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"I am not sure that I exist, actually. I am all the writers that I have read, all the people that I have met, all the women that I have loved; all the cities I have visited." — Jorge Luis Borges
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THE SOLDIER IN THE WINDOW

​I'm running.

Dark trees blur past me, branches clawing at the air like fingers. Someone is behind me — I can't see him, but I feel him. The weight of his attention pressing against the back of my neck like a hand that hasn't touched me yet. Male. Definitely male. There's something about the sound of his breathing — slow and controlled, like a man who isn't even trying hard — that tells me I'm not going to outrun him.

My legs give out. I go down screaming, curling into myself, bracing for—

I jerk awake.

My heart is hammering. I stare at the cracked ceiling of my bedroom and wait for it to slow down, counting the water stains I've memorized over nineteen years of bad nights.

Everything is fine. Obviously.

I drag myself upright and look around the room. Three beds, only one of them slept in. The other two have been empty for four years now — since Mom packed up Amy, Sammy, and Libby and shipped them off to live with Aunt Clara and Uncle Don across the border. Two people who had always wanted children, just not, as it turned out, me. I found that part out the way I find out most things in this house — by accident, through a wall, in the middle of the night.

Turned out the man I'd called Dad my whole life wasn't my father at all. Just some soldier who passed through town. Mom didn't know his name. Mom didn't care to.

I asked her about it exactly once.

She was at the kitchen sink, scrubbing dishes like they'd personally offended her, when I walked in and said, quiet as I could manage, "Why didn't you tell me?"

She didn't even pause. "Tell you what?"

"That Dad wasn't my real father."

Her hands went still. She turned around slowly, the way she always did when she was deciding how much damage to do.

"You shouldn't go listening at doors, Rain."

"I'm not asking about the door. I'm asking about me."

She looked at me for a long moment. Then — "What good would it do? You want me to tell you that you're a bastard? That I have no idea who your father was and no interest in finding out?" She shrugged, like it was nothing. Like I was nothing. "He knew what I was when he married me. He had his own girls on the side. Don't play innocent with me."

"You disgust me," I said.

Her hand cracked across my face before I finished the sentence.

"You don't get to judge me."

I never brought it up again. Some lessons you only need to learn once.

I get up and go to the window, pressing my forehead against the cold glass. The valley is dark and quiet, trees lined up along the border like sentinels — which is basically what they are. Beyond them, somewhere out in the dark, is everything our little village has spent six years trying not to think about.

The war started as a land dispute. Our neighbors needed resources, we had them, and what was supposed to be a negotiation turned into six years of soldiers and fences and food rations and everyone losing something they weren't getting back. We won, technically. The fighting stopped. But the Desperadoes — the soldiers from the other side who never got the memo, or never cared — still prowl the outskirts. So our soldiers stayed. Some of them built houses. Found girls. Put down roots.

The rest of them drink at the pub.

Which is where my mother is right now.

I can see the light from here — warm and amber through the pub window, spilling out onto the dirt road. Mom used to have this glow about her, this magnetic thing that made people orbit her without meaning to. These days she looks like the ghost of that woman. Worn down to the wire. The soldiers at the pub don't see her the way people used to. They see her the way men see things they think they can afford.

She's never admitted what she does there. She's never had to. In a village this size, everyone knows everything.

I am not her. I have spent nineteen years making sure of that.

I pull on my sneakers and my old tracksuit pants — salvation shop find, two sizes too big, absolute comfort — and slip out into the dark. Running is the only thing that clears my head before the day gets its hands on it. I keep my pace easy, breathing through my nose, letting the rhythm take over.

I always slow down when I pass the pub.

Force of habit. Stupid habit. Tonight I stop altogether, which is even stupider.

Through the window I can see Mom perched on Colonel Grant's lap, her arms looped around his neck, laughing at something he said. The dress she's wearing is doing the absolute bare minimum. I look away before I have to process more of that.

That's when I see him.

Corner of the bar. Alone — which already makes him stand out, because no one sits alone in this pub if they can help it. He has a glass in front of him that he doesn't seem to be drinking. Dark hair, a little long for a soldier, curling at the ears. A black t-shirt that is working extremely hard to contain his arms. Combat pants. Jaw like it was carved from something unforgiving.

And he's staring directly at me.

Not the way men usually stare — not Frank's greasy, calculated once-over, not the dismissive sneer I get from the village women who've decided I'm my mother's daughter in every way that counts. This is something else. Something steady and focused and completely unbothered by the fact that I've caught him doing it.

My stomach does something I choose not to acknowledge.

He shakes his head at me. Slowly. Like he's warning me off.

Then he stands up.

He is very tall.

Every self-preservation instinct I have fires at once.

I go.

"Hey — stop! Little girl!"

Absolutely not. I run.

I may be my mother's daughter. I will never be my mother. I repeat it like a mantra, feet hitting the dirt road, heart slamming against my ribs, until the pub lights are far behind me and the only sound is the wind and my own breathing.

I tell myself the heat in my face is from running.

That night I dream about his voice.

Low and rough and certain, cutting through the dark of the forest the same way he cut through that crowded bar — like everything else was just background noise. I wake up twice more before dawn, flushed and restless and deeply irritated at myself.

By morning I'm in a terrible mood.

I'm up before the sun anyway, because ration day waits for no one and the line gets vicious if you're not early. I'm one of the first there — just me and two of the older village women, which should be fine, except Old Lady Farah takes one look at me and turns to spit on the ground next to my feet.

"Filthy slut," she mutters.

I am not my mother. I breathe through my nose. I stare at a fixed point in the middle distance. I do not say a single word, even though the effort makes my face go red.

And then I feel it again.

That same burning weight of being watched.

I look up — and there he is. Standing across the square like he has nowhere else to be, arms crossed over that ridiculous chest, those dark eyes fixed on me like I'm the only interesting thing in a ten-mile radius.

In the daylight he's even worse.

Bigger than I remembered. Broader. The kind of man who makes the space around him look smaller just by existing in it. Up close I can see the black hair curling slightly at his ears, the almost-black eyes that are doing that same unnerving, thorough thing they did last night through the glass. There's a faint scar that runs from one side of his head to just above his eye. He looks young — mid-twenties, maybe — but his eyes have seen things.

I let myself look for exactly one second longer than I should.

Then I look away, because Frank is heading toward me and that requires my full defensive attention.

Frank is the kind of man who thinks no is a negotiating position. Big, blonde, built like a barn door, and utterly convinced that every woman in this village is one compliment away from falling into his bed. He stops in front of me and reaches out to push my hair behind my ear like he has any right to touch me.

I step back. "Don't."

"Rain." He smiles like I'm adorable. I hate it. "When are you going to give me a chance? You know I'm generous with pretty girls."

"I'm not my mother," I say. "And I wouldn't let you near me for triple what you pay."

His smile sharpens. His hand closes around my shoulder and he leans in, lips too close to my ear, and says, low and ugly, "One day I'm going to take what I want from you, Rain. And you're going to like it."

He grabs my hair. Pulls my face toward his.

I look around. The women in line are watching. Not one of them moves.

"Rain."

The voice comes from directly behind me. Deep. Unhurried. The kind of voice that doesn't need to raise itself to fill a space.

"Thank you for last night." A warm, solid presence settles at my back — not touching me, but close enough that I can feel the heat of him. "Same time tonight?"

Frank freezes.

I hold very still, my heart doing something complicated in my chest, and watch the confidence drain out of Frank's face like water from a cracked cup. He's looking at whoever is behind me the way small animals look at things that eat them.

"Frank." The voice drops, quiet and final. "I don't share what's mine."

There's a pause. Then Frank takes a full step back.

Frank. Steps. Back.

"Vincent," he says, his bravado trying very hard to reassemble itself. "Didn't know you'd stooped to harlots."

A large hand settles at my waist. Not gripping — just resting, fingers spanning my hip, anchoring me without restraint. It shouldn't feel as steadying as it does.

"Careful
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