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      Lakey

      “Hey, Lakey. Would you like another drink?”

      The cute guy behind the bar was talking to me. Here I was staring at the mass of people on the dance floor, in two minds between going to join them or getting more drunk than I already was. Exams start tomorrow, so drinking this much the night before wasn’t smart. But what the hell.

      “Yes, please, Daniel.”

      “Your usual?” He gave me a smile that was all dimples.

      And that was it. It was enough to make me fall. I leaned across the bar, grabbed Daniel by the collar of his shirt, and kissed him hard on the mouth.

      “Yes,” I whispered against his lips.

      “Okay, I need to grab something from the storeroom. Meet me back there ASAP.”

      Daniel winked as I let him go. He served one more customer, whispered something in his co-worker’s ear, and then disappeared around the back. I had to wait a moment so as not to appear too obvious. I tapped my fingers on the bar impatiently, counting down a minute. When it was time, I threw back the rest of my espresso martini and followed Daniel into the dark storeroom.

      As soon as we were away from the prying eyes of the bar crowd, Daniel’s lips were on mine once more. He pushed me against a crate full of beer bottles. It swayed but stayed stacked atop the tower of other containers. My butt grazed the plastic crate as he leaned against me, his hands following my curves from my breasts to my hips. His hand slid over my butt cheek, and he squeezed. I hesitated. I usually hated it when guys grabbed my arse. But I let it slide this time and kept kissing him. His wet warm lips then found my neck and latched on like a vampire. He sucked and bit me. Great. I was going to have a love bite there tomorrow. After the exam, which was the final for my teaching degree, I had a job interview. So, a love bite would not make a good impression on my prospective employer. I placed a hand on Daniel’s chest and gently pushed him.

      “Hey, um, can you please not do that? I have a job interview tomorrow.”

      “You can cover it up with makeup, can’t you? That’s what other girls do.”

      “Sure. I guess.” I kissed him back, and then his lips went to my neck again, this time the other side. His teeth grazed my skin, and I gasped. His hands went to my arse again, and this time, he cupped me and lifted me against him. I could feel the bulge of his manhood through his jeans. He took my gasp as an invitation to start grinding against me. He picked me up, his hands under my butt, and placed me down on one of the beer crates. I wrapped my arms around his neck and went to kiss him on the mouth, but he moved his face and began kissing me on the neck again.

      I was over this. I shoved him harder.

      “What the hell, Daniel?”

      “What? I thought you liked it?”

      “The kissing. Not the vampire bites. Is this some kind of fetish for you?”

      He shrugged. “I guess.”

      I pushed him away and tried to jump off the beer crate, but he grabbed hold of me again and pushed me back against the crates.

      “Daniel?” I gasped, afraid now. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m just having a little fun, baby.”

      “Well, I’m not. You’re a creep.” I finally escaped his grasp and ran for the door. But not before stopping to have the last word. “And I am not your baby.”

      I ran into the crowd and made a beeline for the exit, vowing never to drink at that bar again.
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      Lakey

      I woke up the next morning with a headache and a sore neck. I rolled out of bed, groaning, and dragged myself to the bathroom to look at the damage. I was hoping it would all be a nightmare. But, nope. It wasn’t. What happened last night really did happen. There, as dark as ink stains on both sides of my neck, were several “love” bites. Paired with a naturally pale complexion, the dark circles under my eyes and the bird’s nest that was my hair, I looked like I had died and rolled out of a grave, not my bed.

      “Shit.” Today was going to be a big day for me. I had the last exam of my degree before I went on placement in a school. And then I had an interview at a local elementary school. On one of the most important days of my life, I looked and felt like utter crap.

      “Why, Lakey? Why? Why do you do this to yourself?” I checked the time on my phone. Thank goodness I still had time before the exam. I showered and applied a heavy coat of makeover on my face and neck and brushed and straightened my hair.

      My exam was at ten this morning, and my interview was at three. I dressed in smart casual and grabbed a blazer I had picked up from an op shop for the sole purpose of job hunting. I picked up my bag and my study notes and made my way to the on-campus café.

      When I arrived, Hayley was already there. She was staring out the window of the café, seemingly into space. So she did not see me when I stood right outside the window before her. I smirked and went inside. As I slid into the booth, I dropped my keys on the table, which startled her out of her dream state.

      “Earth to Hayley!”

      She snapped out of her daze and turned her attention to me. “Oh, sorry. Hey, Lakey.”

      “What were you daydreaming about? Or should I say, whom?” I teased. The waitress came by and took our orders. I ordered a strong latte and a donut, and Hayley got a flat white and a muffin. We both had exams today. We needed brain fuel.

      “What? No, I wasn’t dreaming about anyone.” Her cheeks flushed, and I knew she was lying.

      “Whatever.” I smirked and took out my study notes. As I bent over my bag to pull out my folder, Hayley gasped.

      “What is that?”

      “Huh? What is what?”

      “That. There. On your neck.”

      “Oh, I… um, nothing.” I tried to cover up the not-so-concealed love bite. But it was too late. Hayley had seen it.

      We were both hiding something this morning.

      I opened my study notes and pretended to ignore the elephant in the room. I had to go over the policies of child protection laws a few more times. I just couldn’t remember them. I guess they would become common sense when I started work as a teacher, but until then, I had to know them in theory. But I couldn’t focus. Thankfully, our coffee orders were called. I went up and got them to give me something to do other than sit around and try to remember some laws and not the things the bartender had done to me last night.

      Only one coffee was ready, Hayley’s. So, while I waited, I studied the notice board in front of the coffee machine. In the middle of the board was something that caught my interest. It was an ad for a placement program for teachers and nurses with the defence force. The ad asked for teaching and nursing students who were ready for placement, to consider doing their placement in an army hospital or camp in the Middle East. Syria, to be exact.

      I could imagine myself working with refugee children in war-torn Syria, bombs exploding in the distance and gunfire echoing through the mountains.

      It would be exciting. Far more exciting than working some inner-city school in Sydney. Of course, it would be safer in Sydney. Successful applicants would be working under the watchful eye of the Australian and US armies. I heard my coffee order called, but I blocked it out and focused on the flyer. There were many copies pinned to the board, so I tore one of them off. I tucked it into my pocket and grabbed the coffees and cakes and headed back to the table.

      If I applied, it would undoubtedly be a change from the career my parents had always seen for me. Deep down, I had always known I wanted to do more with my life.

      Maybe this would be that ‘something more.’ I tucked the flyer into the back of my folder for safekeeping. I would apply tonight. The application didn’t close for a few days. Right now, I had an exam to take.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Bryce

      Early morning runs were the best. This was my “me time.” During my early morning runs, I could regroup after a long day of work. My feet pounded the dirt path in a steady rhythm, like a heartbeat. You had to be careful with the tracks here in Syria. The earth was pot-marked and beaten from the constant bomb explosions.

      There were also undetonated IEDs along the road where my men and I liked to run, so you had to watch your step constantly. But in the army, you learned how to spot them. The road I was running on ran around the outskirts of where I was stationed. My men and I had taken back the town a few months ago from a rebel group of Islamic State terrorists. They were gone, but it didn’t mean we could let our guard down. We weren’t entirely safe.

      Our primary goal had been to take back the town and protect its citizens, as well as making sure the children got to school safely. Before we came, the children, especially the girls, weren’t allowed to go to school. Education was essential. So the US Army, along with the Australians, worked with our governments and the UN to make sure these children got an education.

      It had now been six months since we took the town back from the rebel militants. The children were meant to go to school a few weeks ago but couldn’t since we didn’t
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