
Chapter One

			“The fuck did I join the Army?” grumbled Thomas, eyes tight as he worked to complete his third leg lift, muscles burning. Physical therapy was hard, really hard, what with learning to walk all over again. Despite how it felt, he pushed to make his legs do what he wanted, and his legs fought back. He wanted to walk again, but was it worth this pain? He pondered that often, especially during PT.

			His therapist grinned evilly. “Let’s go, Sergeant Simmons. Seven more. You can do this.”

			Thomas glared at the specialist. His muscles quivered with exertion, but he gritted his teeth and made it through his fourth repetition. He let the leg just fall. It felt like there was no strength to control its descent. With another grunt and grinding of teeth, he managed to make five. This part of therapy fucking sucked, and his legs screamed. Maybe he should just quit and lie there. Just give up.

			“Only five more. You have this, you can do it, Sergeant. Push!”

			Thomas wanted to strangle the blond specialist helping “motivate” him. The bastard made Thomas’s life a series of excruciatingly painful exercises designed solely for torture. Maybe this was how the Spanish Inquisition worked. If so, it was a good method for breaking people and surely more successful than not. The specialist even had the gall to be tall and broad-chested, unlike Thomas. All Thomas wanted was to stop and rest, but that pissant little wannabe soldier kept telling him to do these goddamned leg lifts. If it weren’t for the fact that he would get in trouble, he might just reach up and break the specialist’s neck.

			“Three more to go. You’re almost there.”

			Sweat burned Thomas’s eyes as he realized he could kill without remorse right now. He could just snap the moron’s neck before he had time to react. This whole process was torture, and the specialist was his torturer. Didn’t the Geneva Convention speak poorly about the use of torture? Maybe the prick would be arrested and charged with crimes against humanity? It would be fitting. Specialists, especially tall ones, should know not to fuck with short men for fear of getting themselves killed. It would serve this cocky bastard right.

			“One more, Sergeant. Push!”

			Thomas screamed as he struggled to lift his leg a last time. It felt like fire ran along the inside and outside of his calf and thigh, one big conflagration. Sweat ran down his hair, and into his eyes. After he lifted his leg all the way up, he collapsed to the mat, wrung out. Thomas’s breath came in heavy pants, and his thoughts burned away in a white torrent of pain. He wanted to lie there until he died as his leg throbbed in time to his heartbeat, each pulse a new flash of pain. Thomas gasped for air. His stomach churned.

			“Good job, Sergeant Simmons. You did really well. That’ll be it for today. Let me help you to the table. We’ll get some ice for the leg to help with the burn. At this rate you might be able to walk a little by early next week. Sound good?”

			Thomas grunted and the physical therapist levered him into his wheelchair for the short roll to the table. The ice would feel incredibly good. He hoped to get through the rest of PT without killing the kid. It would be nice to get out of the wheelchair, but the pain was almost worse than the initial injury.

			After twenty minutes of ice leaching the ache and pain, the packs were lifted and Thomas helped back into his chair. He shifted to get comfortable and adjusted his wrist brace. The specialist looked down. “Need help getting back to your ward, Sergeant?”

			Thomas shook his head. He didn’t want to rely on someone to move him about. He might be stuck in a wheelchair, but he wasn’t a cripple. “No. I have the head shrinker. See you tomorrow.”

			Thomas wheeled along the hallways, moving around walkers, keeping up a decent speed despite his wrist. He was bitter about the whole being in a wheelchair thing, but maybe the end was in sight and he would be able to walk again. If his leg healed right and the physical therapists agreed, he might be able to get back to his unit. Better than being stuck in this POS hospital.

			Ahead he spotted the restroom. Good, he needed that. Thomas wheeled into the bathroom, then maneuvered into a handicapped stall, where he struggled from the chair to the toilet. Afterward, he splashed water on his face, which was still a bit gaunt from his time in the desert, and noted that at least he hadn’t gotten so mad his eyes changed color. Everyone in his unit said that when his eyes went from blue to green they dove for cover, which they found hysterical.

			He ran his wet hands over his hair, which had gotten longer than he usually wore it. He needed a haircut soon to stay within regs since he could run his fingers through the mop. In all honesty, he wanted his hair on the long side and always had, but the high and tight he had in Iraq was a lot cooler. He felt sorry for the female translators with all their hair bunched up under their Kevlar. It had to be sweltering.

			He wasn’t looking forward to this next bit as he didn’t trust shrinks, positive they all worked to find ways to discharge soldiers for being crazy. So what if he had nightmares, or felt uncomfortable because he was unarmed, or there was a loud noise, what was wrong with that? At least things were better than in Germany, when he repeatedly asked for his Kevlar, rifle, and flak vest. He certainly wasn’t going to let the shrink know about the other things rolling around in his head. Those thoughts would probably get him dishonorably discharged. No, those thoughts would stay safely in his own head for now as shrinks were clearly the enemy.

			The psych receptionist smiled at him. “Yes, can I help you?”

			“I have an appointment with Captain Wilson.”

			“Okay, your name?”

			“Simmons 7953.”

			The woman checked her computer for confirmation. “If you could wait, the doctor will be with you shortly.”

			He thanked her and rolled to the side. Oh joy, more hurry up and wait.

			Ten minutes later, a young-looking captain came out of the hallway with a file in hand. He was wearing glasses and a condescending smile. “Sergeant Simmons?”

			“Here sir.”

			“Come with me.” Thomas took an immediate dislike. In his opinion, this was the kind of officer who worked toward getting fragged. “Do you need any assistance?”

			“No sir. I’ll be fine.” Thomas wheeled into a small, very white office and the fluorescents did little to help. This was not a comfortable place.

			The captain sat behind his desk and glanced at the computer briefly. “So, Sergeant Simmons, I hear you’ve been having some nightmares. Want to tell me about them?”

			“What do you want to know?” asked Thomas. He wouldn’t let himself be caught out by some idiot. He was definitely not as dumb as the officers thought. Contrary to popular belief, not all ground pounders were idiots.

			“Well, your chart says probable post-traumatic stress, and the notes support that. We should probably focus on that, so why don’t you tell me about your time in Iraq?” The doc leaned back in his chair to come across as relaxed and open. It looked smug to Thomas.

			“What’s to tell? We got there, fought, and I got injured.” Thomas did not intend to make this easy. If the doc wanted to shrink his head and call him crazy, he would have to put up with whatever crap Thomas dished out, especially since he didn’t want to talk in the first place. Captain Wilson would earn his pay.

			“All right, tell me about how you got injured. Let me know all the details you remember. I’m sure there’s something useful that will help.” The captain smiled in a way probably meant to encourage trust. It failed and put Thomas more on edge.

			If the doc really wanted to know what he had gone through, he guessed he could humor the man. Part of it was straightforward and would in no way give away any of the things that really bothered Thomas. “Okay. Our platoon, along with several others, was sent in to pacify a section of Mosul, as some insurgents were doing their best to drive us out of the city. Things were going well initially, and we moved through several streets safely. We moved deeper into the city and into the problem area, when all of a sudden, things got real ugly…”

			* * *

			“Fuck!” Thomas flinched, ducking lower as several bullets slammed into his sparse cover, bits of sandy colored wall pinging off his helmet. Moments like this made him wonder why he joined. He was an idiot to pick a job where people actively tried to kill you.

			His squad was pinned down by a group of Iraqi insurgents safe behind a fortified position farther down the street they crossed as they moved toward their objective deep within the problem area. The people here, especially the insurgents, were holding out against coalition forces, and so they went in to “pacify” the city. Parts were resisting and other parts were just happy not being blown up further.

			Thomas hated urban warfare with a passion, as you had to constantly be aware of every direction at once, just in case the enemy circled around. That had happened several times in training exercises and now this was for real, the worst final exam ever with no room for failure. Thomas looked across the gap between himself and a nearby building. He could get better cover over there, if he made the sprint across open ground.

			Peterson opened up with the 249 to provide cover fire and get the enemy to pull back under cover. Thomas took that moment to sprint to the corner, his gear shifted heavily as he moved. A few rounds spacked off the ground behind him, urging him ever faster. He slammed his back against the wall and took deep gulps of the dust- and cordite-filled air. Sprinting with a full combat load wasn’t easy; in fact, it was like running with a full-grown person hanging on your back. He was glad to be short, for a change, because at five foot five, he made a smaller target and could hide behind things others couldn’t. It served him well in training and he was desperately hoping it would help here.

			A few more rounds struck the corner, gouges torn in the brickwork. He shifted back, and looked to the members of his unit, slightly scattered behind various bits of fallen masonry, burned out cars, and the small wall of a garden or something. He hoped the Iraqis didn’t have anything stronger on hand, because a grenade launcher would make short work of the haphazard cover. Thomas was closest to the Iraqi hard point, making him the one who needed to take out the machine-gun nest. This was not good. A frontal assault would be suicide.

			“Medic! Medic!” The voice sounded distant, the world closing in. Air throbbed with the sounds of street-to-street battle, but he felt like a witness and not a participant. He glanced back at his team and saw the medic, Hernandez, scuttling toward Jones who clutched his left shoulder and screamed, blood oozing between his fingers. The air smelled of various things, only some of which were identifiable, each disparate scent in sharp contrast. In addition to dust and cordite, fire and some unnamable thing choked the air, maybe burning tires? Or flesh? This was an utter clusterfuck. They had to get moving before reinforcements arrived.

			Thomas took a quick glance around the corner, toward the Iraqi position. Their position was well built up, the corner of the intersection covered with heavy sandbags and a store’s facade as overhead cover. None of the grenades had gotten in their position thanks to that metal roof extending over the site. They just rolled to the ground to explode against the sandbags. If Thomas could make it closer, he just might be able to toss a grenade in and turn the tide. He looked down the street alongside his position and spotted a door about four meters away. Maybe that route would play out and he could move closer, either through the building or up. It was the best option available.

			He edged along the wall, weapon trained down the street, toward the door, knowing his unit had his back if things got hairy. H e reached the boarded-up window, then glanced back at his unit. They were still hunkered down but returning fire and trying to move forward. Once this engagement was over, he was positive he was going to catch flack for this. Thomas spotted the sergeant and called out, hoping to be heard over the din. “Sarge! Sarge!”

			When the sergeant turned and looked his way, Thomas used hand signals to let him know the basics of his plan. The sergeant held up a hand telling him to wait. Thomas nervously watched him talk to several others, then send the signal for him to go ahead. Thomas nodded and settled himself. Going into a house alone was a bad idea, all his training reinforced that. There were too many ways this could end poorly, but there was no other option.

			His unit provided distracting fire to cover his entrance. They put a lot of brass into the air as he kicked in the door, foot slamming next to the doorknob. Before the door swung in fully, he charged, weapon ready, just as he had been taught and practiced until it was second nature.

			At a glance, he noticed it was an electronics store. There were several televisions in various states of disrepair, a few stereos, as well as radio parts scattered about. There were even a few completed TV sets with tags, not that he could read them. There was no movement in the front room. He moved deeper, trying to cover everywhere at once, nervous sweat trickled cold down his back.

			Sounds were muted, making the battle outside seem farther away than it actually was. It only cranked up his nerves rather than the opposite. He went through the room-clearing tactics they practiced before deployment, making sure there was no one who could hassle him. As he moved into what seemed to be a storage/supply room, he heard a deep male voice cry out, “Ya raab, sa’edni!”

			Thomas spun, M4 aimed at the cowering Iraqi, his heart rate jumping further. The man looked as if he hadn’t bathed or shaved in days, and his eyes were wide. The man was down on his knees; he went face down quickly, as if at prayer, body trembling. Thomas ran over and kicked the man onto his back, then scuttled back to cover him. The man’s face was a mask of fear, tears rolling through the dust making mud trails. “Are there any more in here?” Thomas yelled. “Are there any more?”

			The man trembled, eyes watching the weapon instead of him, hands quaking as if with palsy. Thomas screamed the question again to no effect. The man had no idea what he was saying. Why couldn’t people just speak English? The man cried out, “Qif! Qif! Lestu jundi! Lestu jundi!”

			Thomas moved forward and toed the man again, forcing him back onto his stomach. Once in position, Thomas dropped a knee into the man’s back and zip-tied his hands together, ignoring the groans of pain. Safety was more important than comfort.

			He got up and backed away from the man, weapon still trained on his prostrate form, in case he tried something. The man muttered the same things over and over, but Thomas did not understand. Another quick scan of the room showed no doors or windows. Thomas cursed as he looked around the back room, to find something that would help, some way he could get outside and back to the battle. Blocked from sight by boxes, Thomas spotted a ladder leading to a hatch and quickly made his choice.

			He slung his weapon, and with a quick exhalation to calm down, he started up. He reached the top, then shifted his weapon again and slowly opened the ceiling hatch with the tip of the barrel. The sounds of battle rushed back to full volume as Thomas peered over the edge, scanning the rooftop. There didn’t seem to be anyone up here. He scrambled onto the roof and fully unslung his rifle.

			He noticed several insurgents with the same idea, moving hunched over toward his teammates. He took aim and opened fire, dropping two quickly. The other one dropped, and Thomas lost his line of sight. He cursed under his breath and started moving. He scanned the opposite roof, waiting for his target to pop his head up. When the man did, one shot ended that problem.

			Thomas low-crawled toward the roof’s edge closest to the hard point. He glanced over cautiously, not wanting to expose himself longer than necessary. This was already more forward than he wanted to be without support. The Iraqis’ reinforced barricade blocked their view of him. That should keep him somewhat safe as he could act unobserved.

			He made out a narrow opening in the cover from this angle, and if he were lucky, he might be able to toss a grenade into their laps. He noticed another group of Iraqis jogging up the street toward the corner, one armed with a loaded RPG. Reinforcements. He cursed and pulled two grenades from his LBV. He had to do this right or the new arrivals would tear everyone apart.

			Thomas muttered a quick prayer, then tossed the first grenade into the hard point, the first priority. It arced through the air and seemed like it made it inside. He lobbed the other grenade down onto the group on the street, since the RPG was more dangerous than the machine gun. He hoped he could pull this off without getting shot. Shouts filled the air, and he heard the first explosion, and then a secondary one as the ammunition cooked off.

			The second grenade’s explosion never registered as his world shattered into pain. He flew backward as his corner exploded into pieces of masonry and fire. Thomas slammed solidly into the rooftop by the ladder, pain rising, and he realized he was screaming. His shoulder and leg were on fire, and he tried to swat out the flames covering his leg. The pain was excruciating and thankfully it died before everything went black.

			* * *

			Thomas blinked his eyes open, head throbbing. He was in a Blackhawk, one of the medevac birds. The moaning he heard was coming from him, and that was not comforting. Thomas could feel the burns and broken limbs, but apparently painkillers were helping.

			He was in the middle stack of injured, one above, one below on the rotating rack made to hold stretchers. He turned his head slightly and noted the other side looked empty. A flight medic moved alongside and injected something into the IV he had not noticed. The pain faded even more and he closed his eyes.

			The next time he awoke, bandages were everywhere and several places burned, but he no longer cared as meds fuzzed him. He lay there, listening to the rhythmic thrump of the chopper, drifting in and out of consciousness and trying to remember what happened.

			When they set down near the field hospital, they rushed him inside and everything was a blur. They rolled over an x-ray machine, and he felt his uniform being cut off along with other pokings and proddings. Someone injected something into his IV and again things went black.

			* * *

			Thomas’s lips were chapped, his mouth was cottony, and he ached all over. What the hell happened? His head was muzzy, and he shook it slightly to clear the mental cobwebs. The movement made everything pulse painfully, so he stopped as nausea rose. He moaned, feeling himself slowly grow clearer-headed. Soon a nurse came up, checking on him.

			She was pretty. Her dark brown hair was in a braid, and she was dressed in fatigue pants and one of the ugly brown regulation undershirts. The woman had excellent curves, and he smiled weakly. Her breasts were at eye level. “How are you feeling, Corporal Simmons?”

			“Like shit. Hurt everywhere. What happened?” His words were slurred.

			“You got a concussion, a badly broken leg and ankle, plus a broken wrist, and burns. You just got out of surgery, where they pulled out shrapnel and debrided the wounds. Your bones are set and you’re in recovery.” Her voice was friendly. “Thirsty?”

			Thomas thought about nodding but remembered it hurt, so just said. “Yes, please.”

			She smiled brightly. “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.”

			




Chapter Ten

			The cane was nice to lean against as Thomas waited in line to see an academic advisor, keeping his weight off his leg. All his paperwork was in, and he had even gotten Vocational Rehabilitation started. This was the last step before registering and school starting. Thomas made a tentative schedule of classes and hoped he could keep it. The way he planned it, he would have enough time to make it across campus between classes, and the walking wouldn’t be that bad.

			He took a step as the line nudged forward. He had been standing for about ten minutes and was glad he had stuff in the squad pack slung over one shoulder. It wasn’t heavy, but Thomas figured it soon would be, with books, notepads, and everything. He thought about getting a rolling backpack, but it would be awkward dragging it behind him with the cane. Besides, he doubted the books and everything would weigh as much as his field pack had. The line nudged again.

			He planned on basic classes the first year to get the majority of required courses out of the way and get a feel for school life. Then he could concentrate on what to do with the rest of his life. He planned on a few PE courses to give himself something that didn’t involve sitting on his ass and reading. He already talked about the classes with his physical terrorist, and they came to the conclusion they might be good in the long run. He had three scheduled, for three hours a week. Nowhere near the level of activity in the Army, but it was a lot more than lately. He moved closer to the front.

			Thomas sighed. The line was packed and his leg grew sore. He looked at the class sheet. Math, English, science, and he figured French might be interesting to learn, since he never learned another language before, except some high school Spanish he promptly forgot and a little combat Arabic. The PE classes took care of another required area, so he would be okay with fifteen credit hours. He hoped the workload wouldn’t be too difficult. He never worked hard in high school, which was an eternity ago. He needed to work this time, as he chose this. The line shuffled two steps this time.

			He was ready to get on with his life. Thomas felt like things had been on hold and now were moving forward. Things still weighed him down, but he drove on. Deborah bothered him, especially as he delved deeper into this whole gender thing. She was a reminder of who he had been, and he wasn’t sure he could cope much longer. He felt different, as if his eyes had opened for the first time. Only three from the front.

			They called his name, and he made his way through the collection of desks, like at out-processing, each person was seeing someone different. Thomas thought advising was a joke. The man only seemed interested in verifying Thomas wasn’t overloading himself and was following the recommended plan for incoming freshmen. Soon Thomas was out the door and enrolled in school with the classes he wanted, when he wanted them. It was a different feeling, especially since he was the first in the whole Simmons family to go to college. He signed up for a program designed to help students like him, first-generation students. This might be a good thing as he hadn’t known anyone back home who had gone to college.

			The path toward the bookstore had an incline and Thomas leaned into it, wincing as he walked. It was slow, and standing in line that long hadn’t helped. True, parking in handicapped spots was nice, but he was not near his car. Honestly, why the hell was he walking anyway? He looked at something on one of the walls, some poster for a fraternity, when he slammed into the ground. Thomas stared in surprise as some girl tangled up with his legs and cane.

			“Oh, I’m so sorry. Gosh, you know I can be such a klutz. Here, let me help you.” The girl extricated herself and stretched a hand toward Thomas. She was cute, in a perky Goth way, with shoulder-length red hair with black tips and black clothes. She was petite but muscled enough to actually help, which surprised him. He held onto her tiny hand for longer than necessary.

			“Thanks,” mumbled Thomas, brushing dirt from his back and legs.

			“Are you okay?” she asked, looking concerned. “That was a pretty bad fall, and you, with your cane and all…ouch. Are you sure you’re not hurt? Gosh, I would feel really bad if I hurt you badly the first time we met. What if you never wanted to meet me again? Or you had nefarious intentions to sue me and possibly the school because I’m a klutz. And maybe…maybe I should just shut up and let you answer.” It was pure babble but cute.

			“I’m fine as far as I know.”

			She sighed dramatically. It seemed over-the-top, but maybe it was just part of who she was? “Oh, good. You know, let me buy you a coffee to make up for the collision. Maybe a mocha, or a latte, or a cappuccino, or some other mixed coffee drink that is really tasty and yum, or you know, maybe even a chai if you like something with more spice and maybe I should stop talking before I just keep running on and on like I always do, and there I go again doing just that, okay, shutting up now.”

			He laughed. She seemed fun in a screwed-up sort of way. He liked that. Maybe coffee would be good, and he was sure she wouldn’t be boring company compared to Deborah. “Coffee would be excellent. What’s your name and where to?”

			The smile in response was bright, the kind you expected from cheerleaders, not Goth girls. Thomas smiled back. He hadn’t done a lot of that lately. “My name’s Tiffany, but everyone calls me Tiffi, except some people who call me things like Tiff or Fanny, but I don’t mind and I’m rambling again aren’t I?”

			Her mood was infectious, and Thomas didn’t mind as he had had enough glum. She was cute with a bouncy personality that wasn’t artificial like Deborah’s. Maybe he could make a friend, instead of just his annoying girlfriend. “I’m Thomas, though my unit called me Rhymer.”

			Tiffany looked puzzled. Thomas could almost hear gears churning she was thinking so hard. Her eyes widened with a eureka moment, “Oh…Thomas Rhymer…True Thomas…from the Celtic legends or Germanic, I can’t quite remember, Scottish? Though Thomas doesn’t sound German, but what do I know. You know, that’s cool and I really like it. Is that like really your real name?”

			Thomas chuckled. She was one of the first to ever get the full meaning of the nickname. “Nah…it’s something I picked up in the Army. One of my sergeants was pagan and named me that after catching me writing poetry. It stuck.”

			Tiffany’s eyes widened. “You were like in the Army? Like with the fighting in Iraq and Afghanistan and everything for real? Is that where you were injured? Oh, and are you pagan, cause you said one of your sergeants was, but that doesn’t really mean that you yourself are, but maybe it does. I mean someone could have led you to the Goddess and not made a big deal and you might be looking for other pagans, and I’m doing it again, sheesh!”

			Thomas laughed. “Yeah. I was in the 101st. Got injured and now I’m here. And no, not pagan.”

			Tiffany grinned. “That’s okay, no one’s perfect. Hey, let’s get going as our coffee is longing for us. Can you hear it? I can hear its lonely cries in the distance, ‘Drink me! Drink me!’ Let’s get going. Paradise Coffee is by the dead mall, but the coffee is really good. You know where it is, right, because if you don’t you can follow me or maybe riding with me might be a better plan unless you need to go somewhere before or after. Honestly, I gotta stop.”

			“Yeah, I know where it is. See you in a few minutes.” They parted, Tiffany waving good-bye as he hobbled to his car, parked by admin. It felt longer, as the collision hurt. His leg burned and he gritted his teeth. He had meds, and half a Vicodin would take the edge off and he would still be aware enough for conversation.

			He collapsed into his car and took half a Vicodin. He was aware it would take a bit to kick in, but he could make it to Paradise Coffee. It hurt, but not blindingly so. As long as he didn’t need to stand, he should be fine. The drive was nothing, thanks to sparse traffic. Tiffany bounced as he pulled up, looking surprised to see him. How many people agreed to meet her then bailed?

			Thomas wasn’t sure he wanted any of the beverage offerings. He’d never had mixed coffee drinks before. They looked intimidating and girly, what with whipped cream and chocolate syrup. Though maybe that was okay? He settled on a mocha after Tiffany glibly mentioned it was a gateway beverage, which worried him. A gateway to what?

			The conversation was nice. They covered a lot as Tiffany bounced about, but it was a good change of pace talking to someone besides the doc about life. Deborah wasn’t much of a conversationalist given she was more concerned with her fun. They had nothing in common, which was a problem.

			A couple of hours later, Thomas noticed the time and grew concerned. He planned on doing a few other things today, but the conversation was good, the mocha tasty, and he felt happy. Life wasn’t all that bad.

			Since the conversation was enjoyable, Thomas suggested it continue over dinner. Tiffany agreed but let him know she was in a lesbian relationship with no intention of getting romantic with a guy even if he was a cute hero and interesting. Thomas chuckled. He had no problem with that, as Deborah was too much relationship for him right now. He needed some human contact from someone who was interested in him and not his penis or pocketbook.

			The food was good and they kept talking through the meal and dessert. Finally, they said their good-byes after exchanging numbers. Thomas smiled happily the whole way home. Today had been excellent. This was an improvement and a trend he hoped continued. 

			Thomas changed into his nightgown after tossing his clothes into the hamper, then took his meds, and called it an early night. He was exhausted, but today had been fun and he could get used to this.

			* * *

			“What the fuck!” screeched Deborah, throwing back the covers.

			Thomas snapped awake instantly, scanning the room for danger, heart racing a mile a minute. He reached for his personal weapon, but the M4 wasn’t there. Neither was his knife. All he found was a red-faced and screaming Deborah.

			“What the fuck are you wearing!? Are you a pervert or something?” The shrillness in her voice was a mix of anger and panic. Thomas’s heart raced, encouraging him to punch Deborah in the face, and he fought against that urge. What the hell was going on? “Am I not enough of a woman for you?”

			Thomas growled, anger rising from the rude awakening and attack as his sleepiness cleared. He did not need this bullshit at stupid o’clock in the morning. He rose unsteadily and glared at her, clenching and unclenching his hands. “What the fuck are you doing?”

			“I’m coming to see my boyfriend, not some fucking fairy!” 

			“I’m not a fairy!” bellowed Thomas, nightgown shifting with his movement. “And what gives you the right to barge into my house at some god-awful time of night and attack me?”

			“This key, motherfucker!” She struggled to remove it from her key ring, anger making her clumsy. When it was finally worked free, she threw it at Thomas. The key bounced off his chest and dropped to the floor. Deborah cried furiously, large hot tears rolling down her face. “You gave me that right, you fucking asshole! You said it was okay to surprise you! Well, happy fucking surprise, faggot!”

			Thomas’s muscles tightened, the hold on his anger fraying the more she screamed. Jolting him from sleep wasn’t helping, and he was ready to punch her. He took an unsteady step toward her and then another. She stood her ground, eyes ablaze with accusation.

			“Get…the…fuck…out…of…my…house!” The words were measured and menacing, coming from a deep chest rumble. Deborah took a step back and then another.

			She stood in the bedroom doorway, glowering. “Fine, you goddamned cocksucker! Fuck you! I hope you get AIDS and die!”

			She spun and stormed from the apartment, the door slamming behind her. Thomas roared and drove his fist through the drywall by the bedroom door. It hurt but not enough to drag him from his fury. He wanted something to destroy, and all he saw were his own things, things he didn’t want to break. With a snarl, he tore the nightgown off and flung it away, standing naked in the living room. He screamed his frustration at the ceiling.

			Powerful throbbing in his leg slammed him back to the here and now, and with the adrenaline ebbing, he fell to the floor. Heavy sobs wracked his body, and tears burned his face. Thomas wasn’t sure why he was crying. After his weeping faded, he weakly crawled back to the bed and dragged himself up, the process made more challenging since his leg didn’t want to support him. Weak sobs rolled through him, and Thomas curled up under the blankets and ran away into slumber.

			




Chapter Eleven

			A ringing phone woke him. He blearily struggled to find it, hand groping over the nightstand. His eyelids were caked shut, a reminder of last night. He eventually grabbed the ringing nuisance and answered brusquely, wiping his eyes clear. “What?”

			“Um…Thomas?” The voice was soft.

			“Yeah. What?” Thomas crawled closer to the edge of the bed. He didn’t need this shit. Where the hell was his nightgown?

			“Thomas, this if Tiffany. I was wondering if you wanted breakfast or something because breakfast is the most important meal of the day, and then I realized you might not be awake so I drove over here but then remembered it would be impolite to just walk into someone’s apartment so I’m calling from the door because of the aforementioned breakfast offer. Are you okay?” she rambled softly, with less energy than usual. There was no bounce and that made Thomas sad.

			Thomas remembered Deborah hadn’t locked the door before slamming it and it was probably still unlocked. Maybe Tiffany would help him cheer up? It’s not like he wanted to stay with Deborah so why was he so pissed? Ugh…his head hurt. “It’s open.”

			He hung up and rolled onto his back, staring at the sprayed-on ceiling texture. The front door opened, and he saw Tiffany in the doorway, backlit. She wore a black dress with red flashes of color under a long leather coat, big clunky boots over fishnet stockings, which was practically a stereotype. Her hair was in two pigtails tied off with black and red bows. He grinned faintly. “Hey.”

			Her smile was fragile. “Hey.”

			He sat up and made sure he covered his naked body. Hurting and feeling utterly horrible, he was glad for a friendly face. “Sorry, rough night. Breakfast sounds great. Let me shower quickly then we can go.”

			She nodded and helped him stand, averting her eyes. He was too tired for embarrassment. Once up and cane in hand, he hobbled into the bathroom while she paid attention to his posters. The alteration between hot and cold woke him enough to enjoy the massage function on his showerhead. The pulse worked on the muscles of his back and hip, giving him a reprieve from his earlier pain. He felt more human and less ass. After a quick shave and brush, Thomas almost felt normal.

			Memories of last night returned and he sighed. He had wanted to break up with Deborah for weeks, but hadn’t found a way to tell her, which was chicken shit. It was over now, and emotionally, he felt raw. He didn’t want to face the world, but a cute girl came to drag his sorry ass to breakfast. The idea of a frowning Tiffany seemed incongruous and not something the world should ever face. With a heavy sigh, Thomas headed to his bedroom, towel wrapped around him.

			The room had been tidied while he showered. The bed made, and things Thomas hadn’t remembered throwing were in their places, or at least close enough for government work. Everything was nice and orderly. He smiled but then realized she probably saw his nightgown, since he had flung it on the living room floor. With a groan of frustration, he cursed his stupidity. He hoped she wouldn’t call him a freak like Deborah.

			He pulled on a pair of pink panties and tugged up his heavily worn desert fatigue pants, determined to wear something comfortable that wouldn’t cling to his hip. After pulling on an old concert T-shirt, he grabbed his cane and winter coat before he hobbled out. Tiffany waited on his couch, a smile on her face. This room was clean and organized as well. It was like a tornado of tidy had hit his apartment. “Thanks, Tiff. Sorry you had to do it.”

			“No worries, mate. Let’s get going because I can hear pancakes calling my name. They’re clearly in need of saving if this is what it has come to. If you listen closely, there are some calling your name as well.” She bounced up and made her way out of the apartment.

			Tiffany drove, wanting to spare the environment the pollution two cars would generate, and the ride was a lot like she talked—frenetic. Type O Negative pounded out of the speakers and Thomas admitted some of it was pretty cool. She weaved through traffic, chatting all the while. It was frightening, like the time he almost got squished by a Chinook during air assault training. He had leapt off the top of the vehicle in order to survive.

			Soon they reached the IHOP by the mall. She opened his door and helped him out. He smirked at the role reversal. They chatted about musical preferences as they walked in. Thomas chuckled as she ordered the Rooty Tooty Fresh ’N Fruity. There was something about the name that cracked him up. How could any adult order that seriously?

			The food was good and breakfast hit the spot, making him feel more alive; the coffee was a godsend. Conversation was nice and relaxed until they got back in the car. As she pulled out of the parking lot, glancing for oncoming traffic, she casually asked, “So, have you been cross-dressing long?”

			Thomas froze. She had seen the clothes? She had to because he was sure she hadn’t seen his panties. He answered as best he could, with a simple and direct, “Huh?”

			“Well,” she replied, completely unfazed, “There’s the fact that a really pretty nightgown was on the living room floor and a few pairs of women’s underwear were scattered about. There was no guy’s underwear anywhere to be seen, so I assume you’re a cross-dresser especially adding in that your girlfriend broke up with you.”

			Thomas couldn’t figure out a good denial, and the longer he delayed the less convincing it would be. Deciding to take a chance, he said, “I…I’m not a cross-dresser. I’m transgendered, maybe transsexual, I’m not sure yet. I’ve never done this before so that’s all I had to wear. I’m sorry I’m a slob, but so it goes.”

			She nodded, not even ruffled, still smiling as she wove through traffic. “That’s cool. You know, if you need help with anything give me a ring. I can help you with makeup, clothes, etc. One of my old boyfriends cross-dressed, but things didn’t work out because he was a jackass. Thanks to him I realized I was much more into girls than guys and he wasn’t a close substitute.”

			Thomas nodded, shocked. It was unexpected to be simply accepted. Tiffany acted as if it were no big deal, like she dealt with this every day. Maybe she did? Thomas had no idea, as they were in the getting to know you phase. Maybe he should take the chance and open up? She was the antithesis of Deborah. “Thank you. Besides my doc and ex-girlfriend, you’re the first to know. And the first who isn’t either paid to deal with me or screaming and calling me a freak at two in the morning. Thanks.”

			“No problem. You know, I think you and I might become good friends, and what are friends for after all but to help each other?” She smiled, seeming to get brighter from moment to moment.

			Thomas stayed quiet as Tiffany slalomed through traffic. He thought about Deborah and her response. If she responded like that, how would his family react? After all, Thomas was the macho soldier, the masculine hero of the family, with the fucking medals to prove it. They sent him a letter thick with praise for all he had done for the family name by getting the Bronze Star. He joined the Army to get away from them, to find opportunity since his Podunk county had a lot of nothing. He didn’t want to work at the plants, or mill, or anything like that. Would they accept him as a girl?

			That he was going to eventually tell them was a forgone conclusion. They were part of his life, and he had no plan to shut them out. He just didn’t know what to say. It might be best to defer the conversation until necessary, like if he started living as a woman, or changed his name. At that point it would be impossible to not let them know. They deserved that much.

			He shook off his rumination and saw they were almost at his apartment.

			“Home again, home again, jiggity jig!” chirped Tiffany, pulling her Miata deftly into the parking space. Her smile was bright and helped cheer him up.

			Thomas blinked, recognizing the quote. He turned, surprised. “You know Bladerunner?”

			“Sure do,” said Tiffany. “I love the movie. The visuals are incredible and the story is great and Rutger Hauer is so hot. If only I could find a girl like him…sigh…”

			Thomas chuckled. “What’s your favorite part?”

			“Where the Replicants put eyeballs on that genetic designer. I also liked when Priss met J.F. Sebastian. Very cool. What’s yours?”

			“I love Rutger Hauer’s last speech after he saves Harrison Ford. That was so awesome.” He’d never met a girl who enjoyed Bladerunner like he did. It made him want to become a cop, and he would have, if the military police had had any open slots when he enlisted.

			They continued to talk about sci-fi movies, discussing their favorites and the worst. Thomas stopped brooding over Deborah. He looked around his apartment and realized he needed to get books and school supplies. “Um…hey, you want to go shopping with me, for books. Then we can get lunch?”

			“That might be fun. Where do you want to go?” said Tiffany, bouncing and setting her pigtails awiggle.

			“I don’t know. Maybe you pick, as you seem to know every restaurant in town. It’ll be fun, unless you have a hot date?”

			“Not to worry. My new girlfriend is busy. My last one couldn’t take the way I talked and rambled about things like movies or books or anything else that interested me, like a couple of local bands I’ve heard who are really killer and have a glorious sound, and I’m doing it again…sorry.” She blushed and turned her face away.

			Thomas shrugged. “I don’t see a problem, Tiffi. So you ramble, that isn’t bad all things considered. It could certainly be worse.”

			“Well, there is that,” said Tiffany. “So, lunch…hmmmm…let me ponder before I answer. You want to drive or shall I?”

			Thomas shuddered at the thought of her driving again. “Let me drive. We’ll get there in one piece and I also have the handicapped plate that lets us get the best parking spots. Sound good?”

			Tiffany nodded. Thomas grabbed his squad pack and limped to his car.

			* * *

			Thomas wasn’t sure how they ended up at a Thai restaurant by the Cumberland River. He had never had Thai and had little experience with Chinese food. Putting his stomach in Tiffany’s hands had him skeptical, as she was a bit screwy. When they walked in, she said something Thomas guessed meant hello. The staff welcomed her. After they were seated, two orange creamy looking drinks were placed in front of them, and Thomas wondered what the hell it could be. It looked like a liquid creamsicle. Tiffany took a straw, stirred the concoction, and took a long pull. She made happy, contented sighs.

			The taste surprised him. 

			Tiffany smiled. “Just relax. I’ll order for both of us and it should work out fine. The food here is great. And I won’t order anything too weird.”

			Thomas sipped a little more and sat back. A waitress came up, and Tiffi started talking in Thai. She chattered away with the waitress, and he sat there amazed. He had known a few people who spoke other languages, mostly translator geeks from the 311th who worked with them in Iraq. The waitress wrote things on her order pad and scampered off. “You speak Thai?”

			“I speak a bunch of languages. My mom was Air Force and we moved around a lot. We lived in Thailand, Japan, China, and a few places in Europe.” Tiffi bounced. Thomas wondered if she knew how to sit still.

			“Heh. Except for Kosovo, Iraq, and my time at Landstuhl, I haven’t been outside the country, hell barely out of the south. And those trips were all military related and I didn’t see the sites. Hell, in Landstuhl I was in the hospital and never saw anything but the building and grounds. So I don’t count Germany, since I never got German food.” Thomas wanted to travel but hadn’t had any opportunities. He had been too busy getting shot at in Kosovo and Iraq. He asked questions about the various places she had been and was surprised that her mother had been stationed in Ramstein before coming to Tennessee.

			When their food arrived, Tiffany said, “These are spring rolls. You dip them in this sauce, very tasty. This chicken satay is really good. You dip it into this peanut sauce. Don’t worry, it isn’t glorified peanut butter.”

			Thomas nervously grabbed a chicken on a stick thing and dipped the corner barely into the sauce. The taste wasn’t that bad, and he dipped more for his next bite. He was enjoying the food when the next dish came out. Thomas wondered if there was a reason for a funny-looking pasta dish and figured there was an Italian involved somewhere. Tiffi laughed at his theory and introduced him to pad thai, as she squeezed a lime wedge over it.

			His eyes popped open at the taste. Maybe this stuff wasn’t sobad.

			Tiffany seemed pleased that she had made another convert. Thomas sat back, quite content, and then was surprised when more food came out. The mango sticky rice with a sauce was incredible. He wished there was more or that he hadn’t needed to share with Tiffany. They fought over the last bite, spoons clacking furiously until Tiffi won with a bold feint that allowed her to drive her spoon home. Thomas grumbled as Tiffany smiled in victory.

			The drive to campus was less life threatening than the ride to breakfast, especially since he was driving. Thomas never felt his heart leap into his throat even once, until Tiffany said, “So, Thomas, what have you bought for your cross-dressing?”

			“I…uh…haven’t bought much, just the nightgown and some panties. I’m not sure I want to take that step yet.” It was tough admitting this. Sure, he already outed himself, but this was different. He was still coming to terms with this.

			She turned in her seat and looked him over, cocking her head. “Aren’t you the least bit interested in how you might look?”

			“A little, but I’m not sure where my comfort level is. I got so nervous shopping for the panties it triggered my PTSD. Just the thought of people knowing and judging made me lose it. I’m not sure I could actually go out and buy things without that happening again.” It felt good to admit this; it made him feel more…honest.

			“Well, I could help. That way you can act like I’m the one buying and you’re carrying bags. You could have the look of a long-suffering boyfriend, which should make you feel less on the spot. That way we can pick things where you can comment on them and there you go. Good idea or should we come up with another plan?”

			Thomas thought for a second. Shopping with Tiffany would have a safety net. It was a good plan and made it more likely. He nodded. “I think that might work. My therapist recommended getting more things, and I’m more afraid of flashbacks than buying.”

			“All right. Hey, I got an idea. My girlfriend has a computer program that lets her run through various fashion images and play with clothes, makeup, and hair. Let me get a picture so I can upload it and play with it. Please. Pretty please. With sugar on top and other tasty but bad for you substances, like Twinkies and Ho Hos. I just want to see what works to make you beautiful.” The look she gave him was so cute he could barely stand it. Having no resistance, he nodded.

			She clapped briefly, squealing, “This should be fun.”

			




Chapter Twelve

			Email rarely fucked with Thomas’s reality, but Tiffany’s managed to. When she emailed the picture generated by that fashion program, his reality shook to the core. That girl couldn’t be him. There was simply no way. The outfit, hair, and makeup all worked wonders, and what looked out from the digital image was not masculine in any way. He shook, seeing a girl looking back with his eyes. It was creepy, and chills ran up his spine the longer he looked. According to Tiffany, this was him without a hell of a lot of work.

			He shut off the computer and hobbled to the kitchen, shaking as his thoughts churned. With changes to his hair, simple makeup, and appropriate clothes, he would unquestionably be a girl. He barely tasted his cereal or coffee as his thoughts were consumed. The shower cleared his head, which he was grateful for. Thomas tried to lose himself in TV, watching shows that helped turn off his brain and allow that image to fade.

			When the phone rang, he jumped. He scanned the room for danger; there wasn’t anyone there besides himself. He looked at the caller ID and rolled his eyes. “Hello, Mom.”

			“Hey there, Tommy. How’ve things been?” she asked with some enthusiasm.

			“Not bad overall. I’m registered for classes, and physical therapy is helping me get stronger. They’re still figuring out if I’ll ever walk without the cane.”

			“You know we’re real proud of you going to college. Both your daddy and I wanted to, but raising our family was more important. You’re the first in either family to make it. Graduate and make us proud.” Thomas could hear the pride in her voice, but it sounded like she was heading toward something. “You think you might be able to come visit? I know you’re about seven hours away, but your brothers and sisters miss you something fierce.”

			Thomas sighed. He hated the little town he grew up in and his family’s crowded single-wide. The confines made him crazy, and he ran off to the Army to escape. Why would he go back? Hell, his apartment was spacious in comparison. “I’ll think about it, Mom. I’m busy with PT and other appointments so I’m not sure I’ll have time for that long of a drive. Besides, even an hour drive is rough on my leg. I’ll see what I can do. Maybe when therapy is further along, I can visit?”

			“Don’t you wanna come out here and see your kin, Tom? We figured you might want a party; all the relatives can come by and wish you well for starting college. And it’s Christmas. Don’t you wanna come home for Christmas?” Thomas felt his guilt meter rising. He didn’t want to do this, but she kept twisting the knife, knowing all his buttons. “Becky’s been asking ’bout you, wonderin’ if you’re ever coming home to whisk her off her feet. She’s a good catch.”

			“I’ll try. Honestly, Mom, I’m busy with doctor’s appointments, physical therapy, and getting ready for school. I’ll see if I can make a trip out there next year. Seven hours in a car is really painful, but I’ll do what I can. Okay?” Thomas clenched his teeth, fist tightening. His temper was harder to control lately. It was a PTSD issue, but that didn’t help when he started getting pissed off.

			“Well, I suppose that’s all I can ask.” She twisted a little more.

			The conversation ended after his mother caught him up on all of the family gossip. He rubbed his neck. He needed another massage and was glad his next appointment was soon. Mike could find all the knots in his back and neck. Thomas considered it money well spent, especially after calls with his mother. She made him crazy.

			It wasn’t that she didn’t love him, because she clearly did, but rather the Army changed him and that was before this whole transgender crap. He changed how he saw the world, and that made dealing with his parents difficult at best. To him, they were narrow-minded and not open to anything new. He didn’t want to go back to all his crappy memories. His hometown was smaller than some of the villages in Iraq he patrolled, which was sad. They had the same level of poverty, the only difference was the color of the dirt and who was prayed to. Nevertheless, maybe he should head home. They were family.

			The apartment was silent except for a faint electronic hum. He had been so tangled in personal things he hadn’t realized he was truly alone. It was a little eerie, but he could get used to it. And he could hang out with people from school if he got lonely. Tiffany was great, but a few more friends wouldn’t hurt.

			The quiet was getting to him. He felt isolated in the apartment since he didn’t know his neighbors, so he decided to call Tiffany.

			“Moshi moshi…Tiffi speaking.” Her voice was chipper and comforting.

			“Hey, Tiffany. I was wondering if you wanted to do something. It’s quiet and I’m going stir-crazy.”

			“Sure. That would be awesome because my girlfriend played around with the fashion program and we found the perfect look for you and made a list of everything we’ll need to buy and have your colors figured out for makeup, and the two of us can teach you what you need to know, and oh, have you thought about getting hair extensions as they’ll give you longer hair immediately without the fuss of growing it out first or maybe a wig. I know a couple of places with really good deals, but I heard that having extensions can help your hair grow longer faster
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