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To those who walked with me on this journey,  

thank you for your encouragement, your patience, and your belief in this story.  

To my family, for the sacrifices you made.  

To the brave souls who inspire courage and loyalty every day—this is for you.

“Maybe left is best.

This choice is not at my discretion.

Something new, struck by faith, in an unknown echo.

My joy holds on to me now.

Despair slowly creeps out.

That echo becomes a close companion.

And I sit waiting.”

The desert air was still, heavy with secrets yet to be revealed. Jermaine Jones moved silently, his mind honed to the precision of the mission at hand. But tonight, under the cover of darkness, he would unknowingly cross a line—a line that would change everything.

In the shadows of loyalty and betrayal, the choices we make linger far beyond their moment. And for Jermaine, this was just the beginning.
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Chapter 1: Beginnings 
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The desert heat felt like a thousand knives cutting into Jermaine’s skin, each one sharper than the last. His breathing was shallow, the sand shifting beneath his weight as he tried to pull himself free. The mission in Qatar had been successful until now. Jermaine always expected things to go sideways, but getting trapped in a sandpit wasn’t exactly how he envisioned his last month in the Marine Corps. He cursed under his breath, trying to remain calm. The longer he struggled, the deeper he sank.

“You’re better than this,” he muttered to himself, glancing around for something—anything—that could give him leverage.

And then, out of nowhere, a long-necked figure appeared on the horizon, an ostrich trotting along the barren land. Jermaine's mind raced. “A rope,” he thought, scanning his gear. He wasn’t going to let the damn desert claim him. With quick hands, he tied the rope into a makeshift lasso and threw it toward the ostrich, managing to loop it around the bird’s long neck. The creature squawked and bolted, its powerful legs digging into the sand, dragging Jermaine out of the pit.

As he lay on solid ground, chest heaving with exhaustion, he couldn’t help but laugh. He had escaped worse, but using an ostrich to save his life was one for the books.

Sitting up, Jermaine wiped the sweat from his brow. The mission was over, but his thoughts weren’t on Qatar anymore. He couldn’t wait to get back to Miami. Back to the chaos, the streets, the salt air, and, most of all, back to the person who occupied his mind during these long deployments.

His brothers always joked that he acted too tough to care about anyone. But Jermaine knew better. He did care. He just couldn’t let people see that side of him—especially her. She had no idea what kind of mess his mind really was.

He closed his eyes for a moment, leaning against the rock, imagining her. She was the only thing that kept him sane through the madness. Her smile, her laugh, the way she talked with her hands as if the world needed her explanations to make sense. It did, for him at least. But he wasn’t ready to admit that to anyone, not even himself.

The truth was, Jermaine was terrified. What if she found out who he really was? That under the hard shell and pride was someone too broken, too scarred from the things he had seen and done to ever let someone in. He couldn’t afford to be weak, especially not now when the world was watching him.

With a deep sigh, he picked himself up and dusted off his uniform. His job wasn’t done yet. He had one more week before he was officially out of the Corps, one more week before he could put this life behind him. But his future in Miami? That was uncertain. All he knew was that he was going back to her, even if he wasn’t sure what he would say.

As he boarded the helicopter to return to base, Jermaine couldn’t shake the feeling that life in Miami was about to get a lot more complicated. Pride and fear could only hold off reality for so long.
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Chapter 2: Back to Base
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The base at Qatar was bustling, the sun beating down mercilessly on the rows of soldiers going about their duties. Jermaine, freshly returned from his mission, walked through the camp, his boots kicking up sand with each step. The weight of the last few weeks still clung to him, even as he tried to shake it off. It wasn’t just the mission itself but the constant vigilance. He was almost out—his time in the Marines was nearly up, and the thought of freedom tugged at him in moments like these.

As an E4, Jermaine had a certain authority that came naturally, both from his rank and from the edge he carried. He had earned respect, and where it wasn't given, he demanded it. But even though he tried to wear that hard exterior, there was always a part of him—hidden deep down—that still cared. He didn’t show it, but it was there, like a shadow following him.

Walking toward the barracks, he spotted an E2, a PFC, standing in the shade of the building, clearly slacking. Jermaine’s eyes narrowed. The PFC—Harris, by his nametag—was leaning back against the wall, a cigarette dangling from his lips, his posture casual in a way that grated on Jermaine's nerves.

Harris met Jermaine’s gaze with an indifferent shrug, his face carrying an arrogance that Jermaine despised in lower ranks. He didn't flinch, didn’t move to correct his stance.

Jermaine stopped, his tall frame casting a shadow over Harris. "You think you’re on vacation?" His voice was low but hard, cutting through the noise around them.

Harris took a drag from his cigarette, exhaling slowly. “Just catching a break, Corporal.”

Jermaine felt the familiar rise of anger, something that had always been difficult to control. He stepped closer, his fists tightening at his sides. “A break? You're an E2, you don’t get breaks. Get your ass in line before I put it there myself.”

There was a flicker of defiance in Harris’s eyes. He didn’t move immediately, and that was all it took for Jermaine to lose whatever patience he had left. Without thinking, he grabbed Harris by the front of his uniform and slammed him against the wall.

The sound of the impact was sharp, drawing the attention of a few nearby Marines. Jermaine’s voice was a dangerous whisper now. “Touch me again,” he hissed. Harris’s hands had instinctively gone to Jermaine’s chest, but they dropped now, his face paling as the reality of the situation settled in.

For a long, tense moment, neither of them moved. The anger inside Jermaine burned hotter, but beneath it, something else began to rise—regret, maybe, or the nagging thought that this wasn’t the answer. But Harris didn’t know that. To him, Jermaine was a wall of unrelenting fury.

Jermaine’s thoughts raced. He wasn’t just angry at Harris; this was about more. It was about the pressure of his final month, the uncertainty of what was next, and the weight of always having to be the one who held it together.

For a second, Jermaine thought of letting go. But his pride wouldn’t let him back down. And then, almost instinctively, the words of a poem he had written once came back to him. It echoed in his mind, matching the pulse of his frustration.

Touch Me Again

Touch me again!
He dares not because my anger begins to intensify.
My eyes see nothing but the destruction of a happy place.
I become frantic.
What if he would?
I begin to wish because I built up something that needs to be released.

––––––––
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He walks closer.
I shiver, not of fear but of anxiety.
Let me scream out!
I can’t because my thoughts are channeled.

––––––––
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He stops.
Why should I wait?
To have my fate controlled by his decision?
To wait for an unjust beginning,
And end with replayed thoughts of what should have happened.
I must do now to avoid regrets.

––––––––
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I step closer.
I have started, so must I finish?
I watch his hands because his face hides fear.
His hands shake, and I grow confident.
He deserves pain and agony.
I have won, but I see no prize.
There is bitterness and sorrow.
I have justified nothing.
Grief overshadows a predicted end.
Remorse is now felt.

––––––––
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I stop.
We look at each other and wait.
Seconds feel like prolonged minutes,
As if waiting for the rain to stop to step outside.
Backing down is not an option.
Deciding between him or me,
I can’t remember not choosing me.

––––––––
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He speaks.
A spiteful pride fills my thoughts.
I only perceive the worst,
And misinterpret a sign of truce.

––––––––
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I rush forward,
Only to fall.
I am now paralyzed by a scornful fate.
The beat of my heart prevents me from hearing his footsteps.

––––––––
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AS THE FINAL WORDS echoed in Jermaine’s head, he looked down at Harris, who was now wide-eyed and shaking, his earlier arrogance drained away. Jermaine released him, shoving him away with a scowl. “Get to work.”

Harris scrambled to his feet, nodding quickly and muttering a hurried apology before rushing off. Jermaine watched him go, his anger simmering but no longer boiling over. He had won, but it felt hollow. There was no satisfaction in putting someone in their place when all he felt afterward was the heavy weight of his own internal battle.

He took a deep breath, his mind drifting again to the one thing that brought him calm. There was someone—someone waiting for him back home, someone who made all this chaos make sense. But right now, he wasn’t ready to let those thoughts in. Not yet.

As Jermaine made his way toward the mess hall, he passed a few Marines going about their routines. His mind was still occupied with the altercation with Harris, the adrenaline slowly draining from his veins. He wiped his brow and adjusted his gear, trying to shake off the tension. It didn’t help that the heat was unbearable.

Just ahead, he noticed a female marine walking by, her uniform crisp, her hair tied back neatly under her cover. She was attractive—at least, that’s what his first thought was. She had a certain confidence in the way she carried herself, and there was a small smile playing on her lips as she talked to another soldier.

Jermaine slowed his pace for a moment, glancing at her. But then a familiar thought crept into his mind: Is she really that attractive? Or is it just because there are so few women out here?

He had thought about this before. In a place where there were hardly any females, everyone who was remotely attractive got an automatic boost. It was like the desert heat playing tricks on his mind, adding at least three points to a woman’s scale from 1 to 10. He chuckled to himself. Back home, she might have been a solid 6 or 7, but out here? She was easily a 9.

Jermaine shook his head, feeling a bit ridiculous. “Desert goggles,” they called it. The isolation, the scarcity—it made everything seem more intense than it really was. He caught himself staring too long and quickly turned his gaze away, refocusing on where he was headed.

But as he continued on, his thoughts drifted to someone else. Someone who wasn’t just a mirage brought on by isolation. Someone who wasn’t a +3 from some military illusion. She was real. And she was back home. Jermaine couldn’t help but think of her—the one who occupied his mind when the noise around him quieted.

There was something about her that was different. Whenever he thought of her, it brought him calm, even when he was in the middle of the chaos out here. He hadn’t been able to see her in a long time, but just the memory of her smile was enough to push him through the hard days.

As the image of her lingered in his thoughts, Jermaine felt a familiar itch to write. He had been writing poems ever since he could remember, and though he hadn’t had much time lately, the words began to form in his mind again. He took out a small notebook from his pocket, found a shady spot by the barracks, and began scribbling down the thoughts that had been swirling in his head.

My Heart's Plea

How do I find refuge from a burning heart?
It is only pleased with your presence.
It is held captured and searches for an answer to its solitude,
Only to find that it is scornful of its fate.
So how can I tell it to be content,
And to be just with its surroundings?
It cannot be satisfied by false companionship.
You can not give a hungry man apple seeds,
Who desires to satisfy his hunger now.
He cannot wait for something uncertain to grow.

––––––––
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Why must patience torment my heart?
My heart only pushes it away and tries to escape from its captivity.
Reality hits, and fear strikes, so patience is again called upon.
It is begged for forgiveness because it is required.
Woe is my heart, which is haunted by our present while being teased by its future.

––––––––
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Your absence only brings me despair,
And leaves me searching for a remedy for an ailing heart.
I only find nothing that can substitute your tenderness.
How can my mind and body function with a wounded heart?

––––––––
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I try and try to give it pleasure,
But it only laughs as if it were a foolish gesture.
Annoyed, it finally speaks to me and reminds me that it is not mine.
How? I demand an answer.
It continues to speak:

––––––––
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"I was hidden for protection.
Ignored when I was touched.
Abandoned when I wanted more.
You were confused when I tried to speak.
Everything you have done was without me (A heartless life).
But no longer will I standstill,
Especially now that I am captured in her essence. 
I went out to her, like many before, to find an emotion like no other.
I was brought in by her compassion.
Strengthened by her spirit,
Astounded by her actions,
And captured by her love.
So I stress that you do what is required."

––––––––
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I have been made aware that my heart belongs to you.
And if my heart is yours, I
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