If you talk to her today or in the next couple of days, ask her to promise you that she's not going to do anything to hurt herself—"

"What?" He exploded, rocketed to his feet and knocked over a table in the process. Everybody in the communications area went silent and stared at him and his unprecedented display of emotion. He didn't care. "What the hell does that mean?"

"Ask her. Make her promise."

"You actually think she's suicidal?"

He could barely get the word out. It was too awful to even contemplate. Suicide was at an all-time high in the military. Too many deployments back to back, too many combat deaths and injuries, too much stress, too much of everything. He'd seen soldiers barely holding themselves together. He knew what that looked like. To think about Amanda like that—

"I don't know—"

"Emma, it's your job. If you don't know, nobody knows—"

"Well, I'm sorry. It's not an exact science—"

"Jesus." He could barely breathe all of a sudden, felt again every fucking mile between him and her. "Did she say anything about wanting to hurt herself?"

"No. She's despondent. She's a person in pain that's so overwhelming she doesn't see anything else. It scared me, okay? I'm scared. Sometimes, I can't help it. I'm human, too, Will. I asked her to promise me she wouldn't do anything—"

"A promise? What the hell does that do? There's got to be something better than a promise."

"It's one more thing. One more thing that might stop a person from doing something drastic. We do everything we can at this point to stop that from happening, and a promise to someone she cares about, someone she loves, might make a difference. So we ask."

Someone she loves?

Emma thought Amanda loved him. He ignored that for now. It wasn't the important thing at the moment. Her staying alive was. That's where they were right now, needing her to stay alive.

Fuck.

He asked the question he was scared to ask, the one he had to have answered. "So, when you asked her to make that promise, what did she say?"

"Nothing. She barely reacted at all."

"Then put her in the hospital. Right now." God, she'd hate that, but if it kept her alive, it had to be done. "Do it."

"I'll see her today, and we'll see. Her father said he wouldn't leave her alone, and he's hoping his sister Margaret—the woman who was there for a while right after Amanda got back to the States from Buhkai? He's hoping she'll come back to help him, so Amanda isn't alone."

Mother fucking son of a bitch.

Will thought for a moment he might cry. His heart felt heavy and swollen, like it was too big to stay inside his chest. It hurt. The pressure was working its way up his throat, making him feel like he was choking, and then moving into his head, where maybe it was all going to come out as tears.

He didn't think he'd cried since he was a kid and his mother had passed out for so long he was sure she was dead.

After a while, he'd gotten used to thinking she was dead and gone, found a way to be numb to it, but before that, he'd cried sometimes.

If he lost Amanda...

Not that she was his, not in any real way. He knew that. He'd always known it. But he couldn't imagine a world without her.

It wasn't right.

"You do whatever it takes to keep her safe until I get there," Will said.

Emma said she would, and he thought she was crying, which freaked him out even more. Then he heard a man's voice, talking to Emma, her husband. "Will?" Rye said. "She's exhausted. I don't think she got four hours sleep last night. She can't help you today."

"It's not me. It's Amanda." Will fought the urge to say he didn't care what else was going on. She had to help Amanda.

"Will, we have a six-year-old. Jamie's six. He's in first grade."

"What? They killed six-year-olds at that school?"

"Yeah. A lot of them. Are you starting to get it now? She's a mother, with a six-year-old, and it's a really scary time to be a mother."

"Yes. I'm sorry. Really." She had kids who were scared. She was scared. Lots of her patients were scared. The whole damned world, it seemed, was scared.

First-graders?

What the fuck was wrong with the world?

"I'm going to go take care of my wife," Rye said.

"Okay. Do that. Take good care of her."

Rye was her husband, and he had the right and the obligation to take care of her, and Will was glad Emma had someone to watch over her that way.

Hell, he was even envious of Rye for having that right.

He'd like very much to have the right, himself, to go to Amanda right now, wrap his arms around her and hold her close, while he swore to her that everything was going to be okay. He wished he had the right to watch over her for as long as it took to make sure she was okay.

It was an odd feeling, wanting that responsibility, that right. If his childhood had taught him anything, it was that there was only so much anyone could do to protect someone else. It was better not to care so much, not to take that risk.

It was one thing to take care of himself. And it was something else completely when it was him and a team of guys with a mission. They all pulled their own weight. They had a goal, a problem to solve, and a limited amount of time to do it. The danger was usually clearly defined, and eliminating it eliminated the problem. Will liked solving problems.

Personal things, personal problems were different.

He didn't take responsibility for other people. He didn't have much of a personal life, and he liked it just fine.

But Amanda... God, Amanda?

Part of him wanted to get on a plane and go. Not that it was possible, not that instant. But soon, if he was lucky, he could. It wouldn't be easy, getting leave and then a series of cobbled-together military flights. Even with the best connections, it was about twenty-four hours of travel time from this part of the world back to Ohio. And if he was stuck on a plane for hours at a time, he wouldn't be able to talk to her. If something happened, and she needed him, just to talk, she wouldn't be able to.

He was an idiot, he realized.

It had already been twenty-four hours or so since it happened, and she couldn't have reached him if she needed him, no matter what she did, while he was on the mission.

What the fuck was he doing so far away when she needed him?


 

 

 

Chapter 23
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Baxter, Ohio

Amanda had horrible nightmares.

She relived every moment of what happened in Buhkai, every second, felt everything, again and again. She was exhausted and hated her own thoughts, hated being inside her own head, but was terrified of sleep. Sleep was worse. In her sleep, she was helpless. The memories kept coming, and they were so vivid, so horrifyingly real.

She knew her father was there with her, sitting by her bed. Emma was there, sometimes. And then, something happened that really scared her, because it seemed so real.

For a while, she thought Will was with her, like she could conjure him up in her mind when she wanted to.

But she knew he wasn't here.

He'd done what he always did. He'd left, and she hadn't been able to do anything to make him stay. He'd told her from the start that he'd go. So this was no surprise.

She was still scared, still trembling. She was still crying, too, she realized as she put a hand to her wet cheeks. She didn't know what day it was or even if it was daytime or how long she'd been here like this. It felt like forever.

And she remembered everything now, every awful, painful thing. Her body still hurt, the way she vaguely remembered it had when she'd woken up in the hospital in Germany. Places where she'd been hit, punched, where it felt like she'd been stabbed... It all hurt. It was some odd twist of memory, like her body was insisting on being heard, on her feeling everything, not just remembering.

She thought of people she'd seen in movies or on TV who were beaten up and then got up and kept going, like nothing had happened.

Ridiculous, she thought. Impossible. This hurt. It really hurt, all over.

She looked back at the chair by her bed for her father. It was odd that he wasn't here, because he'd been afraid to leave her alone. Not that Amanda wanted to be alone. She didn't think she'd been alone since she'd managed to get back to the house. She wasn't even sure how she'd done that. The last thing she remembered clearly was being at the shelter watching coverage on TV of a school shooting. Hers, she'd thought for a while.

She whimpered, and then realized she wasn't alone. A woman came out of the far corner. She must have been sitting near the window.

"You're awake," the woman said. "I'm Joyce. Your aunt couldn't come, so your father hired me, so you don't have to be alone, remember?"

Maybe, Amanda decided. Vaguely.

"Feel up to talking to someone?"

Just one person. "Who?"

"A man named Will has called several times."

"Really?" This wasn't like looking over and thinking he was in the chair by her bed, was it?

The woman nodded. "He's traveling right now, but I promised him if you woke up, I'd ask if you wanted to speak to him. Want me to see if we can get him now?"

"Yes, please."

He must have called not long ago, because it looked like Joyce simply hit redial. As soon as she started to talk, Amanda grabbed the phone. "Will?"

"Amanda. Hi."

Her whole body drank in the sound of his voice, like something inside of her latched onto it and immediately felt better. It was almost as good as him being here. "It's really you?"

"Yes, honey. It is."

She held the phone pressed to the right side of her face and rolled onto her right side in bed, wishing so much he was here and holding her.

But this was almost as good. If it was real, of course.

Joyce left the room, but didn't close the door. Amanda suspected the woman was on the other side of the door eavesdropping, but she didn't care.

"Sorry," she told Will. "I had someone hovering. I think my father's scared to leave me alone, and he can't watch over me twenty-four hours a day, so he hired someone to help."

"I know, baby."

He knew?

Okay.

"Everybody's worried about you, Amanda."

"I know. All that time, I wanted to remember, and now that I do, it's so much harder. I thought it would be a relief to know. I thought since people told me what happened that remembering couldn't be that bad. But it was. It was like I was living it all over again, and now I keep doing that. I can't make it stop."

"Yeah. Bad memories can do that."

"I have to make it stop." She tried not to sound as desperate as she felt. This had to end. She could not go on like this. It was too horrible.

"You will. This part doesn't last forever. I promise."

"I know bad things happened to you, and I know you don't want to talk about it—"

"Tell me what you need, Amanda. You can ask me anything."

"How old were you? When it started, you know, to get bad?"

"When it started?"

He said it like he didn't understand the question, and he got quiet for a minute. She thought maybe the call had been dropped, feared he was gone. But finally, he started to talk again.

"It was just always that way," he said softly. "I don't remember a time when it wasn't. Not any one, awful thing, just chaos, all the time. That was the norm. You never knew what to expect. But I learned how to stay out of the way of the worst of it, how to take care of myself."

She had known it must have been awful, but he didn't even remember a time when it wasn't bad? Will obviously thought he could handle anything now, but Will at two or five or seven? What could he possibly have known about how to cope with all hell breaking loose in his home when he was so young?

"You do what you can to protect yourself," he said.

"Like what? I'm already hiding in my bedroom at my father's house—"

"No, I mean emotionally. You, uhh... if you're like me, you try hard not to let anyone matter to you, not to let anyone get too close, because if they don't matter, they can't hurt you. But that's me. You don't want to live like that, honey."

"I don't, but I have to do something. I can't live like this, Will. I can't feel like this."

"Okay, listen. You make a choice, Amanda. You decide you're done with all that crap that happened to you. You're done with it having any power over you. You're sick of thinking about it, sick of it messing up your life, and you push it down. You push it away, and get on with your life."

"I don't know how to do that. How did you do it?"

"I think I just got to a point where I'd thought every bad thing. I'd been as mad as I could get. And I was sick of it. There was nothing else to think about it. There was nothing else to do. It was in the past. I was ready for it to be my past, to get the hell out of my way. It's a mind game. The thoughts come in maybe a million times a day at first, and you push them away just as many times. The next day, it's not quite a million, and you keep pushing. It gets easier with time. You get busy, building a life that's different. One that's better. You have other things to think about. You stay busy, stay focused, and soon, you've done it. Your life is no longer dominated by all the crap that happened to you. You can do that, Amanda. I know you can."

"I feel like I'm stuck. I'm stuck inside my head. With nothing but my thoughts."

"Then get out of your head. Running helped me. I'd run until I couldn't, until I was so tired I could sleep and not have nightmares. I started lifting weights at some point. I started boxing. I liked that, hitting things without... you know, really hurting people. There were rules, strategies. You had to think. It wasn't getting mad and going off on someone. It was strength and endurance, quickness. It was a contest I could win. I liked that. I needed it."

"I'm glad you found something that helped."

"You'll find something, too."

She hoped so. Much as she hated the way she felt right now, in this room, the idea of leaving it terrified her. Like so many things just outside the door could hurt her. And she knew that was ridiculous, that she was perfectly safe in her father's house. But that wasn't how she felt.

"You can do this, Amanda. It won't always be this hard."

She wanted to believe him, but everything felt so bad. She couldn't imagine ever feeling anything but bad. How could she do that? Always be so scared? Feel so bad?

"Amanda, they're talking about hospitalizing you. Did you know that?"

"No," she whispered, feeling sick at the idea.

"You know what that means?"

A psychiatric hospital, he meant.

She'd sunk that low?

God.

"You have to promise me that you're not going to do anything to hurt yourself," he said.

It was that bad?

She couldn't breathe for a minute. Fear sliced through her, leaving her feeling wide open and so vulnerable, so... damaged.

"Amanda, promise me," he said, a fierce urgency in his words. "You promise me, right now."

"I'm not going to hurt myself," she whispered. "I promise."

"I want you to make that same promise to your father and to Emma. Can you do that?"

"I will. I can do it."

"You can. I know you can. Listen, I'm on a plane that's about to take off, so I have to turn off my phone in a minute. I'm sorry I'm so far away. I'm going to be there as soon as I can."

"You're coming?"

"Yes, I'm on my way."

She let out a shuddering breath, sobbing as she did.

"Oh, baby. Don't. Please don't do that. I'll be right there, I swear—"

"No!"

"What do you mean, no?"

She was more messed up, more pathetic than ever. She didn't think she could get out of her own bed. She didn't have the strength. She just kept lying here, and all these awful thoughts kept running through her head, all the memories.

"I don't want you to see me like this," she said finally.

"Why the hell not? You need me now."

"I've always needed you. I think I always will, but... Will, you always said you wouldn't stay. You were clear about that. I'm going to have to learn to live without you eventually."

"Not now, you don't. I'm going to be there as soon as it's physically possible—"

"Please, don't."

"Look, I'm sorry. I can't keep talking now. They'll kick me off the plane if I do, and then it'll take me even longer to get to you. We'll sort this out when I get there. Just remember what you promised me. Say it for me again, right now."

"I promise. I won't do anything."

"Okay. It's late. Try to sleep. Hopefully, I'll be there when you wake up."

And then he was gone.

She lay there, holding the phone, wanting him back, even just his voice, when she knew very well she'd told him not to come.

Joyce came and gently took the phone from her, kindly asked if she'd like some water, maybe some soup, because she hadn't eaten in a couple of days.

Amanda shook her head. She didn't want anything.

Her tears fell again. She drifted along, thought she must have been given something to help her sleep, because she wasn't so scared anymore. All those scary thoughts in her head got quieter, farther away. That was better.

* * *

She dreamed of Will, had nightmares about Buhkai and what she'd seen on TV at that school in Connecticut. She saw clearly the face of the man who'd raped her on the floor of her classroom, remembered thinking he was going to kill her, kill all of them, the kids and the teachers taken hostage.

Emma came to see her again. Her father was there, sleeping in a chair by her bed, the way he had in the hospital in Germany.

Sometimes, she thought Will was already there.

Her head, she thought, wasn't as completely full of the memories as it had been. The scenes weren't playing through her mind quite as quickly. They weren't crowding out everything else anymore.

A few normal thoughts crept in.

She considered getting out of bed long enough to take a shower, sipped from the cup of water on her nightstand so her mouth wasn't quite as dry. Her body, she thought, didn't ache quite as much.

She looked up at the window and saw light starting to show there. So it was morning, almost.

Maybe she'd get up today.

She had to eventually.

Amanda rolled over in her bed to face the room instead of her corner, and there in the chair was a man. Not her father.

Still half-asleep, she blinked to try to clear her vision.

It looked like Will, sprawled out asleep in a chair by her bed.

She drank in the sight of him, wondering if she'd actually talked to him on the phone or if she'd imagined it.

If it was him, his hair was longer than she was used to seeing it. But the image was familiar in other ways—that appealing shadow of stubble on his jaw, the lean body, the long legs stretched out in front of him. She could even smell that Will smell, that hint of heat and man she loved.

He stirred a bit, like he was trying to get more comfortable in the chair, and then his eyes opened and fixed on her. He looked for a moment as wary as she felt as she tried to figure out if he was real.

Maybe they hadn't gotten out of Buhkai.

Maybe everything to this point had been a dream, and she'd never made it home safely. Maybe they were still there, and Will was still trying to save her. And the men who had stormed into the school, the man who'd raped her, was still nearby. Maybe that's why her body hurt so much. Maybe that's why it felt like everything had just happened.

She cried out, her hand coming too late to stifle the sound.

Oh, God. Please don't let us still be back there.

"Hey, hey, hey." Will sat up, and then slid to the floor on his knees by her bed, so that they were on the same level, his face a few inches from hers. "It's okay. It's me. You're fine. You're safe."

"Promise?" she whispered.

"I promise."

"Where are we?"

He looked a little scared at that. "We're in your bedroom, in your father's house."

"Not in Buhkai?"

"No. That was almost a year ago. You got out. You're safe. I promise."

"You got me out," she said, because she was still trying to convince herself he was real, that all of this was real.

"Yes, I got you out."

Thank God.

Thank you, God.

She couldn't imagine what else might have happened to her, if he hadn't gotten her out of there.

"I keep dreaming that I'm back there," she said.

"You're not. You're right here, safe, in your father's house."

"And you're here?" She had to ask, had to know.

"Yes, I'm here. I told you I would be."

She nodded, remembering. The phone call must have been real. "I told you not to come."

"You did. I didn't listen."

No, he hadn't. She couldn't be sorry about that right now. "Why are you sleeping in the chair?"

The ends of his mouth curled up the tiniest bit, and he stopped looking so grim and tired. "Does that mean I can climb into that bed and hold you?"

"If you want to."

"I want to."

She scooted over on the bed, making room for him. He pulled off his boots and socks and dropped his cargo pants but left his underwear on. He peeled off two layers of T-shirts, and then, moving slowly, carefully, climbed into the bed and stretched out on his back, holding an arm out to her in invitation.

She rolled into that spot against his side, her head on his shoulder, one hand on his chest. His arm came loosely around her. He never held her tightly. He knew better, was so careful with her.

Perfect, she thought.

The man was perfect.

Except for the annoying way he kept promising to leave her eventually.

She couldn't think about that now. Later, she would. Not now.

She was too relieved he was here, too busy soaking up the heat of his body, the way she felt so safe against his bulk and strength.

"I'm sorry, honey. I'm so sorry I was so far away when you needed me."

Tears filled her eyes. The thing was, she'd always need him.

"Do you want to hear about it? What happened that day at the school?"

"If you want to tell me."

"No. Not really. But I think I need to say it to somebody." Him or Emma, at least. And he was the one who was here. He was the one who'd saved her. He should know. "I wasn't brave."

"I don't believe that," he whispered, his hand lightly stroking up and down her arm.

"No, I wasn't. I was so scared."

* * *

Buhkai, Africa

January 16th

Amanda Warren's class of five-year-olds were just settling into their seats for the start of their day when she heard the first inklings of trouble.

Doors banging. Shouts. Heavy footsteps.

She tried not to look scared, though she was, because she didn't want to frighten her students. She went to the classroom door and looked into the main hallway. She was far from the front of the school, so she probably had some time.

At least, she'd always thought she would, if trouble came from the main entrance.

And there it was, a glimpse of men rushing inside, guns drawn.

Oh, God.

To be a teacher, these days, was to have a plan. The sweet, gentle woman under whom Amanda had done her student teaching in the U.S. had explained it quite matter-of-factly before Amanda's first day in the classroom in Massachusetts.

A teacher had to know what she was going to do if a gunman walked into her school. She had to know the best places for her students to hide. Teachers arranged their rooms to provide places to hide in the back. They knew how much room they needed for all their students to fit.

They knew the fastest way out, hopefully multiple ways out. Did the classroom door lock? From the inside?

A teacher also needed something big and heavy near the door, perhaps a desk or a bookcase, to help hold the door closed a few extra seconds for students to hide or get away.

She kept something solid near the door to use as a weapon—a heavy glass vase or a baseball bat.

Amanda ran through her plan in her head every time the school held a fire drill. She wanted her plan to be automatic, no matter how surprised or scared she was, if she ever needed it.

With gunmen heading her way, she locked her classroom door. There wasn't a second door out, but she'd made sure she could get one of the big windows at the back of the room open, and she knew her students would fit through it.

"Naaji," she called out, because he was the natural leader of the group. He was the grandson of her father's good friend Aalam Haddad. She'd known Naaji since he was born, when his grandfather and Amanda's father were posted in Saudi Arabia.

Naaji stood in front of her, looking scared himself, a beautiful, dark-haired, dark-eyed boy, as sweet and loving as could be. She tried to look confident in what she was about to ask him to do.

"Someone's here, Naaji, and we need to get away. I want you to go out the window, and then I'm going to start helping everyone else out. You be on the other side to help from there. We need to be fast, okay?"

"Yes, Miss Amanda," he said solemnly.

"Everyone, line up behind Naaji. Hurry."

She opened the window, and he went out head first, diving almost, but they were on the ground floor. It wasn't far. He wasn't hurt. In a moment, he was on his feet, ready to help.

She started pushing children out as fast as she could. "I want you to follow Naaji. Do what he says, all right? Naaji, cross the courtyard to the canteen, and run to the other side of that room and out the door to the loading dock and the street. Then go home. Everybody go home and stay there."

Some of them started to sob softly, little faces breaking her heart, they looked so scared, as the noises from the front of the school got louder and scarier. Screaming. Gunfire, she feared. Banging. Running feet. Chaos. She hoped it meant some of the students and staff members were getting away.

"Aren't you coming?" Naaji asked.

She hoped so. She could get through the window, too. If she had time. "I will if I can."

Then it was done. They were all out, gathered around the window watching her, so much trust in their eyes. They had faith in her to keep them safe.

"Listen, all of you. I want you to know that I love you all very much," she said, in case they didn't make it across the courtyard or through the canteen or home safely. If they heard only one more thing in their lives, she wanted it to be that they were loved.

"We love you, Miss Amanda," they said, and some of the girls closest to the window reached out to hug her. "No. Go. Go now, Naaji. Run."

She looked back at her classroom to make sure no one had been left behind. Little Lena, a tiny, solemn-eyed thing and probably Amanda's favorite of the girls, tended to hide when she got scared. She'd make herself into a little ball and sink down to the floor in any dark corner she could find.

Had she helped Lena out the window? Amanda couldn't be sure.

She was looking in the corner near the window when she heard someone at her door, trying the knob, realizing it was locked and rattling it hard in an attempt to get in. She hadn't had time to push the bookcase in front of the door yet.

Amanda glanced out the window.

The kids hadn't gotten far.

A few more moments, and they'd be across the courtyard, into the canteen.

They just needed a few more moments.

She thought of her father. He hadn't wanted her to come here. He'd been so worried, and then he'd just wanted her to come home. She'd refused, not wanting to leave her students mid-year and thinking she was safe, that the new democracy in Buhkai would hold. And maybe just wanting to make him proud of her.

I'm so sorry, Daddy.

She closed the window, fastened it, and made herself walk slowly toward the door.

It burst open, banging against the far wall, and a man burst in, a big, wicked-looking assault weapon drawn. He grabbed Amanda roughly by her upper arm, looking big and strong and so menacing. In French, the most prevalent language spoken in the country, he yelled, "Where are your students?"

"They... they have music instruction this morning," she lied in French herself, hoping nervously that she was hiding any hint of an American accent. Her father had drilled her, early and often, about not looking or sounding like an American in certain countries.

The man crushing her arm looked as if he didn't believe her. His grip tightened. She whimpered and tried to back away, but couldn't escape his hold.

"Aalam Haddad's grandson? He is in your classroom?"

Naaji?

They wanted Naaji?

The grandson of a man high in the current government.

Which told her the man in front of her was likely a rebel, from one of the many factions trying to seize control of the country.

And he planned to use a five-year-old to help him do that?

"Haddad's grandson?" the man repeated, more harshly than before, and then his weapon came up. He held it with the end of the barrel pressed against Amanda's head. It was hot to the touch, burning hot, so she knew it had been fired recently.

"Naaji?" she said.

"Yes, Naaji."

"He's absent today. Or... maybe he's tardy. School just started. He's... late. So many days, he's late to school. He's not a very responsible boy," she lied, about a boy so brave he was now leading his classmates to safety, she hoped.

The man leaned over her, his angry, dark eyes studying her intently, his hand tightening on the trigger of the gun. "Absent?"

Amanda nodded, feeling nothing but the hot metal of the gun against her forehead and his brutal grip on her arm.

"I don't believe you."

"Well, maybe he knew he was late, and he had music first thing today. Maybe he went straight to the auditorium for music class."

"We will see." The man started dragging Amanda along into the hallway, which was engulfed in pure chaos.

Adults and children, looking terrified, pressed up against the walls and froze as she and the gunman appeared. He paid no attention to them, and they took off running. She saw flashes of guilty, pitying looks, as a few of the adults met her gaze, but she motioned them on, to get out if they could and get the children to safety. Besides, she was afraid the man, who was dragging her down the hallway so fast she was almost running to keep up, would shoot anyone who tried to help her.

He wanted Naaji, and she'd let him know that she was Naaji's teacher, that she could identify him, even lead this man to Naaji.

How stupid of her.

But her kids were safe.

They'd have made it. They were on the street now, running home, such good kids. They'd do what she had told them to do.

Please, please, please. Let them be safe.
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Baxter, Ohio

"He dragged me to the auditorium, and when my students weren't there, he got so mad because he knew I'd lied to him, and Naaji had gotten away. Then he started hitting me, and I fell to the floor. He kicked me in my ribs, then dragged me back to my classroom. I thought he was going to kill me. I didn't even try to fight him after a while when he... when he.... He grabbed me and held onto me by my hair, and he was so strong. I don't think I even screamed anymore. I thought it didn't matter because I'd be dead anyway."

Will had been rock still as she told him what happened, barely even seeming to breathe. Now, he eased his way down and rolled up on his side, so they were nearly nose to nose.

Taking her face in his hands, he said, "The thing that matters is that you're alive. Nothing else. It's over, you're alive and you're here. Those kids are all alive. That matters."

"The thing I saw on TV? That made me remember? That was real? Someone was shooting in a school in the U.S.?"

Will nodded.

"Little kids? There are little kids who died?"

"And teachers," he said, his gaze steady. "The teachers managed to save a lot of their students that day, and a few of the teachers died doing it."

"It's just... crazy. That's crazy."

"I know, honey."

"The whole world is crazy. It doesn't make sense. Kids in a school? They should be safe."

"I know. They should be."

"If they're not safe in a school—"

"Amanda, there's nothing you can do about that—"

"Somebody has to do something."

"You're right. But not you right now. Just try to go to sleep, please? Just sleep."

And she did.

* * *

She slept well for the first time since her memories came back, and she woke up hours later in her bed with Will.

He was really there.

She felt ridiculously grateful.

He looked so tired. She was, too. Exhausted, still. She wouldn't have moved, but she desperately had to go to the bathroom. Once there, she realized it had been days since she felt clean, since she cared about anything like being clean. Even now, it sounded like it would take tremendous effort to accomplish that, so she compromised by getting into the shower and sitting on the floor. She just let the water roll over her, until she found the strength to stand up and wash her hair, and finally to wash her whole body.

Stepping out of the shower, she felt halfway alive for the first time in days. Reaching for a towel, she saw out of the corner of her eye that the door was open a few inches. She hadn't left it that way. She walked over to the door, and there was Will, sitting on the floor just outside, nearly asleep.

"I know I locked this door."

"Honey, that's not a lock."

Not against him, apparently.

"What are you doing?" But she was afraid she knew exactly what he was doing. He and everyone else weren't leaving her alone. "I can't be trusted in the bathroom alone?"

It came off sounding mean, she realized, and he looked... afraid. He looked so afraid.

"Will, I'm not going to hurt myself. I promised you that, and I meant it."

But he still looked so afraid. She thought she had to tell him everything, that nothing less would do.

"Okay, before, I couldn't think of anything but what happened. For a while, it was like I was paralyzed by the memories, like I was in a trance. I couldn't see anything but what happened in Buhkai, over and over again. Emma and my father were trying to help me. I knew that. But I didn't think anything would help. I didn't think about actually hurting myself, but I could see, if I stayed there, stuck in all those memories, that one day... I might. To make it stop. I could see a day coming when all I might care about was making all the bad stuff stop."

There. She'd gotten it out. The worst part.

Will looked like it had hurt him just as much to hear it as it had hurt her to admit it. He had tears in his eyes. He was afraid, too. This big, tough man, capable of anything, was terrified for her.

She wrapped her towel around her more securely and sat on the floor facing him, pulled his head down to her shoulder and wrapped her arms around him, so she could hold him for a minute. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry for scaring you."

"Just tell me you really are better, that you're really going to be okay."

"I am. I promise."

They sat there for a few minutes, and she could tell it took a real effort for him to breathe slowly and evenly. He finally got to his feet and pulled her up to hers. He looked her over from head to toe, held her face in his hands, traced a few of the freckles across her cheek and gave her a sad, serious smile.

"I'm going to be okay," she said again.

"You'd better be." He kissed her forehead. "I came straight off a mission, and then I was traveling for nearly forty-eight hours. Can I borrow your shower?"

"Sure. Go ahead."

"Have you eaten anything lately?"

She shook her head.

"Put some clothes on. I'll be ready in a minute, and then we're going to find you some food, and you're going to eat."

When he got out of the shower, he took over, and she let him, because she was still tired and somewhere in a fog. Her father was downstairs, looking so relieved to see her. She hugged him and let him fuss over her while Joyce made breakfast.

Amanda drank some ginger tea, which had always helped soothe her stomach when it was in knots. At the moment, it was just rumbling and empty, but she wanted to be careful with it. So she stuck to tea and a banana muffin. Will ate enough for three people, and coaxed her into having a bit of his scrambled eggs and toast.

She was tired already, but he convinced her to go outside. The fresh air would feel good, and it was sunny and unseasonably warm for December.

She curled up in a blanket on a lounge chair, her legs drawn up to make room for him. He was right. The sun, the fresh air, the sky did feel good. She felt more normal than she had since all her memories came storming back into her head.

Will was here, even though she'd told him not to come.

She'd have to do something about that eventually—him being here.

But not now. For now, she was going to let him take care of her.

* * *

After Amanda fell asleep, Will sat there and let himself drink in the sight of her. He needed to calm down, to accept that she was truly safe and whole.

It felt like it had taken years to get to her, years of terror and feeling powerless. Then he'd spent hours sitting by her bedside, begging the universe to let her wake up and speak to him, say something that let him know she hadn't shattered inside, that she was still herself, or that she would be one day.

Getting to hold her in her bed while she curled up so trustingly against him had helped. Seeing her up and walking, dressed, eating a bit, sounding a bit tentative and exhausted but fairly normal, helped more.

But he was still freaked out, like he couldn't quite catch up with all that had happened, couldn't quite believe it. He was so grateful to be here with her.

For a moment, after Emma had told him what had happened, he hadn't been able to think, to move. It had felt like the whole world blinked a few times and then the power went out. Everything was black, and he couldn't hear anything except silence, and then the roaring in his ears.

It was like what happened when things blew up.

Everything was gone. There was no sound, nothing you could see, nothing in your head you could make sense of. It was all just gone.

He'd felt like his whole world had been blown up. It was gone if she wasn't in it.

When he finally came back to himself, Mace had been there. He'd cleared the room at some point, not wanting anybody to see Will like that, and he was in Will's face, trying to get him to say something, anything, to do something.

Will couldn't, except to tell Mace, Get me home.

Now Will was here, better but still scared.

One of the back doors to the house opened. He looked up to see Emma and Sam. Will felt like a bit of the weight he'd been carrying eased. He didn't think he'd ever been so happy to see them.

He grabbed Emma and hugged her tight for a long time. She seemed shocked. He'd never greeted her this way. He was just so grateful to her for all she'd done for Amanda.

"How is she today?" Emma asked once Will finally let her go.

"Exhausted, but more like herself. She slept for about six hours straight, took a shower, got dressed, ate a little bit. Fell back to sleep out here about twenty minutes ago."

Will turned to Sam, grabbed him and gave him the same treatment Emma had received. It felt good, Will realized. He didn't feel so alone with all his fears. Sam seemed surprised, too, but hugged him right back.

"I'm so glad you were here for her," Will told Emma, then turned to Sam. "You, too."

"Hey, anything we can do, anytime," Sam said.

Will thought about hugging Sam again, just for saying it and because he knew he didn't deserve that kind of loyalty and understanding he'd always received from them.

This was something family did.

You had a hard time, they were there for you. Someone you... someone you were crazy about had a hard time, your family was there for her, too. The way they felt about Will—what they'd claimed to feel over the years and he hadn't trusted and had pushed away—was still there. It had never been rescinded, and now, because Will cared about Amanda so much, they would, too. They'd treat her as much like family as they did him.

It was an amazing gift.

He couldn't believe he'd tried to keep them at arm's length for so long. Something was wrong with him. Something was broken in him, he knew. But on that day, he was humbled by everything they had done and would do in the future for him and Amanda.

He could ask anything of the whole family, and they would do it.

How did you thank people for something like that?

"I think Amanda's awake," Emma said. "I'm going to spend a few minutes with her."

Leaving the two women alone, he and Sam walked back into the house. In the big family room, Will saw that it was just him and Sam, thankfully no sign of Amanda's father.

"You okay?" Sam asked.

Will couldn't even try to be anything but completely honest. "Scared the shit out of me."

"Me, too. I've never been so up-close-and-personal with what Emma does. I knew she was tough, that it had to be really hard, but I had no idea."

"I know. I never imagined. I think the only reason I stayed as sane as I was, being so far away when this happened, was knowing Emma was here with Amanda. It was the worst feeling in the world, knowing Amanda was in trouble and how long it was going to take me to get to her."

Sam nodded. "What are you going to do about that, Will?"

"I don't know. I don't know what she'll let me do." Jesus, they still had to deal with that. "She told me not to come, Sam. I'd been going crazy, trying to just talk to her. I finally got her on the phone right before I got on a plane in Virginia, and she told me not to come."

"Did she even know what she was saying? Because when I saw her—"

"She knew."

"Well, you came anyway, so—"

"There was no fucking way I could have not come here. Shit, even her father looked happy to see me. He was that scared."

"Good. Good for you. If you feel that way, this is where you should be. So, why did she tell you to stay away?"

"She said she didn't want me to see her like this." Will shook his head. "I do not understand women."

"Yeah, tell me something I don't know."

"You must understand women. You and Rachel have been married forever."

Sam laughed. "You really believe there are men who understand those creatures? Jesus, you really don't know anything about women. I love my wife, Will, but I wouldn't say I always understand her. There isn't a man alive who'd tell you he always understands his wife."

"That makes no sense. How do you deal with her and keep it together, if you don't understand her?"

"It doesn't matter. She's my wife, my partner. I love her. Whatever happens, we're going through it together. That's it, the way it is. Nothing else matters."

Sam went quiet, and Will had a minute to try to take that in. He'd always thought some men just understood, and maybe it was possible to understand a few women here and there among the masses, but he'd certainly never known one of them.

And now there was Amanda.

"I've never had this problem before," he said finally. "I can't get her out of my head, can't stop thinking about her, worrying about her, missing her."

"So what's the problem?"

Will would have laughed if he didn't still remember so clearly that feeling of the whole world blowing up when he'd thought he might never see her again. And yet, the problems between them remained. The problems with him.

"She thinks she needs me now. A few more months, maybe a year, and she'll be fine. She'll forget all about me."

"Is that what you want? For her to forget all about you?"

"I don't think it really matters what I want."

"Of course it does."

"Sam, her father's an ambassador. She went to a Swiss boarding school. She has a fucking trust fund."

"So?"

"She can do so much better. Someone like me doesn't deserve a woman like her. It's crazy to even think of her that way."

"Will, if you don't want her, that's one thing. But if you think you can't have her, you're mistaken. If you think you don't deserve her, then I have to tell you, sometimes the world is incredibly kind and sends truly amazing women to men like you and me. You think I deserve a woman like Rachel in my life? No way, but there she is."

Was Sam crazy? Of course, he deserved her. Sam was one of the best men Will knew. Strong and generous. Hard-working. Honest. Protective. Loved his wife and his kids like crazy. Would do anything for them. Even for someone like Will, who wasn't Sam's.

"I knew from the first moment I saw Rachel that I didn't deserve her," Sam said. "But I sure wasn't too stupid to reach out and grab her when I had the chance."

"Stupid? You think I'm stupid?"

"I don't know. I guess we'll have to wait and see what you do from here."

Sam didn't get it. Will wasn't the man Sam was. Sam loved Rachel, no question. He knew how to do it. Love was so much more than saying the words. Will's mother, when she was drunk enough, would say she loved him. What the hell did words mean?

Love was how you treated someone. Love was how you took care of them, their feelings, their needs, their happiness, their dreams.

Sam knew how to do that. He could take care of a woman and keep her safe, could do that for his family, too. He wasn't ever going to walk away from any of them.

Which Will feared he was going to have to do.

Any day now.

She'd told him not to come in the first place, and he was pretty sure she was going to tell him to leave before long.

He'd do it.

For her.

So that one day, she could have the kind of man she needed, the kind of man she deserved.

But it might just kill him to walk away from her.

* * *

Will got three days and nights of watching her come back to herself, to life. He didn't leave her side. He made sure she ate, got her outside in the sun. He let her talk, let her cry. He slept in her bed at night and held her when she was scared, but nothing else.

He was only now starting to truly calm down, to see and believe that she was going to be okay. But he still remembered her telling him not to come.

How could she say that?

She'd needed him. More than ever, and the idea that he wouldn't be there... No. It wasn't right.

But he knew he had no right to force his way in here. If her father hadn't wanted Will here, he wouldn't be here. But her father had been scared enough to let Will in, to let him stay. And she had, too, once he'd barged in.

Still, it wouldn't always be like that. He was just a man who'd saved her life once, who she'd let into her life, but she could change her mind about that at any time.

Will was all caught up in her, his head full of her. He craved something as simple as having her hand in his, so he knew she was safe. If she was scared, he'd take care of her.

How could he do without that?

Late on that third day, she asked, "When do you have to leave?"

"End of the week. At least, I'm supposed to, but I can try to get more time—"

"No, Will. You always said you'd go eventually."

Her voice was so calm as she said it, like she was resigned to it.

"Amanda, I told you, anytime you ever need me, all you have to do is call, and I'll be here, swear to God."

"No," she said.

"I will. I know I wasn't here at first this time. I hated that I was so far away and how long it took me to get here." And the thought of leaving her now? He felt something very close to panic.

"How does that work, Will? If I need you, you're there? If I have some kind of crisis or some little project that I think only you can help me with, you come running? But if I need something more... ordinary is not the word, but... If I want a man who's going to be here, as a part of my life... Not to save me, but to live his life with me... That's not you?"

"No. I told you—"

"I know. You did. I'm just trying to understand. I haven't asked before, because you've been so generous, so good to me. But I think this time... if you go this time, and things are the same between us, you have to stay away. I can't keep depending on you. I can't keep loving you the way I do... I love you, Will."

He felt the word slice through him.

Love.

It was like it sliced him open completely, down to his heart, and that was laid open, too, and it went right inside.

That word, love.

Amanda loving him.

She was already in there, he realized. She was in his heart, and now, she thought she wanted to fill his heart with something else, what she thought she felt for him. Something she called love.

"You have to know I do. I haven't said it, because I knew you didn't want that from me. But I haven't tried to hide it."

"Amanda, please don't—" He was drowning. His body was so heavy he couldn't move. What was she doing to him?

"If you're never going to love me, I have to learn to live without you, and it needs to start now."

"That's why you told me not to come?"

"I don't know. I was just such a mess. I didn't want you to see me like that. I wanted you with me, but I also didn't. And now that I'm better, as much as I've needed you, Will, I know it's only going to get harder, the longer you stay with me. I just wish I understood, because you don't seem to want to leave me. Not now. Not from the very first. I remember now, being in the hospital in Africa with you, and it's hazy in parts, but you didn't want to go, even then, did you?"

God, no.

He hadn't.
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Djibouti, Africa

January 17th

Will laid his forehead on the mattress of her hospital bed, his hands over his head, her hand still in one of his, not wanting to let go of her. Then he closed his eyes and tried to block out all the ugly images in his head of what they'd done to her, how much they'd hurt her and how horrible the world was some days.

He had to leave her, and he hated that. He should have been gone already. On two continents, people were screaming for him, but he'd ignored them all for her.

She'd begged him to stay, a man she hadn't even known until a few hours ago, the only familiar thing in her world at the moment. He'd promised to try his best, but that wasn't enough.

Looking down at her one more time, he wondered what she'd look like without so many bruises, abrasions, a swelling and blackened eye, tear tracks on her cheeks and her hair going every which way.

What would she look like on a normal day?

He doubted he'd ever find out.

Will had seen a small photo of her on the screen of his phone, but that wasn't the same thing as seeing her in person. And he wasn't the kind of man who crossed paths with a woman like her, unless she was being held hostage in a foreign country or something like that.

Will understood that. He just wanted to make sure she was safe for now. He wanted someone to promise him she'd never be hurt like this again, but he'd seen enough of the ugliness in the world to know that was impossible.

Still, he wanted a damned guarantee, wanted to put her in some kind of protective bubble, with a nice, soft cushion between her and harsh reality. She deserved it.

She seemed to be sleeping, mostly peacefully, because of whatever they'd given her. Which meant he wouldn't get to say goodbye to her. He hated that, too.

Will didn't make promises to women. He never made promises he couldn't keep. But she had him breaking all sorts of his rules.

She was lying on her side, her hands curled up on the pillow by her chin. He leaned over and let the side of his head rest on her bed so they were nearly nose-to-nose, and then he smoothed her hair back from her poor, bruised face.

She made a sound like a little purr, so he kept stroking his hands through her hair.

"Oh, baby. What are we gonna do with you?" he asked. "Someone has to take care of you, make sure you're never in a spot like this again. For a woman like you, that shouldn't be hard. Men would probably line up for the chance."

He kissed her forehead softly. She did that little purring thing again.

"I'll tell you a secret. If I could have you by being the toughest, meanest son of a bitch alive, you'd be mine."

Yeah, right.

"I'm dreaming, honey. I know it. I just wanted you to know how I hate like hell having to leave you right now. It took a direct order from a general and a full-blown threat from a deputy director of the CIA. That and a bunch more Americans still trapped in Buhkai."

Nothing else could have done it. Nothing.

"Your father's on his way. He'll be here as fast as a plane will get him here. Promise. And that nice nurse who's been taking care of you? She promised to stay with you until your father gets here. It's all I could do, Amanda. I'm so sorry. I hate to leave you like this, hate the idea of you waking up and thinking I walked out on you."

He let the back of his hand, his thumb, stroke down the side of her face. Was it his imagination, or did she lean into that touch?

"So, listen, I know this was an awful thing that happened to you, but you can put it behind you. I know you can. You're brave and strong, and you can do anything. Forget me, too. Forget all of this. Go back and live your life, be happy. You deserve that."

He stood up then, feeling a jumble of emotions he did not understand. This time with her seemed to have done something to him, something he didn't like, that didn't feel normal or comfortable.

But he was about to do what he always did.

Walk away.

Especially from women. He'd never met a woman he couldn't walk away from, and it wasn't like Amanda was even remotely his. She was just a woman in trouble, one who had just lived through the worst day of her life, and he would forever be a man who reminded her of that day.

So, yes. She had to forget him.

He touched her cheek one more time. "I'll never forget you."

And then he turned and walked away.

* * *

Baxter, Ohio

No, Will had never wanted to leave her.

Who would ever want to leave a woman like her?

"So, help me out, Will," she said. "Help me understand. If it's your work, all the time away, I wouldn't like it. I always want you here. But I get how important what you do is. I wouldn't be alive without you and what you do, so I'm not about to say you have to give that up for me. I'd take whatever time we had together, whatever you're willing to give me—"

"It's not enough," he said.

"And that's something you get to decide? I don't get a say in it at all? I think I should be able to say what I want. If all I get is a little time with you here and there, for as long as you're in the SEAL teams—"

"No, I mean it's not just time," he admitted.

"Okay. What is it? Tell me that. Because I think I remember waking up in the hospital in Germany, too, and I know my father was there. But sometimes I think you were there, that you came to find me in Germany. Did you do that?"

"Yes. I did."

* * *

Djibouti, Africa

It was a hard four days before Will got back to the base hospital in Djibouti, but the last of the Americans were out and safe, and the embassy was closed.

He'd done something weird to his right eye in the process. He was seeing little flashes of light here and there, having blind spots at times. He'd kept working, waiting for it to clear, but it hadn't.

So he walked back into the ER and soon found himself being scolded for not coming in sooner, by the same nurse who'd taken care of Amanda. The nurse claimed the kind of injury he had could make him lose sight completely in that eye. They wanted to send him to a specialist in Germany, which he grumbled about until he found out they'd also sent Amanda there.

Will hadn't asked about her, although it had been a constant battle not to, or to wonder if she might still be in Djibouti, if he might get to see her one more time.

Then, it hit him. They'd sent her to Germany?

"Wait. Did she get worse?"

"Her brain started swelling. We shipped her out a few hours after you left."

Shit. "Do you know what happened to her? Once she got there?"

"No, but if we sent you to Germany, you might be able to find out yourself."

"Yes, please." Will didn't even try to lie to himself about how badly he wanted that.

He got there early the next morning, caught all kinds of hell from the ophthalmologist about his eye for not seeking treatment sooner for a detached retina. Apparently it was not something to play around with.

He wanted to ask, Have you seen what's been happening in Buhkai the last few days? It wasn't like he could go across the street and find an eye specialist.

"But you can fix it, right?" he asked finally.

"Probably," the doctor said.

Will took that as a yes.

Once the doctor was gone, he found Amanda's room and knocked softly on the slightly open door. He barely got a glimpse of her—no more than a faint outline of her body, looking so small and slight, beneath the sheet on the bed as she slept—before a tall, distinguished man got up from his chair at her bedside and walked out into the hallway.

"Mr. Ambassador?" He'd left the door to Amanda's room open, but stood between it and Will, like he wasn't going to let anyone get closer to her. Will wanted in that room.

"Yes." The man seemed a bit cold, looked Will over with a skeptical eye. Will wished he'd taken the time to shower and put on clean clothes before he'd boarded the plane to come here. He definitely looked like a man who'd spent the last five days in the field.

Damn.

"Sir, Will Gerard."

"Oh, it's you." The look Will had thought was coldness disappeared, and the man became simply someone who was scared to death for his daughter. "So good to meet you, Master Chief. I'm James Warren. I can't tell you how grateful I am for what you did for my daughter."

"You're welcome, Sir." Will shook the ambassador's hand. "How is she? I heard there were some complications from the head injury."

"We had a few scary days, but the doctors managed to bring the swelling down, and they think she's going to be fine."

"I was hoping I could see her," Will said, unable to stop himself.

Hoping? He'd fight an army for five minutes with her.

"I'm not sure if that's a good idea," the ambassador said. "Between the head injury and the trauma of everything she's been through, she doesn't remember much. The doctors say it's not unusual, and while they think she likely will remember one day, I can't help but hope she doesn't. I'm afraid that seeing you might bring back some of those memories. You understand, son?"

"Of course, Sir," What else could he say? He felt dumbstruck by the news. Which was ridiculous. He'd told her himself in Djibouti to forget him, to get on with her life. And this wasn't about him. It was about her. No way he wanted her to remember something like being held hostage and raped.

Still, did that mean she didn't remember Will at all?

He hated that idea.

"I understand, Sir." Still, Jesus, that hurt. "I'd never want to do anything to make it more difficult for her."

Not even if it meant never seeing her again.

But he hadn't realized how badly he wanted to see her. Just one time, to see that she was all right.

Shit.

He wouldn't shove an old man aside and storm the door to get to her. The impulse was there, but he wasn't that crazy where she was concerned. Was he?

"They told me no one was hurt rescuing Amanda, but it looks like you did something to your eye," the ambassador said.

"Nothing serious, I'm sure," Will said. "And I didn't do it getting her out of Buhkai."

"Ahh, the embassy?"

"Yes, Sir."

"Well, is there anything else I can do for you, son?"

"No, Sir. I just wanted to make sure she was okay."

"You don't need to worry about her. I'll make sure she has everything she needs to recover from this. And I definitely owe you a huge favor. I still have friends at state, the Joint Special Operations Command, Homeland Security, all sorts of places. If you need anything, give me a call."

Will took the business card the man pulled out of a little silver case in his jacket pocket and fought not to crumple it up in his hand. The man might as well have said, Thank you for all you've done. Now get the hell away from my daughter.

Amanda Warren was no longer his concern. Which should not have been a problem. He'd never wanted to take care of a woman, to have that kind of responsibility, hadn't since he was a kid and couldn't save his own alcoholic, drug-addicted mother.

But he wanted to take care of Amanda. He'd just about cut off his arm for the right to do that.

* * *

Baxter, Ohio

Amanda had so hoped that was it, that her father kept pushing Will away from her, and Will kept doing what her father wanted. So all she had to do was get her father to stop saying whatever he was saying, and everything would be fine, right?

Will had come to Germany to find her. He'd come here, to her father's house, too, long before Amanda had ever figured out who he was and hunted him down.

Will had wanted to see her. That had to mean something.

"I remember in the hospital in Germany, hearing your voice. I don't remember what you said, but I remember your voice—"

"Amanda, it's not that. It's not your father—"

"No, he made you leave. I know it."

"He didn't make me go. I told you, nobody makes me go anywhere I don't want to go, unless it's people up the chain of command, and I've ignored them, too, at times—"

"I was so happy you came back for me. I wanted you to, so much. Will, I don't know what my father said, but you can't let that keep us apart. I'll tell him to stay out of this, and he will. I know it—"

"Amanda," he said more forcefully, "it's not your father."

"No. I remember. You came to Germany to find me."

* * *

Lundstahl, Germany

Slowly, Amanda started to become aware of sounds. No, it was more that she was becoming able to make sense of the sounds. Beeps. Blips. Footsteps. Sounds swirling inside her head slowly coalescing into words.

Ambassador.

She knew that word. That was her father.

Her father was here?

She'd like that, to have him close. She'd always felt safe with her father, and it seemed very important right then to feel safe.

She thought about trying to open her eyes, but it would take so much effort, and she was tired. Her head hurt, and it was hard to think. Time moved in odd ways, and she didn't understand what had happened, what was wrong.

She might have whimpered, made some sort of sound, because her father was there again.

"You're going to be fine," he said. "I'm right here with you. I won't go anywhere, I promise."

"Wait—" She'd heard those words before. Almost the exact words. That she was safe. That she would be fine. That he would stay with her.

Not her father.

Who was he?

Why did it seem like he was important?

"What happened?" she muttered, feeling like she'd said that a thousand times.

She was so confused. She couldn't remember if anyone had answered her.

She found her father's hand and latched onto it, then thought it wasn't quite right. She remembered another hand, one that had felt like a lifeline to her.

I'll never forget you.

Yes! In her poor, muddled brain, she could hear another man's words.

God, I hate to leave you like this, hate the idea of you waking up and thinking I walked out on you.

No, he couldn't do that. He couldn't leave her.

What happened? What happened? What happened?

Her father kept whispering, trying to calm her down, but where was he? He was important. She needed him, and for a moment, she'd thought he was there.

The fog in her brain started to lift, and she wasn't as scared, didn't feel so alone or afraid. She could breathe easier, relax a bit. She was safe with him.

I was hoping I could to see her,

There it was, that voice.

Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!

He was here! Everything was better with him.

I just wanted to know that she's okay.

She was if he was here! Okay. Better. Safe.

Amanda tried to tell him. She tried so hard, and then he was gone.

Where was he?

* * *

Baxter, Ohio

"Okay, yes," Will admitted. "I was there, and yes, when I saw your father in Germany, he didn't want me to see you. I came to this house, a few weeks later when I first got back into town, because I knew you were here."

"And he told you to leave me alone again."

"He did. You didn't remember what happened to you, and there was no way I was going to make things harder for you by bringing all that crap back. I told you that when you first came to see me at the shelter, and I meant it. I agreed with your father completely about that."

Amanda still couldn't accept that.

Her father could be so polished, so courteous, as humble as need be for his job. And if he needed to, he could stand up to kings, dictators and presidents. If ever a man was capable of going toe-to-toe with a badass Navy SEAL, it was her father. And he would have used whatever it took, if he thought he was doing the right thing for Amanda, to talk Will into staying away.

Like saying, You are not good enough for my daughter.

Amanda cringed at the thought.

"He fed you some kind of crap about not being good enough for me, and it is crap, Will. You are the best person I know. The bravest, the strongest—"

"Stop it!" He actually yelled at her, his voice so sharp she flinched. "Your father loves you. He would do anything for you—"

"So would you," she yelled right back. "Don't try to tell me you wouldn't. You have already. You always do. Whatever I've needed, you've given me."

"What your father said in Germany... yeah, he was kind of an ass. But when I showed up at this house, he wasn't as scared, as close to thinking he might lose you forever. He wasn't nearly as arrogant or dismissive of me. But he did say he knows what my life is like, how much I'm gone, how dangerous the job is, how hard on relationships, how tough a woman has to be to handle that—"

"So I'm not tough enough?"

"No. That's not what I said. That's not what he said."

"Then what did he say?" Amanda was yelling again, couldn't help it. So much depended on this. Her whole life.

"He said you lost your mother when you were a little girl, and that despite loving you like crazy, at times he couldn't be there for you, either, because of his job. So there you were, a little girl without a mother and sometimes without a father. So he'd asked you to be tough and strong and handle that, and he regretted that now. He wished he'd been there for you, the way a father should be—"

"He's a wonderful father," she cried. "We were this tough little team, me and him. We got through it just fine, and I'm proud of him. I'm so proud of what he does. He works so hard. He makes a difference."

"I know. I believe that."

"You make a difference, too."

Will ignored that. "Your father, when you were in Buhkai and you were so hurt and so scared, it ate him up inside. It still is. And he wanted you to finally have someone in your life who wasn't off trying to save the world, wasn't putting anything else ahead of you. He wanted someone to be here for you, take care of you, love you, because you'd never had that, and he thought you deserved it. I get that, Amanda. I want you to have everything, just like your father does."

"Fine. I want you."

He threw his head back and groaned.

"I don't want you to blame him for this. I don't want any misunderstanding about that, because I know you love him. I know you need him."

"Now you're going to tell me who I'm allowed to be mad at? Who I can blame for keeping us apart?"

"No—"

"That's what you just did, Will." God, he was the most annoying, stubborn man. How had she not seen that before?

"Amanda, I mean, no, that's not it. That's not the reason... I can't be with you."

And again, there it was. Like slamming into a brick wall.

God, what was it?

"What is it, then?"

He shot her a pleading look. It scared her, because he looked scared.

Nothing scared Will, except her being hurt or afraid.

He'd faced down armed militants who'd kidnapped her, and he'd single-handedly dragged her out of hell.

"Just tell me," she begged. "I can handle hearing it, Will, whatever it is. Tell me, and we'll deal with it."

"It's me," he finally said, looking so sad and vulnerable she started to cry for both of them.

"What about you?"

He was perfect. Maybe a little stubborn, maddening at times, but what man wasn't? He was still perfect to her.

"It's just... the way I am, Amanda."

"Okay," she said, softer now. He was talking, and she didn't want him to stop. "What way?"

"There's a part of me... There was a time in my life when things were so crazy, so out of control, that the only way I could handle it was to shut down. Everything. Everything I felt, especially."

"Okay. I can understand that." She hated it, him feeling that way, trying to cut himself off from his own feelings to survive.

"It got to be a habit. It got to be... just the way I am." He looked like he was confessing his deepest, darkest sin, his greatest shame. "Turning off every emotion. Distancing myself from everything and everyone in my life. I still do it. I've made my peace with it. It feels... not normal.... I know it's not that, but it's just... the way I am."

"Will, we all have our idiosyncrasies—"

"It's so much more than that. I don't feel things the way normal people do," he said. "I keep a certain distance between me and everybody else. It feels safer to me. I don't think that's ever going to change, Amanda. If I could change for anybody, it would be you, I swear. But I don't know how to do it. I'm sorry."

"Don't know how to do what? Feel? You're trying to tell me you feel nothing for me?"

"No. Not... nothing. Just not what you deserve. I don't love you the way you deserve to be loved. I don't know how. I won't let myself, and I want you to have that. I want you to have the best of everything, and that includes a better man than I am."

She shook her head. "Will, there's no better man for me than you."

He gave a curt laugh. "Of course, there is."

"Oh, my God, you really believe that?"

"Of course, I do. I know it."

Amanda sat back, made herself breathe, dried her tears. Now she knew. She understood. She just had to explain it to him in a way he understood, too, because he had to get this, or he wouldn't be with her.

"Let me try to say it this way," she began. "There have been men in my life I thought I was in love with, and men who said they loved me. But none of them have been as kind, as caring, as considerate, as sweet, as gentle or as loving to me as you have. None of them came close. Everything inside of me, everything I feel says you love me and you want to be with me."

He looked baffled, lost, and still so sad.

"Okay, let's start with the easy part," she said. "You want to be with me?"

"I told you. You deserve—"

"Just answer the question, Will. Do you want to be with me?"

He looked like he wanted to argue, but couldn't quite decide which tack to take. He started to talk more than once and stopped, so she jumped in.

"Do you think I'm going to walk away from you one day?" she asked. "Or that I'll fall apart like your mother did, and you won't be able to put me back together again? I already fell apart, Will, and you already saved me. You put me back together. You got me through the hardest thing in my life. You were everything I needed, everything I could have wanted from someone who loves me. You already passed that test."

He didn't agree with her, but he wasn't arguing, either. He looked stunned, so she must be getting somewhere with him. She kept talking.

"So, if it's not that, is it me? Do you think I'll let you down one day?"

"No. I think you're perfect."

"Oh, I'm not. I'm a mess, but that's a conversation for another day—"

"I mean it. You're perfect. You're amazing and so brave and sexy and beautiful. Perfect."

"I think you're perfect, too." She smiled through her tears. "So, this problem? Is it just the words? About being able to say you love me or even believing in love? Because I don't need the words, Will."

"Of course, you do—"

"I don't care what you call it—these things you feel for me. I feel so clearly that you love me, Will. Everything you've done to take care of me, to help me, to put me back together, everything about the way you touch me, the patience you have with me, the way you make me feel... all of it says you love me. You don't have to give me the words."

"Amanda, I feel more for you than any other woman I've ever known."

"Okay. I'll take that, gladly. I don't think it even matters that much to me if you believe in love... Well, except that I'd like you to know what I mean when I say I love you, because I want you to have that, too. To understand it and believe it. But if the thing that holds you back is that word, love? I don't need it. Not from you."

"I want you to have it," he said.

"Why? I've had it before—men who said they loved me. Saying it is the easy part. What you do because of it is what matters, and with those other men, it didn't feel like this. It wasn't nearly this. You and the way you love me is the best thing I've ever had. It's more than I ever believed I could have, and it's more than I ever imagined feeling for someone."

He looked dumbfounded, like he wanted to believe her, but was scared to.

"It's you, Will. You're it for me. No one else is going to come along and make me feel this way. So, I say we forget the label, the words. And I say there's nothing wrong with you. There's nothing broken about you. You don't trust easily. You try to keep your distance from people, but not me. To me, you're perfect, and you're the man I want, and that's more than enough for me."

"I don't... I can't say—"

"Shh." She put her finger to his lips. "You take some time to think about it, to trust it. Take all the time you need. We can go on the way we have been. It's fine with me. I have enough faith for the both of us. I'm not going anywhere."

"You're not?"

"No." She shook her head, smiling so big. "And you're an action kind of guy. You probably think you need someone to show you how to love someone. That's fine. I'll show you. I'll love you, and you'll see how it's done, how it feels, and then you'll know that you're already doing it."

He still looked baffled, but hopeful.

She kissed him softly. "It'll be okay. You'll see. This is the way it's supposed to be, what was supposed to happen. You and me. That's it. I've been waiting my whole life for this, and now I've found you. The really hard stuff is over. It's going to be easy from here."

"Easy? It's not easy."

"The way we do it will be. I'll make it easy for you. You don't have to do anything you're not already doing, and you know how to do that, right?"

He nodded.

"So, there's no problem. Do your thing, and just let me love you." She kissed him again, sweetly and softly. "I've already been doing that, and that hasn't been a problem for you, right?"

"No, but—"

"So, you go off and do whatever you need to do to keep the world safe, for as long as you want to, and I'll just be here, loving you. We'll see each other when we can. It's not like I don't have things to do myself to get my life back together."

"Honey, I still think—"

"No, don't think. We're through thinking, and we're through with you deciding what you think is best for me. We're doing now. We're doing stuff we already know how to do."

"It can't be that easy."

"Wait and see. Give it a chance. I think it'll be exactly that easy. And it's what I want, Will. You always say I can have whatever I want from you, whatever I need. I need this. A chance. I want to be a part of your life, whatever that means."

"I don't understand—"

"That's fine. I can wait for you to understand, to believe. I believe enough for both of us. So, you go ahead. Do what you need to do. I'll be right here. Loving you."


 

 

 

Chapter 26
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Little Creek, Virginia

Six months later, Will climbed out of Mace's car, having grabbed a ride home with his friend and two other guys after their plane finally touched down. Amanda had dropped him off at the base when they left, and a sweet goodbye it had been. More than enough to make him eager to hurry back home to her.

Especially since February, when Grace's husband, the French artist Sam was so hesitant about, died in a car accident. It had really shaken Will up, thinking about Grace suddenly without her husband. They'd been married for only three years. That's all they had together.

Will had been overseas, couldn't do anything, didn't even know about it until after the man's funeral. He'd hated that. Wished he could have been there to hug Grace and tell her how sorry he was, to do anything he could to help Sam, who turned to mush when his daughters were hurting.

And he wished he'd been with Amanda when it happened. He hated when things went bad, and he wasn't with her.

Although, they'd been lucky, getting more time together than he'd thought they would. The teams had been hit by a rash of injuries, nothing major, just enough to force guys back home to recover. Will had been filling in, doing quick deployments here and there rather than tackling long assignments of his own. This was the fourth time he'd left her, the fourth time he'd come home to her. It wasn't getting any easier, leaving her, but there was nothing like having her to come home to.

After they got out of the car, he hung back so he could call her with a little privacy. The sooner he called her, the sooner he'd get to see her.

She answered on the first ring. "Will!! Are you here?"

"Just got out of the car." He was in the covered parking area on the first floor of the small, bay-front condo complex where he lived. "I'll be walking in the door in two minutes. Where are you?"

"Close," she said.

"How close?" He wanted her right now, in his arms, her pretty face smiling up at him, and then his mouth on hers. She'd spoiled him, loving him the way she did, showing him what it was like to come home and have a woman like her waiting for him.

He was heading for the elevator when Mace yelled "Holy shit!" and gave a sharp wolf-whistle.

"Hello, gorgeous," one of the other guys said.

"God, I love this country. Prettiest women in the world," said another.

They had walked out onto the deck overlooking the beach and gotten distracted before they made it upstairs.

Will and Mace had both bought condos here a few years back when the real estate market tanked, especially vacation property. Hard to beat the location—views of the bay and close enough to the base that they often commuted to work by jogging up the beach. The two others were roommates, renting here.

Will planned to ignore them and go upstairs, but Mace yelled, "Will, come 'ere. You gotta to see this."

Will pointed to the phone he was holding to his ear. Hello, on the phone with my own beautiful woman right now.

Mace, the idiot, grabbed Will anyway and pulled him over to the edge of the deck to see what he was talking about.

"What are they doing?" Amanda laughed.

"What they always do. Not even on the ground fifteen minutes, and they're already trying to pick up women."

She laughed again.

"There, walking down the beach," Mace said. "Looks like I got here just in time. Stay here, guys. Watch the master work."

Will glanced up to see in the distance a woman walking down the beach. A leggy blonde in some big, loose cover-up that was full of holes, covering up next to nothing, a white bikini beneath it and a whole lot of tanned skin showing. She was pretty, he noted absently.

"I've seen enough to know she's way out of your league," Will said.

"Bet me." Mace was nothing if not confident.

"I'm done, guys. Don't call me. Don't come knocking on my door, and don't get into any trouble that I have to fix for you," he said, then got back to Amanda. "You never told me. How close are you?"

"Getting closer with every step I take," she said.

Something in the way she said it made Will turn back and take one more look at the pretty blonde walking down the beach. She was holding her phone to her ear and, even that far away, he would swear she was smiling at him.

No way, he thought, as she got closer, and it became clearer with every step she took just how tiny that white bikini was. A white string bikini. He was pretty sure he could see one little bow and that expanse of nothing but string at the side of one of her hips.

He managed to pull his gaze higher, lingering somehow only for a moment on perfect breasts, not too big and completely natural, covered by tiny white triangles of material and strings. Okay, he might have lingered a little longer than a moment there, but then he looked at her face, at that smile.

"Holy shit!"

Amanda laughed again.

God, he lived to hear her so happy she laughed.

And he didn't just hear it. He watched her do it.

"What have you done, Amanda?" he said quietly into the phone as he walked five steps away from the others to talk to her.

"I needed to work on my tan. My guy goes for that California beach girl look."

"He goes for you. Just you. I can't believe that's you."

She was every bit gorgeous enough to wear an outfit like that, but she was still a little uncomfortable about showing that much of her body in public. Even in private, she sometimes wanted most of the lights off. This much skin, even on a quiet beach—he knew it couldn't be easy for her, but this was like her, too. Making a little extra effort to surprise him, indulge him, make him happy.

"I thought I'd give you a little welcome home present," she said. "What do you think?"

"That I'm going to have to drag Mace and the two other guys out of here before you get any closer. Mace is drooling like a puppy, and the other two are going to cry like little girls when they find out they have no chance with the beautiful blonde on the beach."

"Tell Mace I said hi."

Will disconnected the call and walked over to the three men, who were still laughing and taking bets on which one of them would be the guy to go home with her.

"All right, clear out, guys. Nothing for you to see here," Will said.

"Jesus, are you blind? Look at her," Mace said.

"Yeah. She's mine."

"Bullshit, you've got a woman," Mace said.

"I know. And that's her. Take one more look—a quick one—and get the hell out of here, before I have to hurt you."

They stood there dumbstruck and so disappointed. The two younger guys shot him a look of pure disgust.

"No way," one of them said.

"Why the hell not?" he shot back.

"Nothing, Master Chief. I didn't mean a thing."

Yeah, he knew what they meant. He had ten years on both of them, felt every friggin' one of those years at times, and she was perfect.

As Sam had said, sometimes the universe was incredibly kind and sent a beautiful, sweet, kind, loving woman like her to a guy like him.

Mace still looked astonished. "That's Amanda?"

Will nodded and grinned.

"You are the luckiest damned man alive," Mace said.

"Don't I know it."

Because she kept showing up here, whenever he was here, happy to see him, laughing, holding him, loving him. It was an amazing thing to experience, easy and wonderful and effortless.

She had said she'd show him what it was like to love someone, and she did, every minute they were together. How could any sane man not want this?

He'd stopped waiting for her to get over him and find someone else. He'd stopped worrying about her father and what he thought. He'd stopped thinking about her trust fund, which she was happily using to establish a foundation to provide tutoring for kids in foster care so their often chaotic lives wouldn't make them fall behind in school. She said her mother would be happy to have the money do something like that.

Will was ready to discount completely the twelve years between them and the fact that he'd turned forty during this last deployment. Both things had been painful, but if she didn't care, he wasn't going to, either.

At first, he'd been mildly hopeful she'd be here when he got back, then wildly hopeful. Finally, he just knew she would be. He stopped wondering at it, stopped being surprised by it. What a feeling, to know she'd be here, happy to see him, smiling, running into his arms. The condo would be stocked with provisions, and they'd go inside and not come out for three days straight, catching up with each other. Who wouldn't want to come home to that?

She didn't run to him this time. She was putting on a show for him, walking slowly, giving him ample time to watch. The closer she got, the more stunning she looked. That silly beach cover-up thing hid nothing. He was a Navy guy. To him, it looked like nothing but a loose collection of thin rope, knotted strategically just enough to stay together. It left big, square holes all over the place that he or anyone else could see right through.

See through to miles of pretty, tanned skin, shown off to perfection by that tiny white string bikini.

He'd seen her on this beach before, playing in the water, sunning herself, but never in anything as skimpy as this outfit.

The bikini and that thing she had on over it was for him.

She laughed again, and he focused on her shiny lips. Cherry gloss, he'd bet. She knew he loved to kiss every bit of it off of her. He could see her freckles. She took off her big sunglasses, and he could see delight sparkling in her eyes along with the biggest smile on her face.

"Hello, gorgeous," he said, as she finally walked into his arms, and suddenly everything seemed so right in his world, he could hardly stand it.

He bent down to kiss her, had to force himself to go slow and not devour her on a public beach, especially not with her wearing as little as she was when he'd been away for a whole month. But the elevator and his bed seemed so far away. So he gave himself a taste of her soft, sweet lips and then pulled away, just enough to look at her.

"Damn," he said. "You look like a present—the best present ever—and I want to unwrap you very slowly, but I'm not sure I have the self-control. Of course, I think that's one of those games I can't lose. Fast or slow, I win. I can't figure out what I want to take off you first."

She grinned.

He tested one piece of the rope thing between two of his fingers. Yarn? No, tougher than yarn. "What is this thing?"

"A beach cover-up."

"Honey, it doesn't cover up a thing. It makes you look even closer to being naked."

"I know. Happy birthday, Will. You've been a very bad boy for not telling me it was your birthday."

"Sorry. It's not one of those birthdays a man feels like celebrating, especially when his girlfriend is all of twenty-eight."

"Well, if you don't feel like celebrating, I could go put on something else—"

"No, no, no. That's not what I meant. Not at all. I love my present. I have to say, it's the nicest one anybody has ever given me." One of the few he'd ever received, but he wasn't going to tell her that. It was all in the past. She was his future, this amazing woman. "So, you put it on. I get to take it off, right?"

She nodded.

Or do her in it, he thought wickedly.

In part of it, he decided.

"We need to go inside," he said. "Now."

He rushed her to the condo, got her in the door and then carried her with her legs wrapped around his waist and his hands on her hips, laughing as they went. When he set her down on the vanity in the bathroom, she started the water running, to get it hot, because he needed to shave before he got serious about showing her how much he missed her. Otherwise, he'd scruff up that pretty skin of hers. They'd learned that the first time she'd been here to welcome him home.

She shook the can of shaving cream and delicately smeared it over his face while he stroked her hair, her face, her mouth with his fingertips, and then he went to work with the razor while she ran her hands down his chest, found the bottom of his T-shirt and started pushing it up to find the skin beneath, like she couldn't wait to touch him.

Her hand slid down the waistband of his cargo pants, and he nearly cut his nose off.

"Careful," she said, laughing.

"While you have your hand in my pants?"

"You're supposed to have a steady hand and great powers of concentration."

"Baby, I'm not that good." He pulled her hand away while he tried to finish shaving.

She bit gently on his earlobe.

He swore softly. Two more swipes of the razor, and he was done. He rinsed his face and barely toweled it off. Then he grabbed her, pushing her knees apart with his legs. He palmed her hips and pulled her to the edge of the vanity, then settled his hips in the V of her legs and nestled his cock against her through their clothes.

"Mmm," she groaned.

He peeled off his T-shirt and threw it on the floor, then leaned his shoulders back to give himself a really good look at her. "Jesus, are you sure you didn't give anybody a heart attack in this outfit?"

"Pretty sure. No one collapsed."

"I still might."

"Oh, I think you can handle it."

He shook his head thinking, so pretty, all this gorgeous skin and the curves and strings and those eyes of hers, that mouth, her hands, slipping beneath his waistband again, this time to cup his hips and pull him more tightly against her. He was already throbbing. If he took off his pants and briefs, he'd be inside her in two seconds flat, but he so wanted to enjoy this little show she'd put on for him.

"You look so hot," he said, "and your skin is hot. You're hot all over." The sun had touched nearly every inch of her, and her skin still held its warmth. It felt incredible.

"I told you, I had to work on my tan."

He looked through the see-through non-cover-up to the little bikini, to the strings, the bow ties that were the only thing holding it on her body.

"Honey, if I asked you very nicely, as a favor to me, not to wear this in public, ever again, would you think I was being unreasonable or too controlling?" he asked.

She gave him a beautiful smile, "Will, it's just for you. I bought it for you, and I'm not going to wear it for anyone but you."

"In that case, I love it." His hand toyed with the rope of the non-cover-up, tracing the inside of the big openings, one on her shoulder, one high on the swell of her breast, three on her abdomen, as she leaned back on the vanity until her head and shoulders rested against the mirror.

Her skin trembled at his touch and the little muscles of her abdomen tightened. So much beautiful skin bared to him, he could hardly take it all in.

"I want to trace the inside of every square," he told her.

"Whatever you want," she said, but she wrapped her legs around his waist and thrust gently against him with her hips as she said it, reminding him what was waiting for him when he stopped playing around and got serious about having her.

He groaned and let his forehead fall to her shoulder as he felt her heat and the way she nestled against his cock. He wanted her so bad. He put an arm around her waist and lifted her up just enough that she wasn't sitting on that ridiculous cover-up anymore. She laughed as his other hand tunneled up under it, up her back, and found the strings holding her top on. He tugged until the little bows were gone and the strings separated. Then his hands came to her front, pulled the bikini top out from beneath the cover-up and threw it on the floor.

And then—holy shit—he could see almost every bit of her perfect breasts pushing against the rope mesh, her nipples bunched up and popping out through the holes in the cover-up.

His mouth found one, then the other, stroking with his tongue and then sucking hard. When he couldn't stand it anymore, he lifted her again, pulling the strings on the bikini bottoms, and then they were gone, too. As he eased her back down on the vanity, he was sinking deep inside of her, watching her face as he did it, so trusting, that little smile, the way her breath came out in a rush.

"Mmm," she said, wrapping her arms tightly around him. "Welcome home, sailor."

* * *

He still had to be careful with her. She still had nightmares, but not as often. He tried to always sleep on his side, facing away from her, not wanting to risk pinning her down and scaring her.

But that was fine, because she loved to sleep curled up to his back, most nights naked with her breasts pressed against his shoulders and her arm around his waist, while he held her hand against his abdomen.

And if he wanted to hold her, he'd just stay awake while he did it, and look at her and stroke her gently until she woke up,

He hadn't done that this time. He was just awake watching her, thinking about how perfect she was, how amazing, how different his life was with her in it, how happy he was.

She woke up and caught him looking, gave him a slow, sleepy smile and then a little kiss.

"Is it morning?"

"Not yet. Almost." A soft pink light was starting to come through the blinds on the window facing the beach.

"Hungry?" she asked.

"No, baby. I'm fine."

"Will?"

She knew him too well.

"Want to go out to the balcony and watch the sun come up?"

She agreed, stealing his white T-shirt—and nothing else—to put on. It hung halfway down her thighs. He pulled on his boxers. The balcony was high enough off the ground that no one could see what they were wearing below waist-level, anyway.

He pulled the blanket off the bed and wrapped it around her, not wanting her to be cold in the wind coming off the bay this early in the morning. They went out onto the balcony.

It was a beautiful morning. The stars were still out, and it was quiet save for the birds calling to each other and the roar of the tide coming in. No sun yet, just a narrow band of pink light extending across the horizon where the sun would pop up before long.

He'd had two chairs out here, but Amanda wanted to be closer to him, so she'd bought a little outdoor love seat. He sat at one end, and she snuggled up against him, wrapped in her blanket, her head on his shoulder, his arm around her.

He tried to imagine the luxury of being able to greet every new day like this with her, and knew exactly what he wanted to do this morning, what he wanted to ask her.

"I missed you," he said. "I miss feeling you curled up asleep against my back and being able to roll over and see you, hold you, kiss you."

"I missed you, too."

"This is going well, right? You and me? You're happy?"

She smiled. "Yes, I'm very happy."

"And that you-loving-me-thing? That's good for you? Because it's amazing for me. Best thing I've ever had. I hope I make you feel that way, as good as you make me feel. I hope you're as happy as I am."

"I think I'm every bit as happy as you are, Will."

Good. All good so far.

"Did I tell you I joined the Navy right after I turned twenty?"

She shook her head.

"Which means that, in another couple of months, I'll have twenty years in. I don't like being away from you, Amanda. Grace's husband died, and I thought, that's wrong. The guy was a painter. There's no risk in that. And he was so much younger than I am. No way anybody would ever expect that guy to be gone so soon. You just never know how long you're ever going to have with anybody."

"I know. He was just driving home in his car. Most people are in cars every day. And he's gone."

"They had so little time together. It's been eating at me ever since it happened. Every day away from you feels like a day wasted. I want every day we can have together. I'm thinking about putting in my papers. Retiring."

"What would you do then?"

"I don't know exactly. A lot of guys are getting out and going into private security work, contract stuff. The money's great, but it means being gone, three months, six months. You pick the place and how long you're willing to be there, but it's often the same places I've been lately, the dangerous ones on the other side of the world."

"Is that what you want?" she asked carefully.

"No. Like I said, it feels like every day away from you is one I just threw away. I don't want to do that anymore. I want to be with you."

"I want to be with you, too."

"Remember, back in Djibouti, that motorcycle trip I told you about? Up the California coast into Oregon, Washington state. We could go on into Canada if you wanted. I've always heard British Columbia is gorgeous."

"I remember."

"It's not a fancy trip, but it's beautiful. What do you think? Want to do that?"

"Will, I don't need fancy, and I'll go anywhere with you."

"But do you think you'd like it? A trip like that?"

"Hanging onto you, on the back of a bike with beautiful scenery? Yes."

"I was thinking... what about that trip as a honeymoon?" He finally got the real question out. Kind of.

She went still. "A honeymoon?"

"Yes."

She raised her head enough that she could see his face. "Will, a honeymoon is a trip two people take after they get married."

"Right. That's the way it works." He grinned, not so nervous anymore. "I'm looking for a way that you're legally obligated to spend the rest of your life with me. Granted, I don't know a lot about that, but it's a marriage, right?"

She nodded. "There's something in the marriage vows about that—being together for life."

"Think you could show me how to do that, too? Be married?"

She grinned. "I don't know. I've never been married. I'm not sure I know how to do it."

"Think we could figure it out together?"

"I'm not sure what you're asking," she said, but she couldn't wipe the grin off her face.

"You're right. I need to ask. Want me to get down on one knee here on the balcony?"

"No, I don't want you to move." She had her head on his shoulder, and he was kissing her cheek, whispering into her ear.

"Amanda, I think you're amazing and perfect. I can't believe how happy my life is with you, better than anything I ever imagined it would be, and I would be the luckiest, happiest man in the world if you would marry me. Will you do that? Will you marry me?"

She started crying, her pretty eyes flooding with tears, and she was laughing at the same time, kissing him, too, holding his face to hers. "Yes. Yes, I'll marry you."
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So many people and events swirled through my mind in forming this story.

First, retired U.S. Navy SEALs Glen Doherty and Tyrone Woods. When the U.S. Consulate in Benghazi, Libya, came under attack on Sept. 11, 2012, they were among a number of private security contractors working for the CIA and members of the Joint Special Operations Command who were already in Libya.

Woods was a few minutes away at the CIA safe house in Benghazi, while Doherty was more than six hundred miles away in Tripoli.

It wasn't the job of either man to protect the consulate. Still, when they heard Americans were under attack, Doherty and Woods, who were friends from their days in the SEAL teams, and other fellow security operatives rushed in, without regard to their own safety, to try to help the Americans in danger.

Both men died the next morning in a firefight at the CIA annex while helping fight off the attackers and save the lives of about thirty Americans in Benghazi.

What really brought them to life for me was "A Letter to My Friend Glen Doherty" by Brandon Webb, which is found here: http://atwar.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/09/21/a-letter-to-my-friend-glen-doherty/

Will, my hero, is another guy who rushes toward trouble, not away from it.

U.S. Ambassador Chris Stevens also died in the attack on the Consulate in Benghazi. As he introduced himself to the people of Libya in this short video, I was struck by his enthusiasm for and excitement about his job. 

http://iipdigital.usembassy.gov/st/english/video/2012/05/201205145602.html

Obviously, he believed in public service and diplomacy. He gave his life in support of those ideals and of a free and democratic Libya.

My heroine's father, I decided, might be a diplomat, an ambassador who raised her to believe that one person truly can make a difference in the world. I knew that much Amanda, but I needed more.

On Dec. 14, 2012, I realized my heroine was a teacher. That was the horrible day of the Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting in Newtown, Connecticut.

I feel guilty merely acknowledging such a terrible event helped me figure out a fictional character, but she came to life in my head because I was in awe of the courage shown by teachers and school staffers that day.

My editor urged me not to name the specific event, to just say a school shooting. It was so awful a thing, too shocking, too painful. I understood her reasons, but at the same time, we all felt it. Not as strongly as the students, the teachers and the parents in that community, I know, but it affected us all. Especially those of us who have children, and those whose loved ones are teachers.

I tried using another state, another town, the name of a made-up school, but to me that felt like I was putting a horrible target on some other school or place. I couldn't do it.

So, I just said a school in Connecticut. We all know where it was. We all remember that horrible day.

We all think people like Glen Doherty and Tyrone Woods are brave. But they're trained to handle horrible, frightening, deadly situations. They signed up for it, knowing the dangers. I don't say that to in any way diminish what they did. Clearly, they are heroes.

But when we see ordinary people showing the courage displayed at the school in Connecticut, it seems so extraordinary. We start to think. Could I do that? Could I be that brave? A friend of mine argued that of course, we could. Children's lives were on the line. We would all do whatever we could to save them. And I argued that we all wish we would be that brave, but we'd never really know unless faced with a situation like that.

The teachers and staff at Sandy Hook don't need to wonder. They know. They put their bodies between their students and that gunman. As horrified as we all were by what happened that day, I think we were all equally in awe of their courage.

The names of the adults who gave their lives that day are principal Dawn Hochsprung, school psychologist Mary Sherlach, teachers Lauren Rousseau and Victoria Soto, and teacher's aides Rachel D'Avino and Anne Marie Murphy.

I won't list the children's names here. It's too painful. But I do want to say to those children's parents that I'm in awe of your courage, too, as you fight in their names to make all our children safer. May you find some peace and a sense of purpose in that fight and still feel your children's loving presence in your hearts.

In the days that followed that awful shooting, I read something that stayed with me, a diary by "bkamr" called "What Would You Do, Mom?" http://www.dailykos.com/story/2012/12/16/1170637/-What-would-you-do-Mom

The author is a teacher. She came home the day of the Sandy Hook shooting to her teenage son, who was upset and scared for her, and asked what she would do if something like that ever happened in her school.

Her answer was basically that to be a teacher today in America is to have a plan for what you would do if something so terrible ever happened in your school.

She has a detailed plan. She practices her plan. She knows where in her classroom students can hide. She knows all the ways they can get out. She knows what she has in her classroom that she can use to slow a gunman down.

As horrible as that is, that's where we are.

In my book, Amanda's plan was inspired by the plan of this teacher. As Amanda says, sometimes now, the whole world seems scary.

I also want to acknowledge first grade teacher Kaitlin Roig, who survived that day in Sandy Hook with her fifteen students by hiding them in a small bathroom. She talks about her experience here: http://abcnews.go.com/US/newtown-teacher-mission/story?id=18864583

The part that had me in tears was when she explained that while hiding in the bathroom, she told them she loved them, because she thought they were all going to die, and she wanted that to be the last thing they heard. That they were loved.

That's exactly what we'd all want our children to hear in such a moment. It's what I had Amanda say to her students.

I also need to thank writer CJ Hale for her frank and honest piece, "12 Things No One Told Me About Sex after Rape," for helping me better understand Amanda. http://thoughtcatalog.com/cj-hale/2013/06/12-things-no-one-told-me-about-sex-after-rape/

And the brave women of the DK sexual assault survivors' community and a private Facebook group of survivors who talked to me about their experiences. http://www.dailykos.com/blog/Rape%20and%20Domestic%20Violence

I hope this book isn't too dark. It's the first question I asked everyone who read it before publication. I write about life, and sometimes life is really, really hard. But I hope what readers take from my work is how we survive, how we move on, how we still love and trust and depend on each other, because that makes life so much better.

I am blessed to have the love of a very good man and of my two children, John and Laura, who both found wonderful people to marry this year, making Lisa and Nate part of our family; the support and wisdom of my wonderful editor Ali Cunliffe; the publishing and marketing expertise of Nina Paules and everyone at www.epublishingworks.com; insightful writer friends and early readers Pam Baker and Hannah Rowan; and early readers Bretta, Bridget and Jules.

Special thanks to JD, who would tell you he has the best job in the world, that he never really thought he was going to die, and that he is absolutely not a hero.

Thank you all for helping me do what I do and putting up with me while I do it. I whined a lot while writing this book. Will won't talk me. He's so stubborn. The story's really dark. It's too long. It's not working. Do I really want to write a book about a school shooting and a woman who's raped? What is wrong with me? I think I need to try that flash forward/flash back thing I've always been too intimidated to try. Maybe that will fix it. And it's still too long.

You get the idea. It's not easy being friends with a writer.

With love,

Teresa
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Sam got upstairs first to clear his things out of the spare bedroom, which they'd need for the three foster children who'd arrived earlier that day.

He was still trying to decide where to put his own things when Rachel came into the hall and caught him standing there with a handful of clothes. Her cheeks flushed, whether with anger or embarrassment, he couldn't tell, and the look she gave him made him feel like a thief, like he'd stolen something from her, something personal and very important, by walking away without a word from the bed they'd always shared. This after nights of making sure he was gone from the house before she woke up in the mornings and didn't go to bed at night until she was already asleep. So they didn't have to say anything about the fact that he slept somewhere else.

"I'll, uhh... I can sleep on the sofa in the family room," he said.

She nodded, keeping her head down, not letting him see anything else that might be in her eyes right now. He understood. He didn't want to have to look Rachel in the eye and talk to her about where he'd be sleeping now or maybe about why he'd started sleeping somewhere else in the first place.

He didn't even want to think about it now. It made him remember how alone he was, even in the same house with his wife. Right now, he felt more alone than ever. Watching her with the children tonight, he couldn't help but think that this was the way things should have been, the way things would never be for him and Rachel.

Instead, he felt like a stranger here, as if he were on the fringes of something he wanted desperately, staring at it from the outside looking in, knowing he'd never have it, the way he'd felt most of his life. But never with Rachel. It was only with her that he'd ever imagined he might belong anywhere.

But not anymore, Sam reminded himself. He slipped downstairs and went back outside to his workshop, then made himself wait until after ten o'clock to go back inside.

There, he found Rachel sitting in the rocker, the Christmas garland that had been around her neck now draped across the back of the chair, the baby in her arms.

"Is the baby okay?" he asked, sitting down on the sofa across the room from her.

"Probably just unsettled by being in a new place," Rachel said, not looking at him, either, her attention focused fully on the baby. "She fussed a bit after Emma put her down, so I brought her down here and rocked her. She went right to sleep, and then... Well, it's not exactly a hardship to hold her."

Grace had caught the tip of Rachel's finger in one tiny fist, holding on tightly, and Rachel was running her thumb over the baby's tiny hand, mesmerized, lost. Sam looked at the garland Zach had given her earlier. He remembered the way she looked, all sparkly and glittery, her hair glowing golden as well. She'd laughed, and he'd been startled by the sound. He didn't remember the last time he heard Rachel laugh, and he missed it. He missed so many things about her.

Sam couldn't help but think of how perfect she looked sitting in her great-grandmother's rocking chair with a baby in her arms.

"I know it's silly," she said, "but today, when Miriam came... It was just like in my dream. The baby dream. I was sitting here all alone, and the doorbell rang, and she walked up to me and handed me Grace. I'd given up on anything like that ever happening."

Because of Sam. He knew it.

They couldn't have any more children. They'd tried adoption twice, only to get their hopes dashed both times, and then they'd gotten Will, which had also turned out bad. Now they had more children, who weren't staying, either.

"Rachel, she's not yours to keep."

"I know." She nuzzled her face against the baby's cheek. "I was just saying... it was so like my dream. I'd given up, totally. I couldn't even hope anymore, because it was too hard. It hurt too much. But I think I was wrong, Sam. How can I just stop hoping?"

He wondered what his wife hoped for these days, but he didn't ask. All he said was, "Just don't forget this baby isn't yours."

"I won't. I promise. But I'm going to enjoy the time I have with her. I'm going to try my best to enjoy this Christmas with these children."

"We can do that, I guess." He didn't like it, but he'd do it for her. Because she'd asked this of him and it was one thing within his power to give. And then, with his throat thick and tight with regrets stored up over the years, he said, "I never meant for it to turn out this way, Rachel."

"Me, either," she said.

They weren't talking about kids anymore. They were talking about their marriage, about the mess they'd made of it. She'd given up on him, he feared, just as he'd given up on the two of them.

Still, Sam wondered if she missed him, at nights like this when it was just the two of them talking and in their bed. She'd never said a word about him sleeping somewhere else, never asked him to come back, and suddenly it seemed as if it had been forever since he'd touched her.

He didn't want to think that he might never do that again, might never have the right. What would she do if he turned to her now? he wondered. If he took her in his arms and buried himself in the familiar comfort of her warm, soft body?

Sam groaned. He still wanted her, and it had been so long.

All those nights, he thought, he could have been with her.
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Tugging the ends of her green silk robe more tightly around her, Rebecca realized she should have gone upstairs and changed while her ex-husband said goodnight to their son. She simply hadn't thought about it when he arrived unexpectedly that evening, not until she turned around and found Tucker staring at her in the cool, thin silk.

Needing to escape from the look in his eyes, she headed for the kitchen. "Would you like some hot tea? I was just going to make some."

"No, I don't want any tea." He came up behind her, closing the cabinet only a moment after she opened it. She felt his presence, felt his heat right behind her, and all of a sudden it was hard to get enough air. "I just need some answers."

Rebecca didn't want to turn around. He so close she could feel the air coming out of his lungs, stirring the strands of hair that had come loose from the chignon she'd hurriedly created once she got out of the tub.

Out of nowhere, she remembered he loved seeing her hair like this. She could still hear his deep, soft voice, thick with emotion, telling her that, so long ago. He liked this style because it made it so easy for him get to her neck and her shoulders with his mouth.

He liked to tease her by nibbling on them very gently. He'd catch her from behind and hold her there, refusing to let her turn around, until she was putty in his arms.

A shiver ran down her spine. She remembered a time when he'd caught her, just like this, in their kitchen with her hair piled up on her head.

She wondered if he remembered that now, wondered if he ever thought about such things.

Tucker put his hands on her arms, and she jumped at his touch. He let go immediately. "Turn around, Rebecca. Please."

She stood there for another moment, her head bowed, her hands trembling and her heart pounding. She wished she weren't so aware of him, wished their lives weren't still intertwined when she'd have sworn they'd severed all ties years ago.

"Rebecca, all this time I've been gone, why didn't you marry Brian?"

Anguish—she heard anguish in the question. She closed her eyes and tried to close her heart to it. Why did it even matter? Why was it so important to him?

"I... We're engaged." She lied more easily than she would have thought.

"For six years?"

"The better part of it."

He turned her around gently, with two hands on her shoulders, then grabbed her left hand. "Where's the ring?"

It was in a drawer somewhere. Brian wouldn't take it back, and she hadn't felt comfortable wearing it in a long time. Nothing had felt right in a long time.

"Why is he in Naples when you and Sammy are here?"

She pulled her hand free. "That is none of your business."

He laughed sarcastically, shook his head, went to back away and then changed his mind. Suddenly he was closer than ever, leaning over her, trapping her between him and the kitchen cabinets.

"You loved him, Rebecca. You married me, loving him. And when you left me, you went straight to him."

Rebecca was too shocked to protest. She's loved Brian forever, but it wasn't anything like what she'd felt for Tucker from the very beginning.

She would have never believed he was jealous of Brian, that he could be jealous of anyone. Tucker was too sure of himself to have the kind of doubts that led to jealousy. Rebecca should know. She had been the queen of self-doubt.

"I was sure you wanted him, that you'd marry him. Why didn't you marry him, Rebecca?"

She wasn't about to explain her reasons to Tucker.

After all, what could she say?

That Brian wasn't Tucker? That he didn't make her feel the way Tucker made her feel? That she just didn't love him the way she'd loved Tucker?

She couldn't say any of that to her ex-husband.

Because if he knew, he'd never stop trying to get her back.
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