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      In this modern day tale of forbidden romance, can love conquer all?

      Carrie Armstrong joined the Air Force seeking education, experience, and travel. What she didn’t expect to find was the one thing military rules clearly state she can’t have, Staff Sergeant Beau Adams.

      Throughout the 14 years Beau has dedicated to the Marine Corps, he’s never had reason to regret his decision to make the military his life, until now, when loving Carrie, the only woman he can picture growing old with, could cost him his future.
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      Carrie Anne’s breath came in ragged but steady gasps. With the endorphins rapidly firing through her brain, she knew she couldn’t go on forever, but she was far from reaching her limit just yet. That was good because Alan displayed no signs of stopping or even easing up on her. Just behind her right ear she heard him grunting, his huffing and puffing far more labored than hers.

      Like one would test a fine automobile, or a prize-winning horse, Carrie loved the feeling of pushing her body to the limit. Her confidence soared higher, apparently too high.

      The first indication she was in trouble was when Alan pulled ahead, passing her on legs that outstretched hers by a good foot. The second sign was when her blood felt as if it had reached the boiling point but for some reason, the very tippity-top of her head felt ice cold. Medically speaking, that probably wasn’t a good thing.

      Bathed in sweat, Carrie pushed harder in spite of the strange warning signals her body sent her to back off.

      Eighteen and invincible, the world was her oyster. She could have anything she set her mind to and had proven that time and time again. But Carrie had to prove herself one more time. It wasn’t enough she’d been valedictorian at her high school graduation that very day. She had to do this or feel like a complete failure. She had to win this race against him or she knew she would regret it for the rest of her life.

      If sheer force of will had been enough to put her over the top, she wouldn’t be staring at her best friend’s back now. Why couldn’t she pull ahead? It had to be that stupid side bet she’d thrown in at the last minute. If she had just left well enough alone, Alan would never have pulled enough superhuman speed from somewhere deep within him to beat her. He never had in the past. It had to be her fault he managed to now.

      Worst of all the finish line loomed ahead, what she could see of it past Alan’s large frame. It was crawling with their mutual high school friends, some of them cheering for her, all of them appearing shocked to see Alan in the lead.

      His chest hit the finish line—a crepe paper streamer torn down from the party decorations and held on each end by Carrie and Alan’s fellow track team members.

      Arms flailing to slow herself, Carrie came to an eventual stop just past the group. Bending at the waist with one hand pressed to her side in an attempt to ease the pain there, she managed to glance up and see the congratulations Alan absorbed so happily.

      The boys, predictably, slapped him hard on the back while whooping loud and victoriously. Through the haze of exhausted defeat, Carrie noticed Mary Lou break through the crowd and throw her shapely form against Alan’s in a full body hug before she kissed him on one reddened cheek dripping in sweat. Carrie still had enough reasoning power left to think this girl must really like him to be doing that before he at least toweled off.

      Carrie knew she needed to cool down her body slowly, was very well aware she should at least walk a bit to work the lactic acid out of her muscles or accept the consequences later, but instead she dropped to the cool grass. She lay there, eyes closed, unmoving except for the rapid rise and fall of her chest caused by her still heavy breathing.

      She felt them above even before she opened her eyes and saw them, the ring of grinning boys staring down at her with a mixture of anticipation and triumph in their eyes.

      Alan’s face appeared among them. “You a’ight, Carrie Anne?”

      Carrie managed a nod.

      Alan’s face broke out in a wide smile. “Good. I’d hate for you to die or something before you fulfilled your part of our little wager.”

      His posse of male supporters snickered and elbowed each other.

      With a groan Carrie sat up, bracing her forearms on rubbery legs before she attempted to stand.

      “I’ve never welched on a bet in my life, Alan James Innis, and you know it.” She also never thought she’d lose this particular bet.

      “I know. That’s why they’re so excited.” Alan hooked a thumb at his cohorts.

      This time Carrie’s groan was more of a growl. As if losing weren’t bad enough, now it had to be followed by complete and utter public humiliation in front of a group of her drooling male classmates.

      Alan extended his hand and helped her stand. The inevitable could be put off no longer. Once she was on her feet, he grinned. “I’ll hold your clothes for you if you want.”

      “Yeah, thanks a lot.” She glanced around the group uncomfortably. “Could y’all at least turn your backs while I get undressed?”

      One boy frowned. “What the hell for? We’re gonna see you nekkid soon enough.”

      As if she needed reminding. Arms firmly folded, Carrie stood her ground. “I know, but the deal was I’d run through the party, not put on a striptease show.”

      “Come on, guys. Let’s give her some privacy. The show will start soon enough.” Alan winked in her direction as he grabbed the shoulders of the two teens closest to him and spun them to face away from her. Grumbling the whole time, the others followed suit.

      Being naked in front of Alan wasn’t a huge deal. They’d been friends with each other for as long as she could remember.

      They hadn’t even thought twice that beastly hot day they’d both stripped down to their underwear and jumped into the river on their way home from school. It had been strictly platonic. A matter of necessity really. Neither had wanted to get their school clothes wet, but the heat was too unbearable to not dive in and cool off. There’d been nothing strange about it. She didn’t think of him that way, and he felt the same.

      But this…this was totally different.

      Procrastinating wouldn’t do any good, so Carrie flung her tank top, shorts, sports bra and panties off as quickly as possible. Leaving her socks and running shoes on, she took off at top speed.

      The loud collective whoop from the group of boys heralded the exact moment they saw her streak past. Running at least as fast as she had during the race that landed her in this predicament, she quickly covered the predetermined route, confining behind each of her hands her small but far too bouncy breasts the entire way.

      When the awful deed was finally done, Alan, thankfully alone and without his male entourage, met her behind a bush with her clothes held in a bundle in one hand. He may still be grinning triumphantly but at least he turned away as she dressed.

      Still humiliated, she pulled on the now cooled but still uncomfortably sweat-drenched things. Once covered again, Carrie emerged from behind the foliage. “Thanks for bringing me my clothes.”

      “Sure.” Alan kicked at the ground with the toe of one sneaker. “Um, what you gonna do about that other part of our bet, Carrie Anne?”

      “You know what I’m going to do, Alan.” That other part had never been in question. She’d known for years what she’d wanted to do, and first thing Monday morning, as soon as the recruiting office opened for the day, she’d be there doing it.

      “I know what you said, but the side bet was if you won we both went. If I won neither of us had to go.” He glanced up at her hopefully.

      She wasn’t any happier about leaving her best friend for parts unknown than he was. Actually, the parts unknown didn’t bother her in the least. Anywhere had to be better than the stiflingly small town in Mississippi where they’d both been born and raised. The leaving her best friend part—yeah, that hurt a bit.

      Maybe that’s what inspired her to add the side bet last minute, the hope that Alan would change his mind and come with her. He hadn’t and judging by the way he ran, he had no desire to follow her into the Air Force and get out of this town.

      Carrie forced a smile and was about to reassure him they would still be best friends even after she left for basic training when Mary Lou sauntered up to Alan, a big red plastic cup held in one small, manicured hand.

      With a quick, almost jealous glance at Carrie, Mary Lou tugged on Alan’s arm. “You want a beer? I’ll get you one.”

      Alan looked at Carrie.

      “Go on, Alan. I need to wash up a bit. I’ll see you two later.” Carrie released Alan to the girl’s possessive grasp, sincerely wishing him good luck with Mary Lou.

      If he didn’t get at least a good make-out session that night, Carrie knew she’d have to hear about it for days, and she wasn’t in the mood. Being best friends with a boy often had its disadvantages, his obsession regarding girls being one of them.

      “Good race, Carrie. Really good.” Alan nodded in her direction before he was pulled away.

      Not good enough.

      “Thanks,” she answered as he disappeared in the direction of the keg and into the darkness.
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      “Where the hell are you now?”

      Tech Sergeant Carrie A. Armstrong laughed into the phone receiver at the disbelief in her friend’s voice. “I told you, Alan. I’m at a base in Rota, Spain.”

      “Wow. Spain. Impressive. Did you get to eat some real, authentic Spanish food?”

      “Nah, we had calzones in this little pizza place when we landed. One of the guys had been through here on his last deployment. He said this spot made the best calzones he’d ever had. It was pretty good.” Although, after being on a military transport for hours with nothing but bottled water and energy bars, cardboard would have tasted pretty good to her too.

      Alan laughed. “Only you would eat at a pizza joint in Spain. I guess there’s always tomorrow for you to get some local grub.”

      “No can do. We’re only here overnight.” If you could call it overnight. Carrie had to meet the others at the rally point at zero-three-hundred hours.

      “And you’re on your way to where in Africa again?”

      “Djibouti.”

      “Damn. When you lost that bet of ours, I never ever thought I’d be dooming you to exile in a place named Djibouti without me by your side. I’m sorry about that, Carrie Anne.”

      Carrie had trouble believing her destination herself, but not for the same reasons as Alan. When deployment orders had come for her, she figured it would be to Afghanistan. Considering those alternatives, the Combined Joint Task Force’s Camp Lemonier on the Horn of Africa didn’t look too bad.

      “You didn’t doom me to anything. You know I was joining up anyway. But you're right. The only difference was if I’d won that bet, you’d be here with me.” That would have been nice, actually. She missed her friend from home.

      “I know. Why do you think I pulled that last burst of speed out of my ass and passed you right before the finish line? No offense, but I knew Air Force rules were probably not gonna be for me. And back then I didn’t even consider having to live in Africa. What do you think you’re gonna find there? My bet is mosquitoes the size of those bombers we used to go see at the air show. Not my idea of fun, Carrie Anne, and I’d be right there with you if you’d won that race. Do you remember my kick ass finish to our run?”

      “Yeah, I remember.” How could she forget those six long miles in the blood-boiling Mississippi June heat?

      They were crazy for doing it, but the stakes were high. If Carrie had won, Alan would likely be here with her in person now. Instead, she’d had to streak naked through their high school graduation party. The embarrassment of that night was nothing compared to the pain of missing her best friend daily now.

      Carrie had laughed at the bet. She’d been certain Alan would be the one running butt ass naked through the party and joining the Air Force with her. Boy, had she been wrong.

      Alan apparently had more incentive to win than she’d imagined, and it wasn’t caused by any doubts about joining the Air Force either. She learned much later his incentive that night was his new crush on Mary Lou Hennessy.

      Until Mary Lou, they’d both talked about enlisting together, from the time they were little. Carrie’s uncle was a pilot in the Air Force during Vietnam. From the day he took them to an air show and Carrie first laid eyes on those Air Force planes flying in formation she was hooked.

      Maybe Alan had made the right choice. Mary Lou was now his wife. Thankfully Carrie had managed to get leave to attend her best friend’s wedding. That trip had been one of the far too few times she’d managed to get home to visit since joining up.

      Twelve years after that fateful race, Carrie was a Tech Sergeant and Satellite Communications Operator for the United States Air Force. And Alan was a proud father of two, happily married, but not so happily working in his father-in-law’s hardware store back in their hometown in Mississippi.

      She couldn’t help but wonder how things would have turned out for him had she won that race instead. His life would surely have been different. Alan had never left the great state of Mississippi in his thirty years. He never even took classes at the community college, although he wrote to Carrie about that plan for a while right after high school while she was away in basic training.

      Carrie, on the other hand, had lost count of the number of places she’d seen as well as lived, and she now had extensive technical training courtesy of the United States Military.

      She also knew that if that race were run again today, she would beat Alan by a mile. She loved to run, so she did it often. That made the required Air Force physical training a breeze for her. Nowadays, Alan’s idea of PT was bowling.

      “What’s in Africa, anyways? I thought the war was in Iraq or Afghanistan.” Alan’s question dragged her from that long ago night in June, back to the present.

      “Take a look at a map sometime. You’ll see how important HOA is geographically.” Carrie shook her head. Maybe if Alan spent more time watching CNN and less time watching ball games on TV he would know.

      “HOA? You Air Force people and your codes for everything. I swear.” His slow, drawling southern accent reminded her too much of home.

      Carrie sighed out a small laugh as the longing twisted in her chest. “HOA is the Horn of Africa.”

      “Oh. Okay, Miss Smarty Pants. Anyways, I’d rather have you safe in HOA cooling your heels on Uncle Sam’s dime than shot down by the Taliban or something. I’m happy you’re going there.”

      She didn’t bother to correct his assumption. Deployment to Djibouti was not quite as safe or uneventful as Alan assumed. It bordered Somalia, a hot bed of discontent and a favorite place for terrorists to hide, and it was located within striking distance of the narrow waterway between HOA and Yemen where ninety percent of the world’s oil passed through. Though he was correct in one respect. Djibouti would be nothing compared to the Taliban-riddled mountains bordering Pakistan in Afghanistan.

      “I worry about my good old friend, you know,” Alan continued.

      “Thanks, Alan.” She worried about him too, but for other reasons. Carrie kept that to herself. “Listen. This call is costing like six dollars a minute and my phone card is probably about to run out. I’ll email you as soon as I get settled at camp.”

      “Sure thing, Carrie Anne. You take care now, y’ hear.”

      “You too, Alan. A kiss to Mary Lou and the kids for me.”

      “Will do.”

      Even more homesick after the phone call, Carrie replaced the receiver in its cradle on the nightstand. She glanced around her small but private room for the night.

      She should try and enjoy the privacy while she had it. There would only be the illusion of privacy at Lemonier. She’d heard they’d started constructing metal container living units at camp. The CLUs were basically private tin cans for the personnel to sleep in, but until they’d built enough Carrie would likely be allotted a ten by ten foot cube cut out of a larger sleeping tent by canvas dividers.

      Carrie should have been grateful for tonight’s last bit of solitude, but instead she felt suddenly very alone. Stateside, and to be honest bored for the last few years, she’d thought she’d welcome the change of being deployed. But this first night away she couldn’t shake the homesickness, even if home had been base housing for a very long time now.

      A knock on the door startled Carrie. Jumping to open it, she found one of the Airmen from her squadron.

      “Change of plans. Ten-hundred tomorrow at the rally point instead of zero-three-hundred,” he informed her.

      Great, more time to sit alone in her empty room. She nodded once. “Ten-hundred hours. I’ll see you then.”

      He returned the nod and was off to knock on the next door and pass the word, and Carrie was left to herself once again.

      Unzipping the flight suit to expose her short-sleeved T-shirt underneath, Carrie let the top half of the khaki suit dangle around her waist as she wandered to the bathroom. She might as well brush her teeth, shower and get ready for bed. Maybe she could sleep through the homesickness. Once they landed in Djibouti and she was busy working, she’d shake this unsettled feeling soon enough. No problem. She just needed to get there already.
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      Staff Sergeant Beau Adams ran full out until his lungs and thighs felt as if they were on fire. God, how he hated running. But if he was going to do it, he may as well do it good and hard. Get it over with and get a decent workout.

      As the bright ball of the sun touched the horizon, the main gate of Camp Lemonier and the end of the run trail came into view. He slowed to a jog, then to a walk.

      Luckily he was done with today’s torture. Too bad this wasn’t the end of his workday as well. Before showering, Beau needed to check in. He headed toward his office. Things ran 24/7 here and he had to make sure nothing had come up while he was gone that would affect the night shift.

      By the time he had crossed the camp, reached the maintenance office building and grabbed a bottle of water, his breathing was nearly back to normal. Opening his office door, Beau found his buddy Crash inside.

      Speaking of getting back to normal...

      “Crash, when the hell you gonna be able to PT with me again?”

      “I don’t know.” Crash shrugged. “Why?”

      “Because I hate running as it is. Doing it alone is twice as bad.” Beau wiped his face with the hem of his sweat-drenched tank top and waited for a response from his friend.

      Crash glanced up from the episode of Desperate Housewives he was watching on the satellite television in Beau’s office. At least they had TV this deployment—a big Ooh Rah for Central Command and the Combined Joint Task Force for that little bit of home all the way on the Horn of Africa.

      “Usually when I get shin splints this bad, it takes a few weeks. Sorry. Not much I can do about it.” Crash shrugged again. “How was the run? Besides the fact you missed me, that is.”

      Grinning, Crash didn’t look all that sorry.

      Beau downed half of the bottle of water before answering.

      How was the run? It was hot, as usual, but this being Africa that should be pretty obvious. In spite of that fact, he decided to mention it anyway. “Freaking hot. Oh, and I saw a hyena and three camels.”

      Close encounters with the African wildlife were hardly worth mentioning either. When their detachment arrived in Djibouti nearly two months earlier, the first camel sighting had been a photo-worthy event. Not anymore.

      Crash raised a brow at Beau. “You didn’t mess with any of them this time, did ya?”

      “Hell no. Mean sons a’ bitches.” Beau had learned the hard way not mess with the camels.

      Good thing he ran regularly. He’d needed the speed that day when the damn pissed off camel had chased him. Crash had been no help either. All he did was snap a bunch of pictures of Beau running with the camel in hot pursuit. Crash had been laughing so hard it was surprising he’d managed to take the embarrassing photos at all. Nowadays, Beau steered a wide berth of any beasts he saw. Usually, thankfully, the animals did the same.

      Crash grunted a response to Beau’s previous answer, half his attention on one of the TV housewives strutting around in her lingerie on the screen. Beau turned to go and leave him to it when Crash looked up again.

      “Beau. Hold on. The OIC stopped by while you were out. There’s a transport bringing in some FNGs. It arrives in an hour. You have to meet the plane.”

      FNGs—fucking new guys. Great.

      “Thanks for telling me.” Smothering a groan, Beau figured he had best count himself lucky Crash had been able to wrestle his attention away from the show long enough to relay the order. Beau would have been royally screwed with the officer in charge if he’d failed to show up to meet the transport.

      He scowled. One of the unsung jobs of being a crew chief and a staff non-commissioned officer was playing welcome wagon for FNGs.

      Just what he wanted to do after a twelve hour day of work and a long, hot run—stand out on the sweltering runway and meet some plane full of fucking new guys like frigging Tattoo on that old TV show Fantasy Island.

      An hour and a half later, showered but no less cranky, Beau stood at the airfield waiting for the C-5 to
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