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      Logan Goodman is a math whiz turned infantry private, out to prove he belongs in a high-stakes rapid-response unit.

      Sabby Adams isn’t Army. She’s tattoos and combat boots, metal concerts and rebel streaks. And yet, when this goth graphic designer crosses path with Logan, something clicks.

      Logan’s drawn to her like a magnet to chaos but there’s one problem he can’t ignore: Sabby’s sister is his sergeant, and, with her, he’s already on thin ice.
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        * * *

      

      Set on a small Army base brimming with grit, humor, and heart, Metal & Mud is a military romance about found families and the rules we’re willing to break for the people who matter.
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          SABBY - A FEW YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      The music didn’t float through the air on invisible wings. It wasn’t that type of music. The notes ripped through the small club like a banshee’s wail, turning every breath into an electric charge that buzzed against Sabby’s skin. The guitarist looked like he might be a weekend warrior—an accountant by day with a decent wig to amplify his rock persona at night—but he had a gift. The way he tore chords out of that battered Fender around his neck wasn’t something you could learn in CPA school.

      Sabby recognized real talent, however young she was. And as much as she appreciated a killer guitarist, she’d mainly come for the singer. There weren’t enough women in rock, and this one was among the best stateside—though Sabby’s personal top five were mostly European metal queens who only hit the U.S. for the big festivals.

      “Hey!” Her friend Aubrey poked her in the side. With the live music blasting, it was the only way to get Sabby’s attention. Aubrey then yelled into her ear, “We should get going!”

      Sabby tore her gaze away from the guitarist. “Why? We just got here!”

      Aubrey leaned in again, frustration evident on her face. “We’ve got our math final tomorrow! I’m right on the line for honor graduate, and if I’m gonna get any scholarships⁠—”

      “Are you serious?” Sabby shook her head. “It’s the best night ever!” She glanced back at the stage, where the lead singer prepared to launch into the next verse.

      Aubrey’s eyes narrowed. “But I’m your ride. How are you gonna get home?”

      Sabby shrugged. “Don’t sweat it. I’ve got my dad’s debit card. I’ll grab an Uber if I need to. Just stay for the rest of the set, okay? The solo’s almost done, and the next part is going to be epic.”

      For a moment, she thought Aubrey might give in. But Sabby had pushed her friend too far outside her comfort zone. “Sabrina, you can be a real pain in the ass sometimes!” Aubrey shouted, stomping her foot and then turning away, slipping through the crush of bodies.

      Sabby let her go. Aubrey would make it home just fine, she always drove like someone’s cautious grandmother. Sabby knew her friend wasn’t really cut out for sneaking into clubs on a weeknight. She should never have dragged Aubrey along. But Sabby’s own license was currently frozen in a block of ice in the freezer at home, a punishment courtesy of her mother’s latest “Dear Abby” idea.

      As if on cue, the singer, a red-and-black-haired powerhouse clad in a succubus-inspired outfit, took the microphone. Black contact lenses made her look as fierce as her soaring operatic vocals sounded, and Sabby’s spirits lifted with every high note. This was what made life worth it, this moment of pure, unfiltered adrenaline that a metal show provided.

      The band played originals, then wrapped up with their metal cover of “One Last Time,” the version that had gone viral and earned them thousands of fans. By the final note, Sabby was drenched in sweat, heart hammering like a wild thing in her chest. She felt euphoric, no sports victory or gym workout ever came close to how a thunderous metal track made her feel.

      It ended abruptly the moment someone grabbed her backside, definitely not an accidental brush in the crowd. She spun around and saw a guy who had to be ten years older than her, smirking down at her.

      “What the hell, jerk?” she snapped, her anger flaring. “Who do you think you are?”

      “I see you showing off in that skirt,” he drawled, while his buddy snickered behind him. He grabbed his crotch and sneered. “You want more?”

      She knew she was supposed to walk away. It was a crowded club, she was alone, and underage. But safe play had never been her style. Without a word, she slammed a fist into his nose with all the force her hundred-and-fifteen-pound frame could muster.

      “Hands off, pervert!” she yelled. Blood spurted from his nose, and she nailed his shin with a sharp kick. His friend tried to step in but caught a wicked punch to the ribs.

      They fought, chaotic and fierce. Club security finally wrestled her off the guy’s back, where she’d been clawing at him like a wild animal. Sirens eventually cut through the music and chatter, and Sabby realized in a flash of lights that her night was going downhill fast.
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        * * *

      

      “Sabrina Adams?”

      Exhausted, Sabby raised her head from where she slumped on a hard bench in a holding cell. The officer calling her name looked just as tired as she felt.

      “That’s me.” She stood, taking note of a twitchy girl in the corner who’d been glaring at anyone who so much as breathed too loudly. This wasn’t Sabby’s first brush with the law, but it was the first time she’d spent a chunk of the night in an actual lockup rather than waiting in a side room for her parents.

      The cop led her out into the main part of the station and over to a small window with a metal grate. “Sign here for your belongings,” he said. “You’re free to go.”

      Sabby blinked in surprise. “Seriously?”

      He shrugged. “The other women in the club backed your story. Seems like your buddy there was a repeat offender grabbing rear ends. So, no assault charges this time.”

      “But?”

      “But don’t be dumb again. Sneaking into a bar with a fake ID is dangerous. You’re lucky nothing worse happened.” He slid her phone and wallet across the counter, giving her a look that said he’d lost enough sleep already.

      Sabby rolled her eyes, but kept silent. No point in arguing. She signed for her stuff, then left the station, stepping into the frigid December dawn. The sky was gray, light just starting to break. Her phone was low on battery, and she really didn’t want to call her parents. She’d deal with them eventually, but not now.

      Her stomach lurched with fresh dread when she spotted her older sister waiting at the bottom of the steps. Jess, the blonde Amazon, with broad shoulders filling out an Army hoodie, stood watching Sabby approach, her expression stony.

      “When did you get in?” Sabby tried for casual, but it came out shaky.

      “About an hour after you snuck out for a concert,” Jess replied, arms folded across her chest. “Haven’t been home in months, missed Thanksgiving because of a last-minute duty assignment, and my welcome home is a frantic night with Mom and Dad while they track you down. Then a call at one in the morning saying you’ve been arrested. Again.”

      “It wasn’t my fault!” Sabby said quickly.

      Jess held up a hand. “Enough. You used a fake ID, and you got in a brawl in a twenty-one-and-up club. Mom and Dad have had it, Sabby. They’re done.”

      “What do you mean, done?” A trickle of panic snaked through her, making her heart pound. Jess’s silence terrified her. “Jess?”

      She swallowed. “They’ve kicked you out, Sabby. You’re eighteen now. They decided you need to fend for yourself.”

      The words struck home like a punch to the gut. Sabby’s bravado crumbled as tears pricked her eyes. When Jess pulled her in for a hug, she broke down. All the fights, the anger, the concert buzz and adrenaline gushed out as she sobbed in her sister’s arms.

      Eventually, her tears slowed. “What am I going to do?” she whispered.

      Jess released her gently and took Sabby by the hand, guiding her toward her truck. “First, we get you an energy drink and some breakfast. Then, you get your butt to school.”

      Sabby looked up at the old F-150—practical and reliable, built for anything. Exactly like Jess. “You brought me clothes?” she asked, noticing a bag in the back.

      “Yeah. I’m not letting you go in there half-dressed.” Jess gestured for Sabby to climb in, and they both buckled up.

      “Then what?” Sabby asked. “One more semester of high school… Where am I supposed to live?”

      Jess started the engine. “I need to make a few calls, see what my chain of command says. I don’t know all the rules by heart. But I might be able to get permission for you to stay with me on base, at least until you graduate.”

      That idea seized Sabby with a fresh jolt of uncertainty. “Where even is that?”

      Jess pulled out onto the road, drumming her fingers on the wheel as they drove into the creeping daylight. “Fort Whitefield. It’s small, it’s quiet, and you’ll probably be bored out of your mind. But I promise you one thing.” She glanced over, meeting Sabby’s eyes with quiet resolve. “I won’t give up on you. It’ll be a home.”
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      Logan Goodman stepped out of his truck and surveyed the plain brick building, heat settling over him like a heavy blanket. He was used to humidity from his childhood in Florida, but the past few months in Georgia had taught him real summer misery. At least now he had a different kind of heat to deal with, and he refused to think too far ahead about whatever came next. He had enough on his mind just reporting in to his first real unit. He took a quick glance at the glass door, making sure his uniform was squared away. Drill Sergeant habits died hard.

      Before he could reach for the handle, a bald-headed man stuck his head out from an open window. “Hey, you the new private HQ warned us about?” The man’s rank patch showed he was a Specialist, and he seemed to have no problem leaning on sarcasm. “Get inside. The Major won’t wait all day.”

      Logan hustled through the doorway into the company offices and introduced himself. “Logan Goodman,” he said, offering a folder. “Who do I give this to?”

      “Me,” the Specialist replied, snatching the file. “Name’s Crews—company clerk, all-around fix-it guy. I keep this place running.” He paused, glancing over Logan’s paperwork. But before he could say more, a deep voice from a nearby office cut him off.

      “Crews talks big,” came the voice, “but he usually causes more trouble than not.” The speaker was a tall, imposing man who had the air of authority and the label First Sergeant on his uniform. Logan snapped to parade rest by sheer instinct.

      “At ease, Goodman,” the First Sergeant said with a small chuckle. “Let’s have you see the CO first. He’s got a meeting soon, so hurry up.”

      Crews winked at Logan as the First Sergeant led him to a small office. Major Kirk, the commanding officer, sat behind a plain desk. His brown hair, bordering on a shaggy cut, made him look more like a laid-back coach than the crisp officers Logan had mostly seen at training. A large West Point diploma hung on the wall, along with a black and gold Army jersey. Something about the contrast of formality and relaxed style caught Logan off guard.

      “Private First Class Logan Goodman, reporting,” Logan announced, saluting. The Major’s return was casual but precise, and he motioned for Logan to sit.

      “Good to meet you, Goodman,” Major Kirk said. “You’re already a PFC, which tells me you’ve got some education under your belt.”

      “Yes, sir. I have my bachelor’s in Mathematics from the University of Miami.”

      “And you decided not to go officer route?”

      Logan shrugged. “Didn’t know if I was joining the Army when I was in college. I ended up enlisting after realizing all the analyst jobs I was offered weren’t for me. Figured the Army would let me pay down loans and figure out my next step.”

      “Fair enough,” Major Kirk said, checking his watch. “I’d love to chat more, but I’m short on time. First Sergeant will get you squared away, then we’ll introduce you to your immediate chain once everyone’s back from the range.” He turned toward the door. “Top!”

      The First Sergeant appeared almost immediately. “Sir?”

      “Put Goodman in second squad, third platoon, and see that he meets the key players tonight or tomorrow.” Major Kirk grabbed his patrol cap. “I have a briefing, so you have the house.”

      “Hooah, sir,” the First Sergeant said, stepping aside. Logan followed him out to the parking lot, the midday sun baking the pavement. Once they were outside, the First Sergeant set a brisk pace down the sidewalk.

      “Listen up,” he said, barely glancing back. “You can call me Top eventually, but not yet. We belong to a specialized infantry battalion, the kind that gets called when the Army needs rapid response. Charlie Trey-Trey ain’t like your typical infantry unit. We tailor our missions to whatever the brass wants, from small teams to full company operations. You’ll learn the details as you go, one day at a time.”

      “Yes, First Sergeant.”

      “You airborne-qualified?”

      “Yes, First Sergeant. I just haven’t sewn on my wings yet.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Our CO doesn’t like extra flair on daily uniforms. You’ll wear them on your dress uniforms. We might send you to Air Assault soon. As you’ve probably noticed, the Major’s more relaxed than some officers you’ve seen. That’s the way we do things here, efficient and a little outside the box, but still disciplined at heart.”

      They stopped at the dining facility, a clean, industrial-looking space with white walls and polished metal rails on the serving line. The First Sergeant hollered for a man named Nakamura, who emerged from the back. He wore square-rimmed glasses and sported a friendly grin.

      “It’s up to you to get Goodman set up in the barracks,” the First Sergeant told Nakamura. “He’s yours until third platoon wraps up at the range. Don’t let him wander off.”

      With that, the First Sergeant headed out, leaving Logan with Nakamura. They left the dining hall and returned to the parking lot, where Nakamura asked which vehicle belonged to Logan.

      “That truck there,” Logan said, pointing. “I swapped my car for it after college.”

      “Smart move. A lot of new soldiers blow their money on something flashy. Then they can’t afford the insurance or the gas.” He led Logan across the lot, weaving between vehicles. “After we see your new room, I’ll grab registration info for your base tag. Easy process, so no worries.”

      Logan followed him to a brown building a short distance away. Climbing to the second floor, Nakamura opened one of the doors, revealing a small common area with two bedrooms branching off.

      “We lucked out because these used to be officer quarters,” Nakamura said with a laugh. “It’s a big step up from the typical open-bay barracks. Still, there are rules. No hooking up in these rooms. That’s a hard line. You want to get intimate, you do it elsewhere. Understood?”

      “Yes, Sergeant.”

      “Good. Get your gear and settle in. I’ll handle your paperwork.”

      Logan went to his truck and grabbed his duffel. He’d barely lifted it when a sharp female voice barked, “Drop it, Goodman!”

      He dropped the bag and snapped to attention before he even registered who was speaking. A short, muscular woman with Sergeant stripes came closer, accompanied by a bald Sergeant First Class whose name tape read Lincoln.

      “Nice reflexes,” Sergeant Lincoln said with an amused grin. “What do you think, Adams?”

      Sergeant Adams circled Logan like a lioness with fresh prey. “I think he’s new enough to still smell like Benning,” she said dryly, then spotted the subtle tailoring of his uniform. “Hollywood, you been fancying up your ACUs?”

      Logan swallowed. “Had them adjusted a bit, Sergeant.”

      She shook her head. “Great. Another showpiece. Listen up, Hollywood. I’m your fire team leader, which means I’m basically your mama now, but I’m not cuddly. We do a lot of small-team ops, so being a legit badass isn’t optional. You think you can handle that?”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Logan said, meeting her stare.

      “We’ll see. Tomorrow’s PT? Obstacle course. Let’s hope you didn’t eat too many donuts on leave. Carter!” she called out, and a tall man jogged over. “Your new roommate’s here. Make sure he knows where to be and when.”

      Just then, the base loudspeaker sounded Retreat. Everyone paused, faced the direction of headquarters, and saluted. When the ceremony ended, Adams gave Logan a final glare. “Don’t get comfortable.”

      She and Sergeant Lincoln left, and Carter introduced himself with a chuckle. “Don’t mind M-M—Muscle Mommy,” he said, joking about Adams. “She’s tough, but as long as you keep up, she’ll have your back. I’m Carter Max, by the way, from Valdez, Alaska.”

      “Logan Goodman. Florida.” They shook hands before Carter helped him carry his gear upstairs.

      Logan soon learned the reason there was an open spot on Adams’s team. Carter’s previous roommate had been shipped out because, as Carter put it, “Adams said he was deadwood. You’re starting behind the eight ball, Hollywood.” Logan wondered if he’d stick around long enough to lose that nickname.
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      Across the base, Sabby Adams maneuvered a small shopping cart through the Fort Pickett Post Exchange, gritting her teeth at the twangy music. She was proud of her sister’s Army service but had zero interest in smothering herself in patriotic decor or clothing. She did, however, appreciate the PX for providing all the practical items she needed, especially her sister’s endless supply of protein powders. Sabby’s style ran closer to goth rock than red, white, and blue, and she knew better than to look for anything trendy here. Tank tops and lingerie were replaced by rows of star-spangled T-shirts and cheap furniture.

      After checking out, she hit the base fitness center, a simple but well-equipped spot that functioned for both active duty and dependents like her. Sabby had come a long way in the past few years, moving in with her sister Jessica when life at home fell apart. She’d once considered herself a rebellious teenager with dyed hair and a sharp tongue, but now she kept her head above water with a part-time job on post and online college courses.

      She returned to their small duplex to restock supplies and flip laundry into the dryer. Jess needed clean uniforms for the upcoming week. The house was modest, two bedrooms, cool tile floors, and a faulty shower head, but Sabby loved it. She was pulling out her textbooks when the rumble of Jessica’s truck announced her sister’s arrival. Jess came in, uniform top already off, rummaging for her gym bag.

      “Busy day, Sabs,” Jess said, arms flexing with her usual energy. “Gotta lift before my date tonight.”

      Sabby raised an eyebrow. “Another date? You’d think you’d take a longer break after your last breakup.”

      Jess took a swig from her shaker bottle. “I’ve told you, in my world, there’s no such thing as a nice breakup. I’m not letting one bad experience stop me.” She turned, rummaging for fresh clothes. “Anyway, we got a new private in my squad who might drive me nuts, but I’ll sort that out tomorrow. And before you get on it, I’m not a bitch.”

      “Yes you are, but I love you being a bitch,” Sabby said. “So how long before you break him?”

      “If he can hang, I won’t be breaking him,” Jess countered. “Sabby, you know I can’t tell you everything, but put it this way. I’d rather have a hole in my team than a deadass. You don’t have to drag a hole’s body out of the line of incoming fire.” 

      Sabby shivered, wishing for the hundredth time that her sister didn’t have such a dangerous job. Every time she left, Sabby had to remind herself that Jess chose the life she was in, that she enjoyed it, and that she was a full on legit badass who would come back home to her sister.

      "Will you be okay if I’m late?” Jess asked.

      “I’ll survive,” Sabby teased. “I’ve got grilled cheese for dinner and a graphics project to finish.”

      “I promise I’ll be home by eleven. This is just a first date, drinks at a bar, and we’ve both got work in the morning. Good luck with your project.” Jess leaned over and gave her a quick hug. “You’re the best roommate a sister could ask for. Thanks for not giving me an earful.”

      “I’ll hold the earful for tomorrow,” Sabby laughed, watching Jess race out the door with her gym gear in tow. She sat down at the table, went back to her studying, and wondered if she should worry about her sister dating again. But it was Jess’s life. Sabby had her own challenges to tackle, including finishing school and somehow finding a date who didn’t recoil at her metalhead wardrobe.

      She only hoped Logan Goodman, and the rest of her sister’s new teammates, had enough grit to keep up with Jessica Adams, known around the company as the toughest little powerhouse there was. With a resigned smile, Sabby went back to her books, one ear always perked, waiting to hear the door creak open when her sister returned, safe and sound. In a place like Fort Pickett, that was the best comfort of all.
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          LOGAN

        

      

    

    
      The sun was just lifting over the horizon when Logan joined formation at Fort Pickett. Five thirty was later than he was used to, but his body was still on Benning time, so he felt pleasantly awake. He scanned the faces around him, a mixture of seasoned expressions and new intensity. It was his first day in the new unit, and he could feel a hint of nerves mingle with excitement. The ACU uniform felt heavier than the PT gear he wore through most of basic, but rules were rules. Today was about making a good impression, and he was determined to show his best.

      He caught sight of Lieutenant Xavier Parker, the platoon leader, stepping forward. Tall, blond, and sharp-jawed, Parker had a confident presence that made Logan straighten his posture even more.

      “Sergeant Lincoln,” Parker said in a crisp voice, returning the platoon sergeant’s salute, “what have we got?”

      Sergeant Lincoln gave his report, and Parker turned to the platoon.

      “At ease, Third Platoon.”

      They all responded in unison, the greeting echoing across the morning air. Logan spotted Carter, who stood next to him with a welcoming grin, along with Bron Davis, a compact wall of muscle who looked like he could bulldoze anything the Army threw his way.

      Parker addressed the group. “First off, we’ve got a new member. PFC Goodman, front and center.” Logan stepped out of line, jogged around, and came to attention in front of Parker. “Sir.”

      “Relax, Goodman. We’re not that formal here. Third Platoon, meet your new teammate. Give him some love.”

      “Run, Motherfucker!” the platoon yelled in unison, drawing laughter from all sides.

      Parker clapped Logan on the shoulder and told him to fall back in line.

      “And apparently,” Parker continued, “there’s already a nickname for our new man. Sergeant Adams, want to share it?”

      Sergeant Adams, jacked and scowling, barked, “Hollywood, sir.”

      The platoon burst into more laughter. Logan felt his face flush. He’d expected a nickname eventually, just not so soon.

      Parker nodded. “We usually stick to real names in official settings, but don’t be surprised if you hear Hollywood more often than Goodman. As for whether that’s a good or bad thing, you’ll find out soon enough.” He turned back to Sergeant Lincoln.

      They did a quick set of warmups before dividing into fire teams, moving to the obstacle course. Logan glanced around, impressed by Fort Pickett’s setup: a quarter-mile track encircled an area packed with well-kept obstacles. The logs and walls looked solid and splinter-free.

      Their group reached a six-foot wooden wall. Logan unbuttoned his uniform top, leaving only his regulation tee and pants.

      Sergeant Adams had hopped the wall effortlessly, a bulging display of shoulders and arms. She pinned Logan with a hard stare. “Before you try the wall, Hollywood, give me fifty air squats.”

      He resisted the urge to groan and spread his feet. As he started counting out reps, Adams matched him, squatting at a slightly faster pace.

      “Is that body spray I’m sniffing?”

      “It’s deodorant, Sergeant.”

      “You’re in the real Army now, not some place where you’re afraid to get dirty. If you’re squeamish about sweat, you’re going to hate this job.”

      “Hooah, Sergeant,” he replied, finishing the last squat despite the burn in his thighs.

      She nodded at the wall. He lunged forward, grabbed the top, and hauled himself over with a determined grunt. Bron and Carter were already waiting on the other side.

      Adams followed, paused, and jerked her chin at the ground. “Twenty old-school pushups, Hollywood.”

      He dropped, balanced on his palms, and started pumping them out. It felt unfair, none of the others were getting singled out with extra reps, but he could guess what she was doing. She wanted to see whether he’d break. As soon as he wrapped them up, he hustled to rejoin Bron and Carter.

      The next obstacle was a series of hurdles they had to clear with their hands on top of their heads.

      “Hollywood, twenty flutter kicks,” Adams said the moment he stepped up.

      He bit back a protest, though he noticed she wasn’t skipping any effort herself. She vaulted each log, her pelvis sliding over in a way that made him wince at the potential bruises. Once she finished, she dropped into jump lunges, making it obvious that she was pushing her own limits.

      For the next hour, they ran from one station to the next: scaling walls, climbing ropes, crawling under wire. Logan’s arms and back ached, but he refused to slow down. By the last obstacle, a towering rope climb, he was drenched with sweat. He slapped the bell at the top, then slid down, breathing hard. Bron and Carter gave him discreet thumbs-up. At least he’d proven he could keep up.

      Sergeant Lincoln called everyone together. “All right, gather up. Now we do relays. Four-by-four-hundred, in combat boots.”

      Carter explained, “This is where Adams expects us to crush the other teams. Don’t lose.”

      They headed to lane six, and Corporal Franklin set the running order: Bron, Franklin, Carter, then Logan anchoring. Bron took off first, powerful but inefficient, getting passed by a few runners. By the time he tagged Franklin, they were behind. Logan found himself yelling encouragement, the competitive spark alive in his chest. Franklin clawed back some distance, his long strides efficient. Sergeant Adams, running anchor for her own team, blazed around the track in a near-perfect stride.

      Carter took their baton next, pushing them from fourth to third. Then Logan stepped up for the last leg. Lieutenant Parker waited in another lane, also anchoring. Parker shot him a sidelong glance. “You fast?”

      “I’ll do my best, sir,” Logan said, heart pounding.

      Parker launched first, but Logan’s adrenaline surged as soon as he felt the track under his boots. He caught the lieutenant within fifty meters, recognizing that Parker’s form was shaky. Logan had been a decent runner in high school, and he found the boots manageable for a single lap. Soon, he was in front, a comfortable lead stretching behind him.

      In the last hundred meters, he realized it was just him and Parker duking it out while the rest of the pack trailed. Not wanting to completely overshadow his officer, Logan eased off and let Parker close the gap. They crossed the line nearly together. Parker’s eyes flicked with understanding, though he said nothing, and Logan figured he’d handled things diplomatically.

      They broke to return to the barracks. Logan felt accomplished—he’d done well, and he hadn’t humiliated his platoon leader. But as he reached the parking lot where his truck waited, he saw Sergeant Adams leaning against his door, biceps flexed across her chest.

      “Hollywood.”

      “Sergeant?” He tried to sound calm, though his body was still sweaty and his stomach was growling.

      “What was that on the sprint?” she asked, voice low so only he could hear.

      “What do you mean, Sergeant?”

      “You had more to give, but you eased up. You think I didn’t notice?” Adams stepped closer, baring her teeth in a predatory smile. “You either give one hundred percent or you get the hell out of my fire team. That means every single meter of that track, no exceptions, regardless of who’s next to you.”

      Logan inhaled, wishing he could protest. “Got it, Sergeant.”

      She scoffed. “We’re not basic training. We don’t do mindless jogs for camaraderie. We push ourselves. If you’re holding back for anyone’s sake, you’re wrong. Clear?”

      He nodded, brow furrowed.

      She read his frustration, and her smile turned acidic. “You feel like I’m bullying you, Hollywood? Feel free to ask for a transfer. Maybe they’ll send you somewhere like Fort Bliss, out in the desert. You’d be ready to come crawling back after a few months tanning in the alkaline dust.”

      He stiffened. “Is that a threat?”

      “No, it’s a promise. Show me you care about being here, or you’ll spend your enlistment wishing you’d never joined my team. Now get cleaned up and eat. Tomorrow, I better see you run like your life depends on it.”

      Logan watched her walk off. He wanted to argue, but he was also determined not to give her more ammunition. He’d bust his tail until she ran out of complaints. With a final shake of his head, he climbed into his truck and left, already anticipating the next day’s test.
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          SABBY

        

      

    

    
      Sabby sometimes joked that Fort Pickett was the Army’s strangest base. It belonged to the Virginia National Guard, and most of its facilities were bare-bones. Yet it had one place that stayed open late and did it all: a bowling alley that doubled as a pool hall, a cafe, and a hangout spot. Officers had their own club, which they tended to favor, so this alley was mostly an enlisted domain.

      Sabby had worked there for a year, a stroke of luck considering her dyed hair and rebellious style didn’t scream “ideal military spouse or dependent.” She wasn’t even tied to the Army beyond her sister, Jessica Adams, an infantry sergeant in the 3/3 Infantry. The job was a perfect fit for Sabby because it gave her the downtime to focus on her online classes in graphic design. She also learned a lot just by listening, picking up the interplay of ranks, the ways active duty and National Guard viewed each other, and the weird little details of rural Virginia life.

      At the moment, business was slow. She had only the usual trio of retirees bowling one lane, men who’d probably known each other since they were privates. Sabby dropped three corndogs in the fryer, humming softly while she let her mind wander to ideas for her next design project. The alley could be a decent muse; when it was quiet, she had time to think. Most midday hours were like this.

      When the timer pinged, she
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