
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Synopsis

			Rebecca Keane has it all figured out. With a successful career as an Army surgeon and a fresh promotion to Lieutenant Colonel, she loves her life leading a surgical team. Even if that life means she’s spent years hiding her sexuality and ignoring her desires under the Army’s Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell policy. Then Captain Sabine Fleischer’s arrival sets off an attraction that cracks Rebecca’s carefully cultivated armor and brings about fresh complications.

 

			As Sabine’s direct commanding officer, Rebecca knows she cannot act on her attraction, but that knowledge does nothing to squash her desires. Unable to keep her thoughts about the alluring other woman under control, Rebecca resigns herself to years of censoring her thoughts and feelings until Sabine’s time in the Army is done. She’s spent decades suppressing parts of herself for her job, so what’s a few more years?

 

			But as Rebecca and Sabine work closely together on Army bases in Afghanistan and the States, the undeniable sparks between them begin to ignite. And despite Rebecca’s constant self-censure, her denials and her knowledge of every obstacle standing between them, her resolve crumbles with each passing day. But when the consequences of your love run deeper than just breaking one of the unbreakable rules of the military, you risk losing more than just your heart.

 

			If I Don’t Ask is the must-read story telling Rebecca’s side of E. J. Noyes’ best-selling Ask, Tell.
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Praise for the works of E. J. Noyes

			Go Around

			Noyes excels at writing both romance and intrigue and it shows in this book. Her characters might as well be real they are so well-written. I’m a pretty big fan of second-chance love stories, and I love the way this one is done. You get the angst you expect from the two women trying to get past the pain of their separation and work their way back to being a couple in love. The outside forces that had a role in their breakup are still around and have to be dealt with. Add in a nasty bad guy (or guys) who are physically and psychologically stalking Elise and you get a tale full of danger, excitement, intrigue, and romance. I also love the Easter egg the author included for her book Alone. I actually laughed out loud at that little scene. E.J. Noyes’ works always get my highest praise and recommendation, and this novel is no different. You really need to read this book.

			-Betty H., NetGalley

			In Go Around, E. J. Noyes has dipped her toes in the second chance romance pool and was masterful in blending angst, enduring love and suspense in it. The chemistry and dynamics between the pair were thick and palpable but what stood out for me throughout the book was the type of love everyone wished they had; fierce and protective, grounded in loyalty, passionate yet to be able to just be when you are with the other. Noyes also made Bennet, Avery’s dog another highlight for me. He was the tension breaker and a giant darling.

			-nutmeg, NetGalley

			Pas de deux

			Pas de deux doesn’t disappoint: the writing is excellent, the pace is ideal, the characters are layered and, yes, relatable, including the secondary characters, from Caitlyn’s groom Wren, to Addie’s friend Teresa and, of course, Dewey the horse. One of the many things I loved in this book is the way the MCs deal with problems. They do this very adult and very rare-in-lesfic thing: they talk to each other. This book is proof that miscommunication isn’t required for drama. Neither is a breakup. Well-fleshed characters with very human hang-ups bring all the angst and drama necessary. It’s all the more interesting here as Pas de deux is part enemies-to-lovers romance, part second chance, depending on whose point of view is playing.

			-Les Rêveur

			This story is not the traditional enemies-to-lovers romance, and I love that. Noyes really puts emphasis on how skewed memories can become as you get older, and how an experience may appear different to another person who had the exact same one. Even if you are unfamiliar with dressage, Noyes’ writing is still spot on and delivers the same compelling, fun, and intriguing story with loveable characters of both the two-legged and four-legged kind. This love letter to a sport she obviously has a passion for is so evident and I felt honored to have her share her passion with me and every reader who picks it up. If you love horses, enemies-to-lovers, or even just Noyes’ stories in general, this one will definitely be a favorite on your list.

			-The Lesbian Review

			This romance hit two main tropes. For one main character this is a second chance romance, for the other character, this is an enemies to lovers romance. I loved the two different sides of how the character saw things and I think it gave the book a little zip that caught my attention from the beginning. I was very happy that while this was first person, the POV is actually from both main characters. It was perfect for this book especially since both mains can’t even agree on their past. Seeing how each character thought and why, was the right choice for this romantic story. As long as you are a fan of horses, or at least are okay with them, then I would absolutely recommend this one. Noyes writes really well and makes smart choices so that is why she is one of the best.

			-Lex Kent’s Reviews, goodreads

			Reaping the Benefits

			The story is quite eccentric with its paranormal context but in fact is a pure romance at heart with a nice dose of humor. The book is written in third person, from the point of view of both protagonists, which is not common for Noyes, but it is executed perfectly. With all main elements done well, this makes an awesome read which I could easily recommend to all romance fans.

			-Pin’s Reviews, goodreads

			I’ve read many love stories that entertain the idea of soul mates, but this one does something even more interesting. This one explores the depth of love and its ability to transcend death. This story plays with the idea that love has no limits or boundaries. Its exploration provides a unique setting for this heartfelt romantic tale. At its core it remains a romance. The love story between Jane and Morgan is tender and sweet. It’s so cleverly and delightfully done; I’ve never read anything quite like it before. Noyes possesses the ability to see a story where others don’t and turn that into something unique and captivating. She uses rich storytelling and engaging characters to enthrall and delight us. 

			It’s fresh and original. It’s everything you crave when you want to dig into a great romance. I highly recommend it.

			-Deb M., NetGalley

			I’m spectacularly smitten with Death, to be specific with E. J. Noyes’ personification of death as Cici La Morte in this new and most wondrous book. Cici is not one of the main characters but she is the fulcrum about which the whole plot rotates. She simultaneously operates as a beautiful symbol of our fascination with the theme of death and loss, and as a comedic but wise Greek chorus guiding Morgan through the internal conflict threatening to tear her very soul apart. All of E. J. Noyes’ previous books have had emotionally charged first-person narrative, so I was curious how her switch to writing in the third person would play out here, but it really works. Despite many lighthearted and genuinely funny moments I found that this book not only had E. J. Noyes’ signature ability to make me cry, but also fascinating ideas and philosophies about grief, loss, and hope.

			-Orlando J., NetGalley

			If you’re looking for a lesbian romance, but with a twist of something different, I recommend Reaping the Benefits. It’s sweet, sexy, and fun.

			-The Lesbian Review

			If the Shoe Fits

			When we pick up an E. J. Noyes book we expect intensity, characters with issues (circumstantial and/or internal), and a romance that builds believably. Considering this is Ask, Tell #3 we expected all of the above layered with epic seriousness. We were pleasantly surprised and totally floored by the humor in addition to what was already expected!

			-Best Lesfic Reviews

			Alone

			E. J. Noyes is easily one of the most gifted writers pulling us into whatever world she creates making us live and feel every emotion with her characters. Definitely, loudly, vehemently recommended. 

			-Reviewer@Large, NetGalley

			Alone is an absolutely stunning book. This book is not a 5-star, it is well above that. You don’t see books like this one very often. Truly a treasure and one that will stay with you long after the final page.

			-Tiff’s Reviews, goodreads

			There are only a handful of authors that I will drop everything to read as soon as a new book comes out, and Noyes is at the top of that list. It seems no matter what Noyes writes she doesn’t disappoint. I will eagerly be waiting for whatever she writes next.

			-Lex Kent’s Reviews, goodreads

			There are only a few books out there so compelling they seem to take control of you and force you to read them as quickly as possible. You can’t put them down. You just want the world to go away and leave you alone until you can finish this story. Alone by E. J. Noyes is that book for me. This novel is absolutely wonderful.

			-Betty H., NetGalley

			Not only is this easily one of the best books of 2019, but it has worked its way onto my personal all-time top 10 list. There is not one formulaic thing going on, and it’s “unputdownable.”

			-Karen C., NetGalley

			I cannot give this anything more than five stars, but damn I wish I could. I would give it 15.

			-Carolyn M., NetGalley

			Ask Me Again

			Not every story needs a sequel. Ask, Tell demanded it, and Noyes delivers in spectacular fashion. Sabine and Rebecca show us their fortitude and their strength in their love for each other…Thank you, Noyes, for giving us a great story, a great series, and amazing women that teach us the best things in life are worth fighting for.

			There really is only one way to tell this story, and Noyes executes it perfectly. She gives us events from the first person perspective. However, she alternates each chapter between Sabine’s point of view and Rebecca’s point of view. You’re able to get the full perspective of their inner feelings and turmoil they hide from one another. In addition, you’re able to get the complete picture of the unconditional love Sabine and Rebecca have for each other. It’s this little light of love that propels the reader to keep going and hope these women will finally reach the end of the darkness.

			-The Lesbian Review

			Gold

			This is Noyes’ third book, and her writing just keeps getting better and better with each release. She gives us such amazing characters that are easy for anyone to relate to. And she makes them so endearing that you can’t help but want them to overcome the past and move forward toward their happily ever after.

			-The Lesbian Review

			This book is exactly the way I wish romance authors would get back to writing romance. This is what I want to read. If you are a Noyes fan, get this book. If you are a romance fan, get this book. I didn’t even talk about the skiing… if you are a skiing fan, get this book.

			-Lex Kent’s Reviews, goodreads

			Turbulence

			Wow… and when I say ‘wow’ I mean… WOW. After the author’s debut novel Ask, Tell got to my list of best books of 2017, I was wondering if that was just a fluke. Fortunately for us lesfic readers, now it’s confirmed: E. J. Noyes CAN write. Not only that, she can write different genres… Written in first person from Isabelle’s point of view, the reader gets into her headspace with all her insecurities, struggles, and character traits. Alongside Isabelle, we discover Audrey’s personality, her life story and, most importantly, her feelings. Throughout the book, Ms. Noyes pushes us down a roller coaster of emotions as we accompany Isabelle in her journey of self-discovery. In the process, we laugh, suffer, and enjoy the ride.

			-Gaby, goodreads

			The entire story just flowed from the first page! E. J. Noyes did a superb job of bringing out Isabelle’s and Audrey’s personalities, faults, erratic emotions, and the burning passion they shared. The chemistry between both women was so palpable! I felt as though the writer drizzled every word she wrote with love, combustible desire, and intense longing.

			-The Lesbian Review

			Ask, Tell

			This is a book with everything I love about top quality lesbian fiction: a fantastic romance between two wonderful women I can relate to, a location that really made me think again about something I thought I knew well, and brilliant pacing and scene-setting. I cannot recommend this novel highly enough.

			-Rainbow Book Reviews

			Noyes totally blew my mind from the first sentence. I went in timidly, and I came away awaiting her next release with bated breath. I really love how Noyes is able to get below the surface of the DADT legislation. She really captures the longing, the heartbreak, and especially the isolation that LGBTQ soldiers had to endure because the alternative was being deemed unfit to serve by their own government. I applaud Noyes for getting to the heart of the matter and giving a very important representation of what living and serving under this legislation truly meant for LGBTQ men and women of service.

			-The Lesbian Review

			E. J. Noyes was able to deliver on so many levels… This book is going to take you on a roller-coaster ride of ups and downs that you won’t expect but it’s so unbelievably worth it.

			-Les Rêveur

			Noyes clearly undertook a mammoth amount of research. I was totally engrossed. I’m not usually a reader of romance novels, but this one gripped me. The personal growth of the main character, the rich development of her fabulous best friend, Mitch, and the well-handled tension between Sabine and her love interest were all fantastic. This one definitely deserves five stars. 

			-CELEStial books Reviews
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Author’s Note

			The implementation (February 1994) and subsequent repeal (September 2011) of the United States Military policy Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (DADT) plays an important role in LGBTQ+ history. As a blanket attempt to “fix” the problem of homosexuality in the military by pretending it was okay to be queer while serving—as long as you didn’t tell anyone—DADT instead created a stifling environment for LGBTQ+ service personnel. They were still unable to serve openly and were subject to the same disciplinary action as they had been prior to the policy’s implementation. DADT was a harmful, unnecessary policy that achieved nothing except discrimination and anguish, and continues to do so for those who served under it.

			When my debut novel, Ask, Tell, was published in 2017, I never dreamed Sabine and Rebecca would become so cherished among the sapphic fiction community. I also never dreamed that I would write more than just that one book featuring two of my favorite leading ladies, yet here we are again, together, with their fourth—If I Don’t Ask.

			Written from Rebecca’s point of view, If I Don’t Ask holds everything I wish I could have included in Ask, Tell—if I’d had endless page space and a better knowledge of writing craft way back then. To those of you who have followed Sabine and Rebecca all the way from Ask, Tell—welcome back. And to everyone just joining them now—welcome.

			





Chapter One

			FOB Atlantis Military Hospital, Paktika Province, Afghanistan 

			 January, 2007

			The phone ringing was a welcome distraction, dragging my thoughts away from my failure and the fact two members of the unit were going home early from deployment. I snatched up the handset and forced cheer I didn’t feel into my, “LTC Rebecca Keane.”

			The quiet buzzing static and few seconds of delay indicated the call originated from the States, rather than another forward operating base. Finally, a familiar male voice came through. “Rebecca, Bill Linkfield. How are you?”

			My forced cheer turned unforced. “Bill,” I said warmly. “Good to hear from you. I’m doing well. They finally fixed the heating in my office, so things are looking up.” January in Afghanistan—we were lucky to hit the midthirties during the day, and I’d been shivering through paperwork for the past week.

			“Lucky you. Took them almost three weeks to fix my air-conditioning last time I was over there.”

			“I think I’d rather have no heat than no cooling.”

			“Same,” he agreed. “Now I’m just calling with some good news. I have replacement surgeons for you, should be there late tomorrow.”

			I leaned into my chair, arching my back for a satisfying stretch. “Wonderful, thank you. What can you tell me about them?”

			“Both general surgeons, trauma subspecialty.” Bill paused, and his next words were steeped in apology. “And I’m sorry, but they’re also fresh out of commissioned officer training. Yours is their first unit assignment. They’ll stay with you and rotate out in July, then continue on as fully integrated members.”

			A shortened first deployment. Lucky people. I smiled at Bill’s apologetic tone. “You should know by now that fresh is my favorite.” I found genuine joy in teaching newly commissioned officers the ins and outs of how the Army operated in-theater overseas. “Thanks for getting me replacements so quickly.”

			“My pleasure. Hell of a thing to happen during your first deployment as an LTC.”

			“You’re telling me.” There was no malice or accusation in Bill’s statement, so I had no anxiety about my relatively new promotion to lieutenant colonel. I glanced at the papers on my desk which would send two good and capable surgeons home. Adultery and pregnancy. A double whammy. “Here’s hoping it never happens again.”

			“You had The Talk with the rest of them yet?” There was laughter in the question.

			“I have. After we already had it before we left for this deployment. And again, it was like giving a sex talk to a group of middle-schoolers instead of a group of educated adults. A little snickering, lots of squirming and avoiding eye contact. I’m pretty sure they realized ‘Please remember you’re not supposed to be having sex with other people while you’re on deployment’ was related to Riley and Evans and their impending bundle of joy.”

			Bill grunted. “No matter how much you tell ’em, some of ’em can’t be helped. Now their careers will suffer. Damned fools.”

			“I know, but I still think it’s horrible. She seemed overjoyed to be pregnant and I’m happy for her in that regard. And not to mention she had no idea he’s married. But the fact is he committed adultery, so he has to go, and she’s pregnant, so she has to go. And even if I could overlook the fact she’s not due to give birth for another five months, they still engaged in a handful of prohibited activities under General Order Number One and leaving them in the unit could be bad for morale. So now I have to integrate new members into an established team.” I still wasn’t sure that was any better for morale.

			“If anyone can do it, Rebecca, you can,” he said. There was a hint of cheerleader in his voice.

			“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

			“My pleasure. The helo is due at Atlantis around fourteen-hundred tomorrow, assuming there’s no holdups.”

			There usually were holdups organizing a huge planeload of cargo and people to travel from the USA to Afghanistan. “Understood. And thanks again for getting me replacements so fast.”

			His laugh sounded almost devious. “Don’t thank me yet. I have a feeling one of them is gonna grind your gears.”

			I’d yet to meet a subordinate that annoyed me to the point of frustration, and the thought that I’d have one now made me smile. “Oh? Which one?”

			“Name’s Fleischer. If type A, obsessive-compulsive perfectionists had an overlord, she’d be it.”

			I laughed at the visual. The unit was full of perfectionists—not a bad trait to have in Med Corps personnel. “Surely she can’t be that bad.”

			“I don’t think bad is the right adjective,” he mused. “She’s good, almost too good. I read her file from Officer Candidate School and she did everything perfectly. Everything. The OCS trainers said she made them feel like they were recruits who couldn’t perform the most basic tasks.”

			My mirth melted away. “Is she insubordinate?” Perfectionism was fine, insubordination was not.

			He hastened to backtrack. “Oh no, not at all. Model soldier and model surgeon too, according to everyone who’s worked with her. Model everything. You might have to squash her down a little, put her in her place before she starts pushing against the way things are done.”

			I bristled at the insinuation that putting subordinates down “in their place” was the best way to make them realize how the Army worked. That didn’t breed good leaders. It only bred contempt for the chain of command. I moderated my response. “I try not to squash anyone. But thanks for the heads-up.”

			“You’re welcome. Their electronic files will be through soon and you can see for yourself.” The sound of his hand slapping the desk carried through the line. “Right, I have a meeting to sleep through. I think you’ve got all you need. Let me know how they get on.”

			“Will do. And thanks again for your efficiency. It’ll give me time to integrate them before things get busy.”

			Bill snorted a laugh. “Don’t thank me yet, Rebecca. Stay in touch.”

			I returned to my paperwork and my feeling of having failed the team. Neither was pleasant. I rolled my shoulders, trying to push the unhelpful sensations aside. What had happened was over and done. I couldn’t babysit the unit 24/7, and Riley and Evans were adults capable of making their own decisions, even if they were stupid ones. I’d just signed the forms authorizing their departure when an email pinged cheerfully into my inbox. Time to turn my focus from the old to the new.

			I skimmed the body of the email and noted the names of my new team members. Captain Mitchell Boyd and Captain Sabine Fleischer, both thirty-three. Young, but their medical education and training were top-notch. As I read their files I noted not a single black mark. Not even a gray mark. They looked fit and healthy, and also like they’d been ripped from an Army recruitment brochure. Mitchell Boyd was All-American handsome—tanned, with a square jaw, piercing bright blue eyes and a nose that looked like it’d been broken in the past, but which only seemed to add to his rugged masculinity.

			And then there was Sabine Fleischer… I stared for far longer than necessary. Her face was angular without being harsh, olive skin darkened by a tan, dark hair and eyes, cheekbones for days, and a laughing, sensual mouth that looked like it’d barely kept itself from smiling in her ID photograph. The longer I studied her, the more I became aware of a sensation I hadn’t felt for well over a decade. A sensation I didn’t want to feel.

			Attraction.

			Goddammit. I couldn’t afford to feel that for anyone, especially not a fellow service member and especially not someone under my command. I could only hope her personality was as unappealing as her exterior was appealing. Maybe Bill would be right, and she’d grind my gears. I stared at the photograph again. There was something in that face that made me certain she wouldn’t. Seriousness layered over the top of amusement layered over the top of an almost earnest, puppy-like expression. Sabine Fleischer looked like she’d turn herself inside out to perform a task perfectly and in exactly the way you wanted it done. Then ask you if she could do anything else for you. And smile the whole time.

			I sighed and closed the email. She would do the opposite of grind my gears. I just knew it.

			* * *

			A little before 1500 the next day, the deep rotor sound of a Black Hawk announced the imminent arrival of my new team members. Though I’d assigned Amy Peterson and Bobby Rodriguez—the two most outgoing, friendly personalities in the unit—to show Boyd and Fleischer around, they were nowhere in sight when I went to meet the transport.

			The base was fairly quiet—or boring, depending on how you chose to look at it—and a helo that wasn’t one of the Pave Hawks used by Pararescue who delivered our casualties had drawn the attention of half the FOB. People milled about, trying to seem like they just happened to be outside, moving from Point A to B, not like they wanted to catch a glimpse of the new arrivals. Welcome to Forward Operating Base Atlantis, Captains Boyd and Fleischer.

			I strolled briskly through the cold, rotor-noisy air, noting they had already dragged their bags from the helo and set them down on the dusty, rocky ground away from the aircraft. Both looked as if they were waiting for someone to tell them what to do and where to go. As I walked closer, I sized them up. Mitchell Boyd would be easily six-one, if not more, and Sabine Fleischer looked to be a few inches taller than my five-five.

			At my approach, they moved beside their bags and stood to attention. Almost in unison, they saluted and the moment I’d returned it, I smiled and raised my voice over the declining rotor noise. “At ease.” I took my time to study them and tried not to let my gaze linger on Sabine Fleischer, whose dark eyes studied me with curious intensity. Her eye contact was unwavering, even as she blinked away the cold wind.

			“Captain Boyd, Captain Fleischer. I’m Lieutenant Colonel Rebecca Keane, your new CO. Welcome to FOB Atlantis.” I indicated the space with a sweeping arm. “We even turned on some balmy weather for your arrival.”

			That dragged smiles from them, though Sabine Fleischer immediately bit down on hers. As their ruddy cheeks attested, it was thirty-one degrees with a miserable wind whipping over from the west. After a quick glance to Boyd, she said, “Thank you, Colonel Keane. I think I speak for both of us when I say we’re thrilled to be here. And the weather is…delightful,” she added dryly. Her voice was unexpectedly deep and husky. It was also sensual, and sexy as hell. Of course it was, because why not throw everything at me at once?

			Mitchell Boyd’s Texan drawl agreed, “Sure is. Better than the freezin’ rain at Bagram, ma’am.”

			I turned a genuinely amused smile on both of them. “Glad to oblige. Grab your kit and get inside out of the cold.” I glanced at Peterson and Rodriguez who’d just arrived with apologies for being late, citing a post-op check and paperwork. “Amy, show Fleischer around. Bobby, give Boyd the grand tour.”

			Bobby nodded, while Amy’s answer was a cheerful, “Yes, ma’am.” Then to Sabine, “Let me show you all the cool shit we have here, Bunkie.” She lowered her voice but I still caught her murmured, “We are going to have some fucking fun together.”

			A flash of panic crossed Sabine’s face before her mouth turned upward in an automatic smile. She nodded and turned that intense eye contact to Peterson. “Sure. Great.”

			I thought I understood her panic. Amy Peterson was…odd. Parisian-runway-model gorgeous, she could barely get a sentence out without an expletive and was one of those eternally fun-loving and cheerful optimists. Having that put in your face minutes after you’d arrived in a war-torn country for your first deployment would be a lot to take in. But Peterson was the perfect person to help someone acclimate, and being an equal-ranking surgeon should help foster a sense of camaraderie between the two women.

			Mitchell tossed an easy smile at Sabine—interesting, and so noted—before he sauntered off with Bobby. According to their files they’d attended college and med school together, and followed the same basic Army career paths. It was logical they’d be friendly, but I’d need to keep an eye on things to make sure I didn’t have another “Goodbye, two great surgeons” situation on my hands.

			“Fleischer?”

			She straightened immediately, arms rigid at her sides. But her voice was anything but rigid when she queried, “Yes, ma’am?”

			“Come to my office once you’re settled. Amy will show you where it is.”

			Another slightly alarmed look passed over her face before her expression slid back to neutrality, a hint of a smile playing about her mouth again. “Of course, ma’am.”

			“Very good.” I turned and left first so I wouldn’t be tempted to check her out as she walked away.

			 

			I’d expected Sabine to take a while to unpack, but within thirty minutes of her arrival I had a knock on my partially closed office door. “Yes?” I called.

			The door opened slowly and Sabine appeared, throwing another salute which I quickly stood to return. Her smile was friendly, if a little uncertain. “Colonel Keane? Do you have time for me now?”

			I gave her my friendly boss smile. “Fleischer, of course. Come on in and close the door behind you, please.”

			Without the cold wind stinging my eyes I could see her properly, and realized my previous two views of her—ID photo, and just before out on the landing pad—hadn’t given me a real sense of her. Aside from her obvious attractiveness, everything screamed perfectionist, from her Army Combat Uniform, which despite the trip from D.C. was without a single wrinkle, to her hair in a neat bun, to the way she stood perfectly at attention. Sans her ACU cold-weather jacket, I noted she was lean and lithe like a gymnast.

			I sat, moving my chair back slightly so I wouldn’t appear quite so in-her-face when she was on the other side of my desk. “At ease, Sabine. Take a seat.”

			She wavered for a moment as if not sure of protocol, then lifted the chair so it wouldn’t scrape and lowered herself gracefully. Still ramrod straight, she sat with her hands clasped together in her lap, everything except her eyes totally still. After a quick sweep of the room, those eyes strayed to my hands which rested on top of the desk. Specifically, she looked to my left hand and my grandmother’s wedding band on my ring finger. The intensity of her gaze made me want to fidget and I laced my fingers together, moving one to cover the ring. “Are you settled in already?”

			Her eyes widened. “Almost, ma’am. I’ve seen the barracks, rec space, and hospital facilities, but I decided to see you before I looked at the rest of the base. But…Peterson gives great tours,” she added, almost earnestly, as if Amy had a promotion riding on how well she’d shown Sabine around, and Sabine wanted to be sure I knew she’d done a good job.

			“Ah, that’s good to know. I might have to promote her to official Welcome Wagon status. Though we don’t get too many new kids on the block.”

			My banter seemed to have the intended effect, and she relaxed slightly. Slightly for Sabine Fleischer was a shoulder drop of a few millimeters. I watched her carefully, noting she didn’t seem uptight so much as conscious of how she might appear to her new CO. There was something simmering under the surface and as I recalled her dry joke about the delightful weather, I wondered if the thing she was trying to hide was a ridiculous sense of humor. I pulled my hands from the table, and her occasional glances, and rested them on the arms of my chair. “What do you think of Atlantis so far?”

			Sabine gestured at the vague space around us. “It’s bigger than I imagined, and the facilities far nicer than I’d hoped for. I was worried we’d be sent to a tent town, and I’d have no idea of how things worked.” From her expression it was clear that Sabine Fleischer didn’t like not knowing how to do something. The smile fell away. “I apologize, ma’am. I didn’t mean to imply those combat support hospitals, or the people working there, were somehow inferior, or…” The look she gave me was pure helplessness.

			Though I would have loved to tease her, I decided instead to move right past it. There was time to ease her into team-teasing later. I smiled reassuringly. “I’m absolutely certain you would have risen to the occasion.” The facilities at Atlantis weren’t exactly five-star, but they were a little more stable and permanent than the tents and ISO containers that made up other FOBs. As well as our state-of-the art hospital facilities, we had private—albeit shared for lower ranks—rooms in the barracks instead of cots laid out in rows in a huge tent or building, a chow hall that churned out decent food, a recreation room large enough to accommodate the full off-shift, rudimentary sportsball facilities, our relaxation-time bonfire pit which was thankfully nowhere near the revolting waste burn pits, and then a whole lot of dirt enclosed by an eight-foot-tall razor-wire-topped chain-link fence. “Things will be different here than back home. I’m here to help you in any way you might need, and at any time.”

			“Thank you, ma’am.” She leaned forward, almost as if she was about to share a confidence with me. “Do you have any tips for a deployment newbie? Peterson passed along a few helpful things but I feel like her perspective might be a little different to yours.”

			God, her voice. A ripple of excitement spread down my spine and I inhaled deeply before answering, “Sleep as much as you can, eat as much as you can, and try to remember that you can’t control everything.”

			It was as if I’d just told her she wasn’t allowed to breathe. Her jaw flexed, the side of her cheek sucking in and out like she was chewing the inside of it. So she was a control freak and a perfectionist, and both of those traits seemed to outshine any arrogance or ego, which was strange. In the course of my military career, I’d become very good at reading people, and it seemed arrogance and ego didn’t burn at the forefront of Sabine Fleischer’s personality. That, or she’d become adept at hiding those parts of herself.

			“Thank you for that, Colonel Keane.”

			Satisfied she seemed to have taken what I’d said on board, I pulled out one of my pep talks. “Your team is your lifeline. Deployment can be difficult, especially your first when you’re trying to learn the ropes and do your job. Lean on your team, let them lean on you. And you can all lean on me. My door is always open if you have any concerns.”

			“I appreciate that, ma’am. And I’ll certainly come to you if I need anything.”

			“Good. I really do mean it.” I paused to see if there was anything else, and when there wasn’t, I offered her another smile and a, “Dismissed, Sabine. Can you please find Captain Boyd and ask him to come see me ASAP?”

			Sabine rocketed to her feet, standing again with that perfect attention posture. I held back my smile, and added intriguing to my list, right underneath gorgeous. I could not wait to work a surgical case with her and see where she put all that perfectionism when things went south. She nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Thank you again for your advice.”

			When she turned around to leave, I dropped my eyes to my desk. Free of her intense gaze, I eased a little of the tight grip I’d been keeping on myself. A series of slow, deep breaths helped bring me back under control but lingering unease left me feeling on edge. Racing pulse, flutter of excitement in my stomach, undeniable interest in her? Check, check, check. The only rationalization for these reactions was desire, attraction. Unwanted at the best of times, but here and now and with…her? It was unacceptable.

			Mitchell Boyd arrived in a flurry of charm, and by the time I’d finished with Mitch—as he’d asked to be called—it was time for afternoon rounds. I made myself coffee from the Keurig I kept hidden in my office and gathered my stethoscope and notebooks.

			The meetings with the new team members suggested they’d both integrate well, and I allowed myself to set that concern aside to focus on what felt like an over-the-top worry. My “came out of nowhere to smack me in the face” attraction to Sabine Fleischer. What the heck was I supposed to do with that?

			In my seventeen-year Army career I’d honed my poker face to the point that I even wore it in public outside my workplace, as had been pointed out to me numerous times by women I dated casually. It was such a habit that I never feared I’d slip up and reveal my most private thoughts. But despite my confidence in maintaining a neutral façade, this attraction to someone in the unit, to whom I would be close every single day, worried me. I was treading water in uncharted seas. If I allowed myself private thoughts about her, was it possible I’d slip up and give myself away out of mental familiarity? If I did, it would be disastrous.

			I almost scoffed at myself. I was forty-one for Christ’s sake, not some teenager mooning over a girl on the basketball team who I wanted to meet behind the bleachers for a make-out session. An attraction to a woman wasn’t a new concept and I’d never had any problem ignoring such things before, so why should Sabine Fleischer be any different? I’d just do what I always did—put it in The Forgetting Place and move on with my life. For the first time in a very long time, that was the last thing I wanted to do.

			





Chapter Two

			By the time I’d finished with my official duties for the day and taken a barely warm and barely pressured shower, I’d almost forgotten Sabine Fleischer. Almost.

			The chow hall was three-quarters full, the usual low hum of conversations echoing through the space as I glanced around for a spot where I wouldn’t intrude. I missed being able to sit with a large group and talk and joke during mealtimes, but from the moment I was given my first leadership role, I’d decided I wouldn’t insert myself into things that should be relaxing for the team, like meals, rec time and gym workouts. The only exception was football, but that was team-building and morale-boosting and we were all equals on the field. Or so we all pretended.

			The distance between Me and Them was admittedly lonely and that weekly shared event away from surgery and reports and me being their boss was a lifeline. I loved my job, I loved leading a team. But I wished there wasn’t such a disconnect between the ranks, albeit a necessary one.

			I spotted Fleischer and Boyd at a table full of people in the middle of the room, and by all appearances everyone seemed to be getting along. I’d already had the feeling that both of them were fairly easy people to be with, but the relief at it being apparently true was a blessing. One less thing to worry about.

			LTC Phil Burnett, the orthopod whose unit ran opposing shifts to mine, had claimed a space in the corner away from the food stations, and as I passed by, I indicated I’d be back to sit with him. Phil nodded, then leaned across to pull the chair opposite him forward to rest against the table edge. I smiled at his high-school action. It wasn’t like anyone was going to take the seat, or likely any of the other seats at that table, except maybe some of the majors who occasionally socialized with us at mealtimes.

			A new, but distinctive, voice rose above the cacophony. Sabine Fleischer’s. By her tone, she was arguing about something but in a teasing, laughing way instead of being petulant and asshole-ish. I couldn’t help myself, I looked. Mitch Boyd held an apple high in the air so she couldn’t reach it unless she got up and started roughhousing, and she was poking his arm as if she could wear him down. The rest of the table laughed. Someone tossed their apple at Sabine and she nabbed it one-handed as it sailed toward her.

			Sabine glanced up and caught my eye, also catching me watching her. Watching them. I raised my hands to shoulder height and clapped lightly in appreciation of her display of athleticism. She dipped her head, but not before I caught the pleasure flashing across her features. Boyd turned around, and his expression transformed to an easy smile. I offered him a friendly smile and a wave, which he returned. Just making sure my new team members were comfortable and settling in. Nothing more.

			I loaded my plate with shepherd’s pie and salad, and nabbed a bottle of room-temperature water. God, I missed cooking. I missed food that had more than a pinch of seasoning. I missed planning meals for friends and slow trips through grocery aisles. I missed reading restaurant menus.

			I knew what a logistical nightmare supplying FOBs with any item could be, and with the added cultural challenges of our host country making some things near-impossible to obtain, we were lucky we were served the fresh-ish, mostly high-quality meals we were. And also lucky that something was available to eat from the chow hall at all hours, even if it was only leftovers or a sandwich made by sympathetic kitchen staff.

			The staff did their best with what they had, and I was sure they knew the old adage of “An Army Marches on its Stomach.” And I’d certainly eaten worse on deployments. But just once I wanted something with a flavor that wasn’t somewhere along the spectrum of bland. The moment I’d slept off my flights after returning home from this deployment, I’d be loading up on ingredients for meals to fill my freezer. And buying a good single malt. A rich, full-bodied red. A light, fruity white. I allowed myself a brief mope for the food and drinks I missed.

			After shaking an unhealthy amount of salt, and pepper, over my meal I threaded my way through the tables and chairs back to Phil. “Evening. Mind some company?”

			Phil offered me his usual sweet smile. “Rebecca, I’ll never say no to sharing a meal with you.” He affected an exaggerated pout. “I’m going to miss my food companion if things heat up again and we’re both flat-out busy. I’m also going to miss leisurely sit-down meals.”

			I pulled a hot-sauce packet from my pocket and squeezed it over my shepherd’s pie, attempting to add some flavor to a meal that catered to the lowest common tastebud denominator of the personnel at the FOB. “Same. Maybe if we ask nicely, they’ll just…stop fighting for the rest of the year, not just slow down over winter?”

			Phil nodded thoughtfully as he chewed. “Great idea. Why haven’t we thought of that before?”

			“Beats me.”

			“How’re your newbies?” He gestured behind me, across the room to where they were seated. They’d quieted down a little but it was clear from the noise behind me that they were all enjoying their social time. As they should.

			“Seem to be doing fine, though they’re yet to get their hands bloody.” Which wasn’t always a bad thing in our circumstances. “I wouldn’t pick them as surgeons if I didn’t know it. They’re both obviously intelligent but from what I’ve seen of them I get a sense they’re laidback, goofy almost?”

			Phil used his fork to gesture at the subjects of our conversation. “Better than so arrogant that there’s no space for anyone but them in the room.” He stretched and spread his arms out to indicate the space around us. “Why do you think I’m still here instead of making my fortune doing joint replacements? I couldn’t stand the personalities I’d have surrounding me all day, every day. I think the Army has a way of keeping the assholes under control.” His eyebrows bounced. “Until those assholes climb the ladder and get to be in charge of us.”

			Laughing, I agreed, “That’s true.”

			Phil tore open a dinner roll and, after smearing a foil pat of butter on his bread, began wiping gravy from his plate. “How’re you doing?”

			I almost choked in surprise at his unexpected question. “Me? I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

			“Just checking in after the Riley and Evans debacle.”

			“Ah, right, yes. That.” Lowering my voice I admitted, “I’m upset for them and that they could have ruined their careers. Frustrated too, I guess. And also wondering if I’m totally blind to what’s going on under my nose.” I shrugged. “But otherwise I’m okay. Thanks for checking in.”

			“Anytime. You know we can’t know everything that goes on around here, especially if they’re doing their damnedest to hide it.” He gave me a knowing look. “You remember when someone made moonshine a couple years back?”

			“I remember it all too well.” It was amazing what you could do with fruit, fruit juice, sugar, and bread. In the interest of thoroughness, the other COs and I had had a small taste before we disposed of it. It wasn’t horrible, if you didn’t mind searing your throat and intestines with alcohol. “Reminded me of some of the shenanigans we used to get up to in the Balkans.” I opened my water bottle. “It’s just…I feel like I failed two good surgeons by not realizing they were involved. Maybe I could have stopped it. But I suppose if I want to choose the glass-half-full option, now I have the opportunity to work with two new surgeons who could both be amazing assets to the unit.”

			“I’d go with that. Sometimes fresh blood helps.” He pushed his plate to the side. “Speaking of things they try to hide, I hear it’s intake stakes this week. Want me to get my agent to place a bet on your behalf?”

			“Sure. Are you going in too?” The Med Corps ran all sorts of under-the-table betting pools, wagering money or Commissary supplies. They’d bet on things like most intakes for the day, whether we’d get T-Rations or A-Rations this week, how many days it’d take to fill the burn pits after they’d been cleared. And when we got home, there’d be one for when and where we’d deploy again. I’d won that one once, fair and square, without any insider CO knowledge.

			Phil feigned indignance. “Damned straight I am. Winning gives me permission to buy extra Snickers without my wife realizing how much chocolate I’m eating.”

			“If you want a Snickers, all you need to do is ask me and I’ll buy you one. Put me in for twenty and a trauma intake, uh…day after tomorrow day shift.”

			“You shithead,” he said good-naturedly, “why are you tempting fate?”

			“No temptation, just logic. Have you seen the mission board?”

			“I have and I’m choosing to believe everything’s going to go perfectly and maybe even that this is the mission that gets this whole thing wrapped up and I can go home in time for my grandson’s birth and watch him grow up without having to leave again.”

			“Nice optimism.”

			“You mean delusion,” Phil said dryly. “Even I know it.” He rolled his eyes as he pushed back his chair. “Enjoy your relaxing evening. I’m off to stare at my pile of paperwork.”

			“See you in the morning.” I put my head down and concentrated on finishing my meal and trying to ignore the intoxicating sound of Sabine Fleischer’s laughter. 

			 

			In my experience, supplying fast and reliable Internet was way down the list of important things the higher-ups thought to provide troops on a forward operating base. And in my opinion, it was a mistake, especially now when digital communication was the way of the people. With so many clambering to check emails and video call with loved ones, the service usually fell over and played dead.

			Thankfully the work systems had a dedicated service which saved me some frustration. But I refused to pay extortionate rates to set up a personal Internet service outside the wi-fi provided by the Army for personal use, and thus was relegated to the slower-than-dial-up speeds for checking my non-work emails. I knew some of my colleagues used the better “official” Internet for their personal emails and video calls, but I wanted no trace of my personal life on an official Army laptop where anyone might find it. It was unlikely, but my paranoia about my private life had been part of my professional life for so long that I didn’t think I’d ever shake the feeling of someone finding out my secrets.

			The Internet was generally better in the more open common areas, but I didn’t feel like being out and exposed, and had sequestered myself in my modest quarters, sitting with my legs outstretched on my bed instead of at the small desk. Finally the damned thing started unrolling, or rather staggering and stuttering, emails down the screen and I began skimming through them. Along with the usual spam that seemed to filter through my filters despite my best efforts, there was an email from my best and oldest friend, Linda.

			 

			Subject: Grocery Order

			Hey you.

			Hope you’re surviving over there. I miss you. But I sent a parcel with snacks and supplies today (made friends with a super cute but way too young taco joint manager and they’ve been hoarding hot sauce for me for you).

			Nothing much to report from here, except one VERY important thing. I met someone in my pottery class. I want to set you two up for a date when you get back. It’ll be worth your time, pinky promise. They’re cute, fun, sweet, and LOVE blue-eyed blondes, especially ones with adorable dimples. Hint hint. And hint some more.

			Let me know what you think. And let me know when my parcel arrives so I can prepare myself for the praise you’re going to heap upon me.

			Take care of yourself. Video or IM chat soon?

			L

			 

			As always, Linda was careful to avoid specifics and pronouns, and I loved her for her care. I hated this constant subterfuge. I hit Reply and waited for cyberspace to catch up so I could type out my response.

			 

			Subject: Re: Grocery Order

			Linda,

			You’re amazing. I’ll be watching eagerly for my parcel – your timing is impeccable as usual, I’m running low on hot sauce. Please marry the taco place manager, age be damned.

			Everything’s fine here, we’re not busy which is nice. But we’re coming into warmer months so I expect things to get hectic soon. Not so nice.

			Does your pottery person not care about anything other than the fact I’m a blonde with blue eyes and dimples? Things like my personality or interests or anything like that? You know, the important things… Given you know my feelings on the matter, you should be able to guess my response but thanks for going out of your way to try and set me up with someone.

			I’ll attempt a video call at our usual time next week. Attempt…

			Miss you too.

			Rebecca

			 

			I read Linda’s email again, smiling at her audacity. She, of all people, should know I didn’t date. We had had a very short relationship almost eighteen years ago, not long after my long-term relationship broke down and just before I joined the Army. After a month of amazing sex, but realizing we didn’t work as a couple, we decided to just become very good friends. Good friends who, if Linda wasn’t seeing anyone, occasionally slept together when I came home from a deployment. My “buffer into finding a girlfriend,” Linda called it. She was the only woman who hadn’t faded into oblivion upon learning that I would be away for close to a year at a time and that dating me was like dating a ghost.

			But I didn’t want to date. I just wanted something easy, like the casual and shallow dinner and sex relationships I’d cultivated during the periods between deployments. Still, I had to admit I gained very little out of my “romance routine,” if it could even be called that. It felt selfish and self-serving to keep women at arm’s length after bringing them close enough for me to consider being their bedmate.

			After my last few deployments I’d had a slow-moving sensation I’d categorized as apathy, where I couldn’t even be bothered meeting up with friends of friends, women from dating sites, or leaving home to meet women in bars. And after a night of soul-searching on my couch, aided by six fingers of McCallan over an hour, I’d concluded that I didn’t want these short-term and mostly meaningless relationships anymore.

			But…I also didn’t want to commit myself to someone and end up in exactly the same position I’d found myself two decades ago. And I didn’t want to be alone. Maybe I had no idea what I really wanted. Maybe my work situation, with Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell butting into everything, made it too hard for me to have a personal life. It was one thing to keep part of myself hidden. It was another, unfair, thing entirely to ask a partner to pretend they didn’t exist because I couldn’t be out and proud at work.

			Maybe I was just doing what I’d always done—making excuses to hide the fact that at my core, I felt I wasn’t capable of commitment. After all, a fear of commitment, of being tied to a situation I didn’t want, was the thing that started my Army career. I’d run away then, and years later, I was still doing it.

			But that was the safest thing for me. For everyone.

			





Chapter Three

			While everyone streamed in for our morning briefing, I looked over my notes and occasionally glanced up to see who I was still waiting on. My two new team members had taken seats in the front row, almost center, which meant Sabine’s intently attentive face was directly in front of me. I’d hardly seen them yesterday for their second day at Atlantis, and assumed it had been as easy as their first.

			After going through the usual operational items, I moved on to listening to the team’s weekly grievances which mostly related to the shitty Internet, sparse Commissary supplies, having to drink goat’s or powdered milk instead of their two-percent, and annoying equipment malfunctions around the FOB.

			I tried to placate them in a way that wasn’t condescending, because they’d all known what to expect when they’d joined the military, and compared to some combat units, we lived in luxury. “I know you’re frustrated by these things and I’m sorry. I’m also sure you all know how difficult it can be getting supplies in, and when we’re working with and supporting local suppliers we sometimes have to be flexible. Most of the gripes you’ve inboxed me about equipment requisitions are in the works. In the meantime, we’ll do what we do best. Which is?”

			A mumbling of agreement filled the space before a chorus of, “We make it work.”

			Smiling, I agreed, “Exactly. What about some gratitudes?”

			Thankfully the mood changed immediately. Overwhelmingly, our weekly flag football games came first, then the additional gaming console and television in the rec room, the expanded bonfire pit, a fresh shipment of scrubs, and finally the surf ’n’ turf—steak and shrimp—the chow hall served every Wednesday night.

			Sabine remained silent except for the occasional murmur of agreement or low, amused laugh, and had been staring at me the whole meeting like she was trying to absorb what I said through her eyes. Because she watched me so intently, I couldn’t avoid those dark eyes. And every time we made eye contact, even the most fleeting, I felt a strange thrill of excitement before an immediate sense of self-ridicule at my girlish reaction.

			“Before you’re dismissed, a heads up.” I tried not to let my focus linger on Sabine, who’d immediately straightened at those words, her pen at the ready. “I think our quiet period might be coming to an end.”

			I waited for the collective groan to die down and held up placating hands. “I know, I know. But we’re not here to play video games, work on our tan, or repaint the rec room, though you’ve done a great job with it. As I’m sure your ears have been telling you, coalition forces are still running their combat operations here in the Eastern Provinces. They’re winding things up but I expect that if there are casualties, we’ll be seeing them here, given our proximity to the action. Sleep and eat when you can so you’re at your sharpest when you need to be. When I need you to be.” I made sure to smile at all of them. “Dismissed. Take care of yourselves and each other.”

			I caught Sabine’s eye as she left, and after a wide-eyed look of surprise, she flashed me an almost-nervous lopsided smile then rushed to catch up to Amy who was telling a very interested Mitch about surf ’n’ turf and how sometimes we got lobster too. I wasted time collecting my things to keep myself from staring after Sabine’s departing figure. Though she’d said nothing to me in the past hour, the intensity of her focus made me feel as if I’d just had a long personal conversation with her.

			After breakfast I wandered across to the hospital to check on the few post-operative cases we had, which were all humanitarian—non-combatant civilians with issues like hernias and appendicitis. When the hospital was quiet like this I often had a disconcerting sense of unease, knowing the hammer would fall at any moment and probably land on my toe. We rarely had steady flows of trauma events; it was either so busy it would have been stressful if we weren’t trained for such things, or so quiet it was almost boring.

			While walking back from the post-op recovery ward, I heard a male Texan drawl float from around
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