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Applause for L.L. Raand’s Midnight Hunters
Series

The Midnight Hunt

RWA 2012 VCRW Laurel Wreath winner Blood Hunt

Night Hunt

The Lone Hunt

 


“Raand has built a complex world inhabited by
werewolves, vampires, and other paranormal beings…Raand has given
her readers a complex plot filled with wonderful characters as well
as insight into the hierarchy of Sylvan’s pack and vampire clans.
There are many plot twists and turns, as well as erotic sex scenes
in this riveting novel that keep the pages flying until its
satisfying conclusion.”—Just About Write

“Once again, I am amazed at the storytelling ability
of L.L. Raand aka Radclyffe. In Blood Hunt, she mixes high
levels of sheer eroticism that will leave you squirming in your
seat with an impeccable multi-character storyline all streaming
together to form one great read.”—Queer Magazine Online

“The Midnight Hunt has a gripping story to
tell, and while there are also some truly erotic sex scenes, the
story always takes precedence. This is a great read which is not
easily put down nor easily forgotten.”—Just About Write

“Are you sick of the same old hetero vampire/werewolf
story plastered in every bookstore and at every movie theater?
Well, I’ve got the cure to your werewolf fever. The Midnight
Hunt is first in, what I hope is, a long-running series of
fantasy erotica for L.L. Raand (aka Radclyffe).”—Queer Magazine
Online

“Any reader familiar with Radclyffe’s writing will
recognize the author’s style within The Midnight Hunt, yet
at the same time it is most definitely a new direction. The author
delivers an excellent story here, one that is engrossing from the
very beginning. Raand has pieced together an intricate world, and
provided just enough details for the reader to become enmeshed in
the new world. The action moves quickly throughout the book and
it’s hard to put down.”—Three Dollar Bill Reviews


Acclaim for Radclyffe’s Fiction

2013 RWA/New England Bean Pot award winner for
contemporary romance Crossroads “will draw
the reader in and make her heart ache, willing the two main
characters to find love and a life together. It’s a story that
lingers long after coming to ‘the end.’ ” —Lambda
Literary

In 2012 RWA/FTHRW Lories and RWA HODRW Aspen Gold
award winner Firestorm “Radclyffe brings
another hot lesbian romance for her readers.”—The
Lesbrary

Foreword Review Book of the Year finalist and IPPY
silver medalist Trauma Alert “is hard to put
down and it will sizzle in the reader’s hands. The characters are
hot, the sex scenes explicit and explosive, and the book is moved
along by an interesting plot with well drawn secondary characters.
The real star of this show is the attraction between the two
characters, both of whom resist and then fall head over
heels.”—Lambda Literary Reviews

Lambda Literary Finalist Best
Lesbian Romance 2010 features “stories [that] are diverse in
tone, style, and subject, making for more variety than in many,
similar anthologies…well written, each containing a satisfying,
surprising twist. Best Lesbian Romance series editor Radclyffe has
assembled a respectable crop of 17 authors for this year’s
offering.”—Curve Magazine

2010 Prism award winner and ForeWord Review Book
of the Year Award finalist Secrets in the
Stone is “so powerfully [written] that the worlds of these
three women shimmer between reality and dreams…A strong, must read
novel that will linger in the minds of readers long after the last
page is turned.”—Just About Write

In Benjamin Franklin Award finalist Desire by Starlight “Radclyffe writes romance with such
heart and her down-to-earth characters not only come to life but
leap off the page until you feel like you know them. What Jenna and
Gard feel for each other is not only a spark but an inferno and, as
a reader, you will be washed away in this tumultuous romance until
you can do nothing but succumb to it.”—Queer Magazine
Online

Lambda Literary Award winner Stolen Moments “is a collection of steamy stories about
women who just couldn’t wait. It’s sex when desire overrides
reason, and it’s incredibly hot!”—On Our Backs

Lambda Literary Award winner Distant Shores, Silent Thunder “weaves an intricate
tapestry about passion and commitment between lovers. The story
explores the fragile nature of trust and the sanctuary provided by
loving relationships.”—Sapphic Reader

Lambda Literary Award Finalist Justice Served delivers a “crisply written, fast-paced
story with twists and turns and keeps us guessing until the final
explosive ending.”—Independent Gay Writer

Lambda Literary Award finalist Turn Back Time “is filled with wonderful love scenes,
which are both tender and hot.”—MegaScene


Synopsis

After two years and too many lost troops, Navy medic
Max de Milles is ready to go home. Her last tour is up in four days
and she will soon be catching a transport to the States. Life is
looking good until she gets detailed to evacuate a humanitarian
group in south Somalia.

Rachel Winslow and her Red Cross team are caught in
the crossfire during a vicious civil uprising, but she refuses to
abandon her team members as the rebels close in on their camp. By
the time Max and the Black Hawk arrive, it may already be too
late.

Hunted by extremists, Max and Rachel are forced to
work together if they are to survive, and in the process, discover
something far more lasting.
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When I was five I wanted to be a space commander like
Captain Glendora, who “manned” the spaceship SS Glendora on
a local TV show. By ten I had switched to alternately being a
soldier—I faithfully watched Combat!, a WWII TV drama, every
week—or a sheriff, à la Gunsmoke. I had the various toy
guns, hats, helmets, badges, and patches to go with every persona.
No one mentioned I might not be able to be those things seeing as
how I was a girl, although I occasionally had problems convincing
my friends (all boys in my neighborhood) that I should be in
charge. Contrary to popular criticisms, those shows didn’t instill
a tendency for violence or disregard of life in me, but rather a
deep appreciation for honor, justice, valor, and self-sacrifice. I
love to write heroes because I think the world needs them—whether
they be military, law enforcement, firefighters, medical, or unsung
family and friends. The First Responder series lets me write about
a variety of heroes, and this one was a challenge on many levels.
Having never been to Africa, I had to do a lot of Google mapping;
having never been in a Black Hawk—ditto fact searching; having
never seen death in war, I had to read about it. I am indebted to
Phil Klay, whose book Redeployment offers an unflinching and
soul-shattering view of the war in the Middle East. I apologize for
any factual errors in this work and hope that I have done justice
to the many heroes who have experienced what I have not.

Thanks go to senior editor Sandy Lowe, whose patience
is limitless; to editor Ruth Sternglantz for refining my work; to
Stacia Seaman for keeping me honest; and to my first readers
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Sheri got the cover exactly right—thank you for
fourteen years of amazing artwork.

And to Lee, my own personal hero–Amo te.

Radclyffe, 2014


For Lee, for taking chances


Chapter One

Djibouti, Africa

 


Four more days before she punched her one-way ticket
out of hell. New York City wasn’t exactly Max’s idea of heaven, but
it would be an improvement over Djibouti and nirvana compared to
Afghanistan. The life she’d left fourteen months ago hadn’t
consisted of much more than work, but no matter how empty the rest
of her existence might be, no one would be shooting at her in
Manhattan. Maybe.

Max lay on her cot in the twilight watching the sand
swirl in random eddies through the half-open door of the
containerized living unit. The other compartment in the
ten-by-twenty sand-colored metal box was empty, as were most of the
other CLUs in the neighborhood. Only one thing could empty the
hundreds of identical boxes in CLUville so completely—chow time.
She couldn’t be bothered to traverse the heat and the flies and the
hundred-yard trek to the chow hall even though the food at Camp
Lemonnier was a thousand times better than what she’d grown immune
to at the forward operating bases. Half the time the pre-packaged
meals at the FOBs tasted about like the cardboard they were shipped
in. Besides, calories were calories, and drinking them had its
advantages. The bottle of no-label whiskey tucked under her
mattress provided fuel for the engine with the side benefit of a
few hours’ oblivion. If she couldn’t sleep, she’d take what she
could get. At least the alcohol blanked the dreams—a civilized term
for the images that haunted her, awake and asleep.

A shadow fell across her face and a blocky form
filled the doorway. “Yo, Deuce—you gonna grab some chow?”

“Hey, Grif. You go ahead.” Max had told the corpsman
a thousand times to call her Max, but the closest he could get to
ignoring her rank was the nickname she’d gotten the first time
she’d set foot on the sand. Lieutenant Commander Max de Milles, US
Navy Medical Corps. MDM, MD fast became MD2 and from
there just plain Deuce.

“You sure?”

She could hear his frown, although his face was lost
to shadow. “Yeah, I’m good. Just going to catch some sleep before
my next duty shift.”

“Won’t be long before you can do that with both eyes
closed instead of just one,” he said. “When’s your ride out?”

“End of the week.” She tried to sound casual, like
it didn’t really matter, but she hated to even talk about the end
of this tour. She’d always been a little superstitious—most
surgeons were, but war had a way of honing everything down to the
sharp, bright core, and superstition had become a religion. She’d
learned pretty quickly on her first tour that talking about
something was a sure way to jinx it. Or worse, bring your
nightmares to life. Everyone knew the consequences of breaking the
unwritten rules: never discuss the danger of going outside the
wire, never brag about the girl waiting back home, never count the
days until end of tour. If you did, you might mistake that buried
IED for a rock, or log on to the Dear John email, or get the
last-minute change in your separation orders.

“Man,” Grif sighed. “A few weeks on a ship and a
day’s flight—you’ll be home before Labor Day.”

“You won’t be far behind me.” She didn’t want to
make small talk. She didn’t want to hear about Ken Griffin’s
high-school-sweetheart-now-wife or his three kids back in Kansas
City, or how he was going back to his job as an EMT. She didn’t
want to imagine him with his family or hear about his dreams—not
when all that could end in a millisecond. After tending countless
troops with shattered bones and battered bodies and devastated
lives, she’d finally managed to wall herself off from the human
beings who depended upon her. Her brain and hands functioned
mechanically to fix their torn flesh as efficiently as ever, but
her emotions had disconnected. When she failed, when she lost one,
she no longer thought about the suffering of the husband or wife or
kids back home. She just moved on. Until she fell asleep.

Grif grinned the soft, loopy grin he got when
talking about his family. “Yep—maybe I’ll bring Laurie and the kids
to New York City and look you up.”

“Sure,” Max said. Just shut up. Just…don’t say
any more. Don’t you know it only takes a second, one misstep, to
change everything forever?

“Right then.” His tone held a little uncertainty, a
little concern. Grif was worse than a girl sometimes—his feelings
played across his face like images on a marquee in Times Square. He
worried and fretted and most of his anxiety was directed at her.
Not because she was a girl, but because she never unloaded.
Never got drunk and trashed her tent, never shot off her mouth
about the fucking Taliban, never joined in movie night and hooted
at the lousy porn, even though plenty of the female troops did. She
burned inside like a boiler about to blow at the seams. She knew it
and so did he. What he didn’t know about were the nights she walked
outside the wire until the lights of the FOB faded and there was
just her and her constant companion, death. Or how she sat in the
sand in the still, dark desert with her bottle and watched the
stars revolve overhead and dared the gods of war to come and get
her. None ever did.

No one knew. No one ever would.

“I’ll email you my number,” Max lied. “You give me a
call and we’ll meet for dinner.”

“Awesome. ’Night, Deuce.”

“’Night.” Max waited until he moved away, leaving a
patch of black sky and a haze of dust in his wake, and reached for
the bottle.

*

Juba jungle, Somalia

 


The tent flap twitched aside and Amina peered in. “A
Skype request came through for you to call back soonest.”

Rachel frowned, closed her laptop, and tucked it
under her arm. She wasn’t scheduled to use the camp’s satellite
hookup and wasn’t expecting any communication from Red Cross
headquarters. She joined the dark-haired interpreter, who had
started out as her liaison with the Somali Red Crescent Society and
had soon become a friend, on the walk through camp to the base
station. “Who was it, do you know?”

“It was from America. A pleasant blond woman
requested we have you call. She did not say why. Only that you’re
to use official channels.”

“Oh.” Rachel was glad the weak illumination from the
solar lights strung at intervals along the perimeter of the
encampment hid her blush. She hated having attention drawn to her
special status, one she tried very hard to downplay if not erase.
Blending in at the field outpost with Somalis from the Red Crescent
Society, the multinational delegates from the Red Cross, and the
French medical team from Doctors Without Borders would have been a
lot simpler if she didn’t have special diplomatic status on top of
being one of the few Americans. “I’m sorry I’ll be using up someone
else’s airtime.”

“No one here has anyone at home who can afford to
have Internet, or if they do, they’re too busy to use it.”

Amina’s smile lightened her voice, and the affection
in her nut-brown eyes and the teasing expression on her elegant
face showed even in the almost-dark. Rachel was thankful for the
hundredth time she’d found a friend who didn’t care about her
family or her status. “I thought you said your fiancé was a
techie.”

“He is, and he spends all his waking hours working
with or playing on his computers—not Skyping me.”

“Then he’s crazy.”

Amina slipped her arm through Rachel’s. “Something
tells me you could teach him how a betrothed should act.”

Rachel laughed. Amina had been educated in England
and was far worldlier than the other Somali women on the Red
Crescent relief team, but she doubted Amina would have made the
comment if she’d known Rachel’s preference for partners. The
subject had never come up—why would it out here in the jungle where
there were so many more important things to think about, like how
to stem the measles epidemic that was devastating the nomadic
populations, or how to get food and shelter to the displaced
herders and farmers in the wake of the famine and devastation
brought on by recent tropical storms, widespread flooding, and
attacks from marauding rebels.

Anyone’s sex life or, in her case, lack thereof, was
way down on the list of pressing topics. When she and Amina spoke
of personal things, she simply said she had no one waiting at home.
Technically true. She doubted Christie was pining away and would
have plenty of women to entertain her among her rich and powerful
friends. Of course, to be fair, Rachel had told Christie not to
wait for her, and although Christie had been gracious enough to
protest, she was sure Christie had moved on as soon she’d left for
Mogadishu. At least she hoped she had.

If the circumstances had been reversed, Rachel would
have done the same. She’d dated Christie Benedict exclusively for
six months because she found Christie’s company preferable to the
alternatives. Women who moved in her family’s circles—or more
specifically her father’s—rapidly lost interest when they
discovered she had no desire to swim in the shark-infested waters
of Capitol Hill or, worse, pretended they didn’t care while subtly
urging her to use her influence to further their personal agendas.
At least Christie had her own access to influence and power. She
was beautiful, cultured, and good in bed. She should have made a
perfect partner, but even in their most intimate moments, Rachel
never felt a spark. Not a flicker of true desire, let alone
passion. She’d observed her parents’ perfectly serviceable marriage
for twenty-five years—far longer than needed to recognize the signs
of a union sealed not by love and passion, but by mutual
convenience. Her father needed a wife to complete his image, and
her mother needed a husband to fulfill her desire for family and
status. They probably even loved each other, in some way, but not
in the way she wanted for herself. Not with a fire that burned in
their hearts. So leaving Christie had been easy and a secret
relief. No doubt Christie felt the same.

“I’m sure you can handle whatever lessons he might
need,” Rachel said as they neared the headquarters tent, the
largest in the encampment other than the huge hospital tent. The
smaller two-person sleeping tents ringed the flat central area
where they took their meals and met with villagers and nomads who
ventured into the camp for medical care or other assistance. In
recent weeks, the stream of Somalis in need of aid had grown into a
river of sick, injured, and starving people.

Amina sighed. “He does not like me doing this work,
but I feel I must.” She swept an arm toward the dense jungle,
rapidly darkening into a solid wall of blackness. Out there
somewhere, thousands of men, women, and children were homeless
without food or basic resources. “Who else will help them if not
us?”

“We’re here and we won’t leave them.” Rachel
squeezed Amina’s arm. “When you tell him how bad it is out here and
how important this work is, he’ll understand.”

“I hope so.” In the light slanting through the
netting covering the door of the tent, Amina’s face brightened.
“But you’re right. We won’t abandon them.”

“No,” Rachel said, lifting the netting aside, “we
won’t.”

“Do you want me to wait and walk back with you?”
Amina asked.

“No, I’m fine.” Rachel wasn’t worried about being
alone in the camp—she knew all the team members, and despite
constant reports of armed rebels in the surrounding jungle, none
had ever been spotted by the guards posted around the encampment.
“Get some sleep. I’ll see you at breakfast.”

“Good night then,” Amina said and slipped into the
night.

Rachel crossed the sparsely furnished sixty-foot
square tent to the trio of folding tables that made up the
communications center—a few laptop computers, a satellite radio
hookup, a shortwave radio for communicating with the ATVs, and
three metal camp chairs stationed in a snaggletoothed row. The
sidewalls were high enough to accommodate her five feet ten inches
without her having to stoop. Squares of netting formed windows at
regular intervals and allowed enough air to circulate to counteract
the faintly musty smell of well-used canvas. The chairs were empty,
as was the rest of the admin center. She was likely the last one up
and about other than the sentries on the perimeter and the medical
personnel in the hospital tent. Someone was on duty there around
the clock.

Satisfied she was alone, Rachel settled onto a
narrow metal chair, plugged her secure laptop into the outlet in
the generator under the table, and connected to the sat line. The
signal strength was good for once. Low cloud cover. She hurriedly
brought up the scrambled video link and typed in her password.

The screen flickered, and a few seconds later her
father’s face rippled into view and settled into the familiar lines
of his craggily handsome face, thick dark leonine hair, and
bristling brows. He wasn’t at the office—no seal preceded his
connection. That might not mean anything—he often called her at odd
hours from some place he was traveling. She didn’t know his
itinerary. Or he could be calling from an unofficial location
because he didn’t want their conversation on record. She’d long ago
ceased asking or wondering.

“Rachel,” he said in his deep baritone.

“Hi, Dad.” She hoped she didn’t sound as wary as she
felt. A call from her father was rare. Usually any contact came
from his assistant, and those messages were relayed through Red
Cross headquarters in Geneva or the local counterpart in Mogadishu.
In the two months she’d been in-country, she’d heard from him once.
“Is Mother all right?”

“Your mother is busy with a fundraiser at the museum
at the moment and perfectly well. This concerns you, and I’ll be
brief. I’d appreciate it if you’d hear me out before arguing.”

Rachel’s chest tightened. So it would be that way,
would it? Her father preempting any discussion with an order. That
used to work when she was fifteen, but she wasn’t fifteen any
longer. They didn’t have much time for the call, and rather than
protest and waste more of it, she just nodded.

“Your location is no longer secure. A team is flying
in to evacuate you before morning.”

“What? What kind of team? From where?”

Her father sighed audibly. “Navy personnel from
Lemonnier. The details aren’t important.”

Rachel stared at the image of her father, flattened
and faded by distance and time. His eyes were still easy to
read—hard and certain and unswayable. Some theorized he would be
president one day. He would probably be tremendous in the role, but
she didn’t even want to imagine what that would mean for her.
“Why?”

“That’s classified.”

“I think you’re safe in telling me—I’m hardly a
security risk out here.”

His mouth thinned. “You are a security risk by
virtue of who you are. I was against you taking a field assignment
and this is why.”

“You’re saying someone wants to kidnap me?” Her
voice rose as incredulity won out over anger. She’d used her middle
name as a surname in all her professional dealings since college
just so she could avoid special treatment or the presumption of
privilege. “Oh, come on. No one knows who I am, other than I have
diplomatic status like half the other Americans on the
continent.”

“There are no secrets in our line of work, you
should know that by now. If you were to be captured—” He shook his
head as if annoyed he’d said too much. “There’s no point in having
the discussion now. Just be ready at zero five hundred.”

“What about my team—and the others? Are they—”

“Plans are still being finalized, and until they
are, any discussion with anyone could jeopardize everyone’s safety.
You are not to disclose this information to anyone.”

She glanced at the timer on the lower corner of the
screen. Just over two minutes had elapsed. Much longer and they ran
the risk of their transmission being picked up by someone randomly
monitoring satellite feeds.

“What do you mean no longer secure? What’s the
emergency? I can’t just leave—”

“This is not negotiable. Your safety comes first.
Please don’t argue—the decision has been made. Just be ready. I’ll
speak to you again when you’re in a secure location.”

The screen went blank. Rachel could almost believe
she’d imagined the conversation. She was on a humanitarian mission
for the Red Cross—they were a neutral delegation protected by the
internationally recognized agreements of the Geneva Conventions.
She was safe, or as safe as anyone in the jungles of a nation that
was ravaged by natural disaster and generations-long civil war
could be.

Her father couldn’t honestly believe she was just
going to walk away from her responsibility and her colleagues
because he ordered her to, and if he did, he was very wrong.


Chapter Two

The bird rocked as the concussive blasts from rocket
fire buffeted them like leaves in a windstorm. Flaming red tongues
cleaved the night. The air, heavy with soot, tasted of acid and
gasoline and terror. The pilot nuanced the lift and thrust and kept
the rotors spinning, and they descended through billowing clouds of
greasy black smoke into chaos. The armored truck, once tan like the
desert sand, lay on its side, a mangled mass of blackened metal
half submerged in a huge crater in the center of a narrow dirt road
that twisted into the barren mountainside.

The Black Hawk lurched to the ground and wraithlike
shapes raced out of the dark, faceless phantoms silhouetted against
the pyre like refugees from a nightmare. Max jumped out and ran
past the troops carrying wounded to the Black Hawk. She had to
reach the truck, get to the survivors before snipers or fire beat
her to them. Thunder roared and the earth shuddered. Max flew
through the air and landed hard on her right side. Rocks and metal
rained down on her. Head spinning, she picked herself up off the
ground and stumbled across what was left of the road, tripping into
holes and over smoldering bits of debris. Blood ran wet and warm
down her cheek and she blinked the sweat and sticky fluid from her
eyes. Automatically she felt for her first aid kit. The canvas IFAK
still hugged her shoulders, although her numb hands could only
register the bulk of it banging against her back as she half ran,
half staggered toward the forms littering the ground around the
burning truck.

The thunder of the IEDs pounding against her
eardrums slowly dwindled to a throbbing roar. Screams and shouts
floated through her confused mind like words shouted underwater.
Her legs wouldn’t move fast enough, her lungs burned from sucking
in air so hot her nasal passages cracked and bled. Specters, their
features obliterated by grime and blood and smoke, beckoned to
her.

Medic medic medic. Always the same. Medic
medic medic.

They needed her and she couldn’t reach them. Her leg
plunged into a blast hole and she fell, pain lancing through her
thigh. She caught herself on outstretched hands and muffled a moan.
Her pain was nothing compared to theirs. She pulled herself free
and tried to stand. Her leg buckled and she fell again. This time
she couldn’t smother the cry of agony.

No matter. Pain was her penance. They depended on
her and she was too slow. She had to be strong. She dragged herself
forward on her forearms, pushing with her uninjured leg, dragging
the other.

Up ahead, they were dying. Everywhere around her,
they were dying. She wasn’t fast enough, she wasn’t strong enough,
she wasn’t good enough. Wasn’t good enough. Another crack of
thunder and the world exploded. Hell on earth had arrived.

Max jerked awake in the dark. Breath rushed from her
chest as if she’d been punched in the solar plexus. Her olive drab
T-shirt clung to her torso, black with the sweat drenching her hair
and body. Her fingers cramped, and she forced her fists to loosen
their grip on the thin mattress under her. She mercilessly ordered
her muscles to relax and ordered herself to lie still when all she
wanted was to get up and run. She laughed, and the desperate sound
echoed in the metal box like so many mocking voices. Run to where?
There was no escaping her dreams. She’d tried tempting fate outside
the wire, but exchanging one hell for another never worked.

She was alive, and the price she paid was guilt. She
didn’t need a shrink to tell her that. She pressed her thigh where
shrapnel had penetrated when a buried IED exploded on a twisting
road in Afghanistan. They’d dug it out in the field hospital,
patched her up, and she’d gone back to her unit a few days later. A
few inches higher, an inch to the left, and her femoral artery
would have been severed and she would have bled out on the road
like so many had done before her eyes. She had lived and the man
next to her had died. The woman behind her had lost a leg. She
descended into hell again and again to atone, but it was never
enough.

No matter what she did, no matter how hard she
fought the images, struggled to deafen the screams resounding in
her head, she couldn’t escape. She slid her hand under the
mattress, found the smooth outline of the small flat glass bottle,
and pulled it out. She unscrewed the cap with shaking fingers and
took a swallow. The whiskey burned like the air that had scorched
her lungs, but the fire in her belly promised to settle her nerves
in a minute or two even if it didn’t cleanse her sins. She took
another swallow, recapped the bottle, and pushed it back out of
sight. She held up her wrist and read almost twenty hundred in the
luminescent numbers on her watch. She was due for her last
twenty-four-hour shift in another six hours.

Even though the medevac callouts this far from the
hot zones of Iraq and Afghanistan were far fewer than they had
been, she couldn’t risk being less than 100 percent functional.
Soldiers, marines, airmen, sailors, and allies still got injured
and shot and blown up. She still had a job to do. She’d have to
tough out the rest of the night without the momentary help of the
whiskey.

She curled on her side, drew her knees up, and
closed her eyes. All she had to do was hang on for four more days
and she’d be back at NYU, where even the most horrendous cases
would seem simple compared to the inhuman carnage of war. She was
alone, and thankful no one had witnessed her nightmare. CC, a
machinist specialist who shared her CLU, wouldn’t be back until
after Max left for her shift. Sharing ten by thirty feet for months
on end would be unimaginable to most people, but out here, these
accommodations were among the best. They had a window
air-conditioning unit, a partition between their sleeping areas,
and mattresses that weren’t bug infested or grimy with filth. They
had hot showers and decent food. She had it good.

She and CC weren’t overly personal, but they shared
more than either of them did with those they’d left behind. CC
would keep Max’s secrets even if she knew, but Max guarded her
privacy ferociously. Her demons were her own.

A sharp rap sounded on the metal door of her CLU,
and Max swung upright on the side of her cot.

A voice called, “Commander de Milles?”

“Yes.”

“Captain Inouye wants you.”

Max pushed her hands through her hair, found a
plastic bottle of water and splashed some on her face and neck, and
strode to the end of the container. She pulled the door open and
stepped out onto the top of the two metal steps leading down to the
ground. An ensign saluted and she returned the salute.

“Sorry to disturb you, ma’am. There’s a briefing at
twenty thirty hours in the com center.”

“Right,” Max said, her mouth suddenly as dry as if
she were breathing burning air. Never talk about what might
happen outside the wire. Never brag about the girl back home. Never
count the days until end of tour.

Anything could happen. Anything was about to.

*

Shivering with a ripple of anxiety, Rachel quickly
skirted the two large fire pits in the center of the camp they kept
burning day and night. They didn’t need the heat, not when the
average temperature ranged above 100°F every day and didn’t fall
much lower at night, but they conserved their propane for the
generators by using the open fires to keep water boiling and
coffee, endless coffee, constantly available. The dozen sleeping
tents ringing the encampment, forming a barrier between the jungle
and their living space, were dark except for one, where a dim light
within silhouetted the hunched form of a man sitting on the side of
his cot, perhaps reading or composing a letter. The canvas sides
glowed like a giant jack-o’-lantern, and Rachel had the
uncomfortable thought that the oblivious occupant made an easy
target. Pushing the disquieting image firmly aside, she slipped
inside the tent she shared with Amina as quietly as she could.
Their days were long, starting before sunrise, and if that wasn’t
exhausting enough, fighting dehydration was a never-ending battle.
By suppertime, everyone was drained, mentally and physically, and
bedtime came early. The first few nights after they’d arrived,
everyone on the disaster recovery team had stayed up well past
dark, sitting around the fires, getting to know one another, eager
to undertake the challenge of their mission. After two months,
faced with the endless deprivation of the Somalis caught in the
crossfire of a war they did not understand or welcome, the diseases
that had long been eradicated in more prosperous countries, and the
seemingly endless task of restructuring a society devastated by
enemies natural and manmade, their enthusiasm had transformed into
weary but dogged determination. No one stayed up late imagining
great victories. Everyone went to bed early to conserve their
strength for another day in the endless battle.

She’d been in the field twice before as a disaster
relief coordinator—once after the hurricanes that devastated Haiti
and again following the massive flooding in the central United
States—but she’d never been this far from the life she had known in
miles or in experience. She could barely remember what it was like
to sleep in a bed, to wake to hot showers and brewed coffee, and
not to be cut off from the rest of the world for long stretches of
time. The constant connectedness of the electronic world was a
memory. Here she was as detached from her past life as she could
possibly be, and yet she had never felt more herself. Her needs,
her goals, her pleasures had been stripped down to the core. Out
here what she did mattered, her life had meaning. She made a
difference every time she fed a child or gave a bag of seed to a
farmer or a loaf of bread to a tribesman. Her work wasn’t done, and
if she left before it was, she feared she’d be haunted by the faces
of those she’d failed to help.

Rachel sank onto the edge of her cot and, resting
her elbows on her knees, buried her face in her hands. She had
promised not to leave. What would she do in ten hours when the
helicopter arrived for her? None of this made sense. If she thought
her father would be more forthcoming, she’d call him back, but she
knew him. He’d said all he was going to say and expected her to
obey him. Rachel sighed, wanting to pace, furious at her father for
leaving her in the dark. He probably never even considered how his
authoritative bearing affected her. He was used to everyone in
every sphere of his life doing as he wished without explanation.
Even her mother rarely challenged his decisions or desires. Her
older brother, groomed since childhood to follow in her father’s
footsteps, had never seemed to mind. He’d finished law school and
had already entered local politics. Rachel had been the only one
who refused to follow his orders without question. She had been the
only one to challenge his authority. When she’d been old enough,
she’d demanded to choose her own path.

“Bad news?” Amina whispered from the darkness.

“I don’t know,” Rachel said, her father’s words
echoing in her mind. Do not discuss this. Why? Did he think
the doctors, the engineers, the teachers and epidemiologists and
translators were spies? His fundamental distrust of everyone’s
motives was fueled by a lifetime of immersion in politics and the
manipulation and maneuvering that went with it. Even though she’d
been only too happy to leave that world behind, she wasn’t foolish
enough to discount her father’s warnings. He might be exaggerating
the danger for some agenda of his own, but what if he wasn’t? She
considered her words cautiously. “Have you heard any news
about…anything affecting our security?”

Amina pushed aside the light sheet that covered her
and sat up. Now that Rachel’s eyes had adjusted, she could see the
glint in Amina’s eyes and the faint glow of her caramel skin in the
little bit of moonlight slanting through the folded-back flaps of
the mesh screens. She centered herself in Amina’s steady, honest
gaze and grew more certain of the rightness of what she was
doing.

“I have not heard anything,” Amina said, “but Dacar
handles security and receives briefings by radio almost every day,
I think. We only are informed about ordinary things—supplies and
medical deliveries, when the trucks will arrive to transport
patients, that sort of thing.”

“No one has mentioned evacuation?”

Across from her, Amina drew a sharp breath. “No. Not
that I’ve been told. Is there something we should tell Dacar?”

Amina didn’t ask what Rachel knew, only waited, not
because she was passive or intimidated, but because she trusted
Rachel to tell her what she could. Her trust in Rachel, in Rachel’s
commitment to their mission they shared, meant more to Rachel than
all the feigned interest or attention of Christie and the other
women she’d been involved with.

“I don’t know what’s happening—if anything at all is
really happening,” Rachel said, “but I’ve been told we are
to be evacuated. All of us. Something about a security issue, but I
don’t have any details.”

“But the patients. What of them? We are not
scheduled to send anyone to meet the trucks for another two days.
What of those who are not ambulatory?”

“I don’t know. Maybe there are other plans to move
them.”

The patients, who usually numbered around twenty,
were mostly children, pregnant women, and the elderly of both
sexes. Their illnesses ranged from dehydration and malnutrition to
febrile convulsions accompanying a measles infection. Rarely they’d
see someone with a gunshot wound—a victim of a run-in with the
al-Shabaab rebels who continued to wage their decades-long war to
overthrow the African Union–backed government. The team from
Doctors Without Borders had a rudimentary operating room for
emergencies, but most of their efforts were focused on public
health issues. The rest of the Red Cross members concentrated on
long-term rehabilitation or relocation of the civilians who found
their way to them in increasing numbers every day.

“Then someone should have told us by now, no?”
Amina’s voice vibrated with tension. “Should we talk to
Maribel?”

Rachel felt a breath of hope. Certainly Maribel
Fleur, the head of the Doctors Without Borders team, would have
been informed if evacuation was imminent, but there was no activity
beyond the usual at the hospital. Everything at the camp seemed
normal. If they were in danger, there was no sign of it. But she
couldn’t afford to be wrong. The lives of her colleagues and those
they had all come to help might be in danger if she kept silent.
And if she didn’t, if she revealed what little she knew, perhaps
she would endanger everyone even more. Waiting was not in her
nature, but this time she’d have to.

“The camp seems secure, and there’s nothing else we
can do tonight. Let’s wait until morning.” She might have no choice
but to wait, but she had a choice about going. When morning arrived
and she made it clear she wasn’t leaving, she’d find out what was
happening.


Chapter Three

Max entered the briefing room at HQ, a larger
rectangular version of her sleeping quarters, and edged around the
long table covered with maps and reports that took up most of the
space. The windowless walls were lined with shelves holding field
manuals and thick folders. Captain Inouye, an average-sized
middle-aged guy with short sandy hair and a square boxer’s build,
stood by a projection screen at the opposite end of the room. Dan
Fox, a Black Hawk pilot she’d flown with a number of times before,
slumped in his flight jacket on one side of the table next to his
wingman, Ariel Jordan, a young African American with sleek dark
hair long on the sides and gathered at her nape into a short tail.
The bird’s crew chief, Ollie Rampart, a big blond Iowa farm boy who
spoke slow and moved fast in a firefight, and several junior
officers from Inouye’s support staff made up the rest of the
group.

“Commander de Milles,” Captain Inouye said by way of
greeting when she walked in.

“Sir.” Max saluted.

“Have a seat, everyone, please.” Inouye turned to
the screen and someone dimmed the lights.

Max sat opposite Fox and regarded the screen where
an ensign projected a map of the Horn of Africa, showing Djibouti,
Somalia, Kenya, and the adjoining countries.

“We’re here,” Inouye said, unnecessarily tapping his
finger on the city of Djibouti on the coast just north of Somalia.
“We’re the biggest expeditionary
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