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			BETHANY MAINES

			SPECIAL THANKS

			To my Blue Zephyr crew for helping bring this idea to life.

			FREE E-BOOK!

			Go to www.bluezephyrpress.com to collect a free e-story.

			Jesse doesn’t know what kind of performance enhancing drugs fellow WWU college student Ariana Grace is selling, all he knows is that they work. And that’s good, because he’s in a whole lot of trouble. From his stripper girlfriend, to a Mexican gangster, to a killer game of soccer, Jesse’s in over his head and he’s going to need all the help Ariana can give him.
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			Before

			1944 * The Pacific Theater

			Benny pushed the lieutenant the last five feet to the surface, his lungs aching. The boat. Where was the damn boat? Low in the water, Benny could barely see the dim shadow of the hull, then Treetop pulled himself into the boat and Benny saw his tall, angular frame against the night. He saw Ronny slide into the boat after Treetop.

			“Help,” said Benny. “Treetop!” he called louder now. Treetop turned and spotted them. Peleke and Kowalski surfaced a few feet away. The lieutenant started to thrash then, calling out indistinctly.

			Between them they shoved the half-conscious lieutenant into the boat. Peleke and Kowalski crawled in after them.

			“He’s covered in blood,” said Ronny.

			“He must have got caught on the reef,” said Kowalski. 

			“She’s down there! I saw her! I’ve got to go back down!” The lieutenant tried to crawl to the side, but Kowalski pulled him back, covering his mouth with the other hand. 

			Benny hauled himself out of the water and over the side of the boat. A wind whipped across the water and set the boat to rocking. The lieutenant stopped struggling and Benny heard his teeth begin to chatter. 

			“There’s no one down there, Sir,” Ronny said. “There’s no one down there, right?” he repeated to the group of dripping frogmen.

			 “She’s down there,” said the lieutenant through his chattering teeth, but quieter this time. Benny huddled further into the bottom of the boat, feeling water and the lieutenant’s warm blood trickle in rivulets down his arms.
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			Day 1

			1968 * Saigon 

			Ben

			Sweat trickled in rivulets down the limbs of Lieutenant Commander Benjamin Kolley as he sat in a jeep and watched mirages form on the sticky tarmac. It was days like this that made him regret ever returning to Southeast Asia. He’d known that being leader of one of the navy’s new SEAL teams was going to be a challenge, but he’d still leapt at the opportunity to revive the frogmen of his youth. He’d seen first-hand that water-based strike teams could make a difference and he had always been disappointed that the navy hadn’t seen it his way after the war ended. Now this new conflict was going to prove him right. If it didn’t kill him first. 

			“Look Ben, they just spent two weeks on one of our battleships and the advance release was very favorable. And I don’t need to tell you that we can use all the favorable press we can get right now.”

			Favorable press. . . like there was such a thing.

			“Yes Sir, Admiral,” he’d replied, “but I just don’t think taking two reporters out into the jungle is a good idea. They’re slow, and loud, and they get themselves shot. And dead reporters are even worse than regular reporters.”

			“Now Ben, I’m not suggesting you take them anywhere dangerous. Just run them around in the bushes for a while; show them that the president’s plan for a new, flexible armed forces is working. I talked to Captain Dennison and he said they were very understanding about what not to take pictures of and what not to print.”

			“Pictures? Sir, my men have bounties on their heads; we don’t need to hand the VC mug shots.”

			“Don’t worry, Ben, Captain Dennison said this Kahele person was very understanding. You don’t have anything to worry about. Now I’m sending Sandy over to the airport with you. You can pick them up and take them with you when you go back to camp.” 

			“They’re coming in today, Sir?”

			“Sure. You know what I say Ben: there’s no time like the present.”

			Then the admiral lit his cigar and puffed away with that big shit-eating grin on his face. 

			Looking at that smile had given him an empty, helpless feeling in his gut. He hated being backed into a corner. The admiral was a certifiable one- dee- ten- tee; Ben was going to have to start work on getting him promoted. Usually, there were only two directions to go in the navy – up or down – the status quo was unacceptable. Ben had invested a lot of energy in not being promoted. If he went any higher, he’d be away from the water and the life that he loved. On the other hand, getting his superiors promoted was often the quickest way to get rid of the incompetents and make them someone else’s problem. The admiral didn’t know it yet, but he’d just signed himself up for another star.

			Just being called to Saigon, away from his team, and forced into proper uniform was enough to get Ben’s hackles up. He felt like he had a target on his back. He couldn’t wait to get back to camp, and he would have been halfway there by now if it hadn’t been for that damn admiral and his stupid reporters. 

			 Ben found that he was grinding his teeth and forced himself to stop and breathe deep. In front of him, the little airport crew wheeled the stairs over to the freshly landed plane, like ants servicing the queen. Any minute now Sandy would walk back to the jeep and say, “Sir, I think that’s the plane we want.” 

			Sandy, the admiral’s aide, seemed to live his life in perpetual fear that there was going to be a quiz later. He was exactly the kind of fresh recruit that older sailors sent looking for the 1D10T tool. At least Sandy could blame being a one-dee-ten-tee kind of idiot on his youth. What excuse did the admiral have? Ben wondered idly if he’d ever been that stupid. Ben shifted in his seat and thought about himself twenty-five years ago and decided probably not. Dealing with large quantities of explosives had a tendency to mature a seventeen-year-old pretty quickly. 

			“Sir?” said Sandy squinting at the white piece of paper like it required a compass. “I think that’s the plane we want.” He pointed at the plane Ben had been watching, but Ben was already jumping out of the jeep and walking briskly toward the plane. Sandy had to jog to keep up with Ben’s long stride. 

			A woman was exiting the plane. Mid-height, good figure, tan, but with white blonde hair, and a camera slung around her neck. She surveyed the surroundings, snapped a picture, and then walked down the stairs. Ben arrived at the foot of the stairs the same time as she did.

			“Hi,” she said, reaching ground level and dropping her bags. “I think you’re here to meet me.” 

			Ben gave her the once over. She was a dish, or whatever the kids called girls who were worth looking at these days, but young enough to be his daughter. 

			“I don’t think so, Ma’am.” Ben intended to brush by her then, but he faltered, caught by something in her tone and wry smile, something that set off the tremor of a memory the way a falling leaf could set a tripwire trembling. “I’m here to meet reporters.” He looked into her face trying to search out the feeling of familiarity.

			“I’m Kahele, the photographer.” She dropped her duffel and extended a slender, sun-browned hand; there was a series a paper-thin parallel scars running from her thumb to her wrist. To Ben’s experienced eye, they looked like coral scratches. He shook the offered hand and was surprised by the strength of her grip.

			“But you can’t be,” yelped Sandy, catching up just in time to hear Kahele’s introduction. “You’re a woman!”

			“They didn’t tell you either, huh?” Kahele smiled again. “I seem to be the navy’s latest practical joke. They just keep passing me around the Pacific.” 

			“That sounds like the navy,” said Ben.

			“But didn’t anybody figure it out?” Sandy was in wide-eyed horror at the paperwork she was causing by just standing there.

			“Plenty of people,” said Kahele, eyeing Sandy doubtfully. 

			“But, but. . . nobody told me.” Sandy was chasing his tail in uncertainty.

			“That’s upsetting.” Kahele smiled sympathetically and Ben watched Sandy become aware that he was standing next to a girl who, besides being the right age, was also incredibly attractive and spoke English. Before Ben could apply the necessary “down boy” a figure burst from the plane and stumbled down the stairs.

			“Son of a bitch, is it hot!” The man stumbled to a halt beside Kahele. “Hey, Tony James.” Ben could practically see the alcohol evaporating through his pores. “Son of a bitch, is it hot!” he repeated.

			“Lieutenant Commander Ben Kolley.” Ben shook the man’s hand and then gestured to Sandy. “And this is Ensign Sanderson.”

			“Hey, how ya doin?” He shook Sandy’s hand vigorously and Sandy practically had to yank it away.

			“Nice to meet you, Sir,” said Sandy when he got his hand back.

			“Sir! I just love you army people.”

			“Navy,” Kahele corrected.

			“Like there’s a difference.” Ben saw a flash of annoyance in her face and knew it was mirrored on his own, but Tony continued on without a pause. “Seriously kid, call me Tony. Everybody does.”

			“Uh, yes Sir,” said Sandy. “If you would care to follow me to the jeep we can get under way.” Sandy turned toward the jeep, but Tony stopped him.

			“No can do kid. Gotta wait for the luggage.” 

			“Um, OK, Sir. I’ll see what I can do.” Sandy started toward the airport ants and then turned back. “And you, Ma’am? Can I get your luggage too?”

			“Thanks, Ensign, but I’ve got it all right here.” She gestured toward the backpack and faded duffel on the asphalt at her feet. 

			Sandy returned a few minutes later carrying two large suitcases and behind him walked a worker carrying a third.

			“Great, guys! You’re the tops. This way to the jeep.” Tony led his entourage to the jeep and watched as everything was carefully stowed in the back. “Shotgun,” he yelled when all of his luggage was loaded, then hopped into the front seat. Kahele rolled her eyes and shoved her duffel into the nearest available space. 

			“What about your backpack?” asked Ben, as she hopped into the back seat unassisted.

			“Oh, it’s got my cameras in it. It always travels with me.” 

			“Huh. OK, Sandy, are you dropping us at the Victoria or what?” Ben turned to Sandy and saw that the ensign was looking uneasy.

			“Well, Sir, ahem. I’m supposed to make sure that you take them with you. I’m, um, I’m also supposed to make sure you all get on the helicopter in the morning. The admiral said I was responsible.” 

			Ben rolled his eyes. His half-formed plan of leaving the reporters at the hotel and claiming that they hadn’t made it to the helicopter in the morning evaporated. The admiral knew that Ben could outmaneuver Sandy at any point in time. He also knew that Ben wouldn’t let Sandy suffer for Ben’s actions. The only person who didn’t know that was Sandy, who frankly looked scared.

			“I guess you’re driving then, aren’t you?” Ben climbed in the back with Kahele, and Sandy, looking both relieved and jealous, climbed in the driver’s seat.

			They eventually made it out of the air base and onto the streets of Saigon. The traffic pressed around the jeep, a seething mass of human and animal life, barely restrained by the implied threats and ideals of an army jeep. The photographer and the writer didn’t seem much concerned by any this. Kahele searched the passing faces and landscapes through her camera lens as if looking for something specific. Tony ignored all of it and fiddled with the radio.

			“Hey is that too loud for you guys back there?” Tony turned around in his seat and was nearly pitched out the side as they hit another pothole. 

			“No, it’s great. I love this song.” Kahele smiled the first genuine smile Ben had seen on her face. Tony cranked the radio as loud as it would go and yodeled along to Otis Redding and his ode to a dock and a bay. Except for Tony, it was a great song.

			Kahele hummed softly with the radio and changed the lens on her camera. Occasionally she brushed a strand of sun bleached hair out of her face. Ben itched his neck where the collar rubbed. “Uh, Kahele?” Ben began. Just then, Tony turned around in his seat and grinned ferociously at Ben. Ben felt an abrupt, instinctual desire to knock out the writer’s teeth, like the time a monkey had jumped out of a tree at him and he’d cold-cocked it. He had the feeling that punching the reporter would earn him more than the lingering nickname Monkey Puncher.

			“So Lieutenant, what’s the plan here? When do we get to see these ‘Special Forces?’” Tony’s hands rose in the air and made little quotation marks. 

			“Tomorrow,” said Ben stuffing dislike behind his professionalism. “Tonight we’ll stay at the Victoria and tomorrow morning we’ll chopper out to camp.”

			“Great!” said Tony with another toothy grin.

			The Victoria Hotel was a cheaply made, cheaply priced den of iniquity, and as the jeep approached the building, Sandy leaning on the horn, Ben became aware of how it must look to a civilian. More particularly to a civilian woman. Ben’s worry meter began to tip into the red.

			“Excellent,” said Tony spying the hotel through his alcoholic haze. “I’ll definitely be able to get a blow job here.”

			“Uh, Kahele,” said Ben. “Maybe you should just stay in your room tonight. Things here can get kind of rowdy.” Kahele laughed.

			“Lieutenant, I’ve traveled with Tony before. If he doesn’t make at least one conversational reference to sex a day he gets cranky.”

			“Well, it’s not just Tony.”

			“Yeah, I know it’s everybody else. Don’t worry. I can take care of myself.”

			Kahele

			Kahele sat down on the bed, letting her bags slide off her shoulders and onto the floor. She rolled her head around on her neck. Her skin felt flaky and dry. The lieutenant had swept the room for booby traps before allowing her in. That fact sat like a lump at the forefront of her thoughts; she didn’t know what to think about it. She didn’t know whether to be relieved that he had done it, or paranoid because he’d thought it necessary. 

			She leaned back on the pillow and stared at the dry, cement walls. She needed to go home. . . soon. The need had been building since Laos, but she’d pushed it down, ignored it. Pretended she had a choice. If she’d stayed in San Francisco she would have had a choice. But now she was just too close to home.

			She stretched up a hand and ran it over the rough surface of the wall above her head. It felt like cold, dense plywood; she could even feel the knotholes. Puzzled, she sat up and looked more closely at the walls. They really did have a plywood pattern. She realized it was from the cement forms.. The cement had been poured into wooden forms, and left to dry. The texture of the wood had never been removed from the cement. She picked up her camera and snapped a picture. No one would care about a picture of a wall, but later she would see it and remember—remember a wall that matched her life. She looked like one thing, felt like another.

			Kahele lay back down and tried to organize her thoughts. She thought she could make it through this assignment before she would have to leave. The navy had promised them five days of access. She could make five days, right? She might have to send her photos back with Tony, but she could make the five days. And then she would go home, like she should have done two months ago when she first started getting the itch. 

			She had really pushed the limit this time. But the Laos assignment was likely to get her photos on the cover and the promise of being the first reporter to have access to the navy’s new Special Forces had been more than she could resist. She just hadn’t thought it would be this bad. She hadn’t counted on all these. . . men. Which was silly. It was the Navy, of course there were men. What she hadn’t counted on was how much she had wanted all of them. She could taste their testosterone in the air. She could smell their desire for her. On the battleship it had been a constant assault of lust lingering in her nose. 

			She hoped that being with this new team wouldn’t be as bad as the battleship. Out in the open air it had to be better, right? At least here, she might actually have a chance at touching some water. And the lieutenant, he was better than most of the officers on the ship. She liked him. He was cautious. And annoyed. Maybe that’s why he reminded her of her father. Or maybe it was just the haircut: similar markings and all that. 

			The heat and the humidity also reminded her of home. She laughed a little bitterly. Right now, everything reminded her of home. Everything was pulling her toward home like a magnet. She really shouldn’t have pushed it this long. The urges were getting stronger.

			Ben

			Ben walked out onto the roof patio and eyed the revelers. Tony had a bar girl on each arm and was dancing dangerously close to the slimy green water of the pool. He finally picked out Kahele in the shadows, leaning against the concrete wall; she had one long-fingered hand draped protectively over the camera as it rested on the table. As he approached he saw her pick up the camera and fiddle with it. Adding a flash.

			“Hey, Kahele,” said Ben.

			“Yeah?” she said turning to him, camera at the ready, snapping his picture before he was aware. The flash blinded him for a second and he didn’t know what to say. “Don’t worry, it’s kind of dark. The picture probably won’t come out.”

			“I looked that bad?” asked Ben and Kahele laughed.

			“Worried, more like.”

			“Well, I am worried about something.”

			“Have a seat. Tell me all about it,” she said carelessly, still fiddling with her camera. Ben sat down and stared at the girl. She unnerved him and he couldn’t tell why. In this light her blonde hair was the only thing that showed distinctly. Where her eyes should have been were only black pools that occasionally glinted as the light glanced off their wet surface. They reminded him of something, but before Ben could identify what, the memory slid away. 

			“The thing is,” said Ben starting in on what he promised himself to say. “Some of the guys you’re going to meet. . . well, it’s been awhile since they’ve seen a girl. An American girl, anyway.”

			“Well, as long as they can take no for an answer there shouldn’t be a problem.”

			“I’ll make sure they behave, but you see, that’s just it.”

			“What’s just it?” Kahele looked at him, leaning forward into the light of one of the paper lanterns, one eyebrow raised.

			“I need you to say no. If you pick out one guy in particular, it upsets the balance of things.” 

			“Don’t worry. I just spent two weeks on a battleship. I am now the master of the thousand and one ways to turn sailors down.”

			“Good.” Ben was relieved. He searched around for a bland conversation starter. “How’d you like the battleship?” 

			“Awful,” she said with a grimace. “I don’t recall the last time I was that close to the water and that uncomfortable at the same time.”
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			1944 * The Pacific Theater

			“I don’t recall the last time I was this close to the water and this uncomfortable at the same time.” Lieutenant Hale leaned against the rail, rolled a cigarette and stared bitterly out at the dark water. “I hate these damn ships,” he said. 

			The rest of the team, strung out along the deck, nodded in agreement. Benny surreptitiously put his hand into his bag and ran his hand down the edge of his fins. Then he checked the rest of his gear: knife, trunks, shoes, dive belt and mask, gloves, kneepads, lifebelt first-aid kit, two grease pencils, four three-by-ten inch plexiglass slates and his depth thread. The scent of rubber and saltwater wafted from the open bag. It was a reassuring smell. 

			“Do you know where we’re going, lieutenant?” That was Kowalski, just to Benny’s right. His voice was all gravel and no sand.

			“Nah, they never tell me until we’re right on top of the damn place,” answered the lieutenant. 

			“Probably more reef work.” That was Peleke. He was Hawaiian, but his father was Irish, which is why he had red hair that Benny could see even in the dark. Peleke didn’t like blowing up reefs and you could hear it in his tone.

			“It’s not my favorite either, Peleke, but it is the mission.” The lieutenant lit his cigarette and blew smoke out at the ocean rushing by beneath him. The cigarette was a hot, red pinpoint of light against the nothingness of the ocean and sky.

			“You weren’t at Tarawa
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