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Chapter One 
 

0300 Hours-On the coast of Laguna Beach, CA 
“This is Ryan Corban for Channel Nine news with a breaking story. 

At three-thirty this afternoon, a Cessna type plane crashed thirty miles off 
the Laguna Coast. The craft called in a mayday after being struck by 
debris on their starboard engine. The Coast Guard was called out and 
responded by deploying an eighty-seven foot schooner as well as a 
helicopter…one second please. We’re receiving more information from 
the reporter on site.” 

“We’ve been informed that two of the three passengers have been 
located. Unfortunately they are not alive. What a traumatic night for 
Laguna Beach. The occupants of the Cessna plane were two teenagers and 
a pilot.” He put his fingers on his earpiece to receive incoming 
information and nodded. “Wait. I have just been informed there are no 
survivors. The third passenger has been found. Yes, the pilot and two teen 
students were killed. Confirmation has come through. Resuscitation on 
one of the teens has failed. Their identities at this time are withheld until 
family members can be notified. With Channel Nine News, this is Ryan 
Corban.” 

 
* * * * 

 
1700 Hours-USCG Sector, San Diego 
Lieutenant Junior Grade Lark Maddox surveyed her team. “No cigars 

tonight, fellas. Remember, some we win, some we lose. Anytime a plane 
crashes the chances of survival decreases. Get your reports completed and 
get home. As always, let the local police handle the press. If anyone 
contacts you transfer them to the local authorities. If they prove to be crass 
direct them to public affairs who will deal with them tomorrow.” Her four 
team members were wet and appeared exhausted. She turned to the one 
nearest to her. “McCall, make sure you go get that cut on your head 
looked at.” As senior officer, Lark remained in control. Even when coping 
with difficult issues, she played the part well. Her face remained a stoic 
façade of impenetrable stone. Being the highest ranking woman on the 
team, she had to show she wouldn’t break, that she held the same 



 

 

backbone of her male counterparts. 
“Done.” Petty Officer Second Class Phoenix McCall slapped the 

papers onto her desk. 
“Dismissed,” she replied curtly and turned toward Seaman Jarius 

Nelson. “Seaman Nelson, please feel free to use the resources of the base. 
This rescue being your first loss, no one would think any less of you if you 
need sickbay or the base therapist. Well done for maintaining your control 
down there. At times, it’s not easy to do that in the face of things out of 
our control.” She offered him a rare smile. 

“Thank you, ma’am.” He handed her his report. “But I’ll be fine, if 
it’s all the same.” 

Lark took in the wariness of his appearance. He had proven to do well 
on their team. “Have a good night’s rest.” She watched him grasp the edge 
of his sailors cap, rolling it with shaky fingers as he walked out of the 
office. 

Lark put her hands behind her back in a relaxed stance while waiting 
for her last team member to finish with his report. Numerous papers 
littered her desk. Approaching the piles, she riffled through and placed 
them in order and began, with quiet resolve, to sign each one. 

Everyone processed the success or failure of a rescue in their own 
fashion. Not every life was saved, and to her surprise, after being assigned 
for two years to her current rescue team, the losses affected her less each 
time. She paused to wonder if that was a bad thing, the ability to distance 
one’s self from the harsh realities of life. Known for being a calculating 
cold bitch wasn’t the impression she wanted to leave people with. 

Master Chief Acer Davidson walked over and placed his reports on 
the desk. Had anyone else been in the room, they would’ve observed the 
surreptitious touch that barely skimmed the Lieutenant’s hand as the 
papers thumped onto the wood. “You need to avoid mollycoddling the 
newbies.” He leaned back against the desk and crossed his arms, stifling a 
yawn. 

“I’m responsible for the psychological needs of the crew as well as 
their physical well-being while on duty. As such, you are hardly within 
your rights to imply that I cannot do my job or instruct me on proper 
proficiencies.” With a flick of her wrist the folder shut. Once the 
documents were put under lock and key she looked up at his chiseled face. 
“Do I look like an idiot?” 

“Not in the least, Lieutenant.” His reply was terse. 
“Good, then remember, not only did I go to college, but I was a 



 

 

civilian rescue swimmer as well. Master Chief or not, your position is 
below me, and while I will consider useful information, I will not tolerate 
a loose tongue. You’re dismissed Master Chief Davidson.” Grabbing her 
bag, she left the small office and headed to her off-base condo. 

God, she knew how her exaggerated bossiness pissed Acer off. The 
sixty-four-thousand-dollar question was how and when he’d take his 
payback. Such an act toward him would result in his need to dominate her. 
His calloused hands on her soft skin, taking out his ire, the incentive 
stimulated her already throbbing sex. By the time Lark parked her car and 
gazed toward her quarters, arousal weighed heavy within her. 

She locked the car and walked with quiet assurance toward her door. 
For the first time in her life, someone finally got her, understood the 
woman she came to be. They’d enmeshed in a clandestine relationship 
after she’d joined the team her first year. However, with his rank and her 
own, her needs for happily ever after came last. She may not get the 
dream, but she got the man. Acer. And that had to be enough. She thought 
of how good he looked and sighed. Only she knew what was housed under 
that confining military uniform. 

Half of a smile transfixed her face. She remembered the one time she 
got him to break down and speak of his father’s death. She’d seen a 
glimpse of the lost little boy within him before he sucked the pain back in 
and blanketed his rage. Witnessing the man she loved torn apart hurt her. 
His inability to move forward put an unspoken void between them so deep 
her heart ached for what they’d never share. A relationship would mean 
they’d have more. There would be a definite future as a couple. The 
realization that could never happen had been a bitter pill to swallow. 

Every time she brought up his family life after that, Acer distanced 
himself even farther from her. It crushed her that he knew all about her 
unpleasant childhood, the childhood she kept hidden from everyone else. 
He’d listened and held her, accepting her past and yet she still wouldn’t 
get the dream of a future. 

 
* * * * 

 
His sour mood hadn’t resolved after an hour of trying to cool off. 

Letting himself into her house, a sound in the other room caught his 
attention. Running water, the intelligent woman was taking a bath. A tsk 
left Acer’s mouth. She knew damn better. 

Vanilla and jasmine musk scented the air as he walked to the master 



 

 

bedroom with quiet footsteps. He kept on alert, and entered without the 
slightest noise. Bent over the tub, clad in a fluffy towel, the view of her 
delectable thigh peeking out the edge greeted him. 

“Who gave you permission to run bathwater?” Acer pushed the towel 
up and whacked his palm over her heart-shaped cheeks. 

Lark jumped and nearly fell into the hot water. A stain flushed her 
face. “I––I didn’t think you were coming.” 

“Who gave you permission to think?” A second strike crashed down 
on her welted flesh. 

“No one.” She bit her lip. 
“No one?” 
“Sir,” she replied huskily and brought a hand back to caress her 

reddened skin. 
“Ahh, ahh, ahh.” He saw his warm breath cause her skin to tremor. 

“Did you think I was going to let you speak to me like that? Did you dare 
to imagine you’d do so without repercussion?” 

Lark groaned. “I am your boss.” 
“You like to think that. Who’s boss now?” Silence hung in the air–-a 

dare for her to answer him. 
“I am,” her voice wobbled but she held her ground. 
“Wrong.” He sat down on the divan opposite the tub and. draped her 

over his lap, getting a glimpse of her wide blue eyes filled with desire and 
anticipation of the unknown. Her body quaked over his thighs, and he 
inhaled the delicious scent of aroused sex. His cock throbbed. Soon 
enough he’d be buried in that wet heat. Three slaps later she had yet to 
give him a sufficient reply to his question. 

“You hit like a girl.” Lark wiggled on his lap dangerously close to his 
growing erection. “You want me to bow to you out of the office, but it 
won’t happen. I rule over you. A small woman is your boss. The woman 
you’ve tried to break time and again.” She was so soaked, his taste buds 
salivated waiting for a taste. Striking his palm to her pink battered skin, a 
jiggle followed each time he struck and left a prominent handprint. On his 
thigh trickled the sweet residue of her dew. It tempted him to end the 
punishment ahead of time. Housing his cock within her dripping sex held 
enormous appeal. Onward his fingers traversed over her flushed and 
heated skin. He laughed and held tight to her wriggling ass, keeping her 
where he wanted her. 

“Naughty girl.” Acer chuckled darkly, anticipating her reaction. 
Instead of striking, he slid his fingers across her lower lips. In lieu of 



 

 

touching her swollen core, he ran his tips against her clit and pinched. 
“You like that don’t you, my little bitch.” 

“I’m no one’s bitch, Acer.” 
“We’ll see about that, Lark.” He took pleasure in toying with her 

drenched pussy lips. “There?” Her groan was music to his ears. “Growing 
impatient?” He slid his fingers into her pussy. When she clenched down 
on his digits, it drew a low groan from him. But he maintained his leisure 
fondling with a smug satisfaction, amused that she could scarcely handle 
his torture. Never let it be said he wasn’t a kind man. He did as she begged 
and slid into her, knuckles deep. “Want more?” More of her sweet cream 
covered his palm. The reaction sent a jolt through his body. 

“No touching.” He slapped at her fingers when she tried to accelerate 
his actions. 

His eyes were riveted to her lovely profile, drawn up in passion. 
Even with her propped over his leg, Acer could feel her body spasm. 

“Hot enough yet? Perhaps I should penetrate your pretty pussy now.” He 
withdrew his fingers and pushed her off his lap onto the pillows laying 
haphazard on the floor. Zipper down, cock bare, he gripped her hair and 
dragged her roughly to him. “Wet it with your pretty little tongue.” 

He stared down into her lust hazed eyes and drank in her moan. Like 
an obedient little bitch, the heat of her mouth encased him. His hands 
nestled into her hair, as his member rested at the back of her throat. He 
swallowed and closed his eyes. Clenching his teeth, his traitorous body 
wanted to blow. The effects of her small hands stroking him and her 
wondrous mouth cascading over his throbbing cock damn near ended his 
resolve. His tip, engorged with blood, ached. Tightening his grip on her 
hair he emitted a low hiss when her nails raked across his ball sack 
prompting him to loosen his rough hold. 

Annoyance riddled through him, and from the look of humor on her 
face, she knew it. Damn her and her laughing eyes. She played the torture 
game well, with purpose. Sudden cold air hit his pulsating cock, causing it 
to jerk. Grunting he gripped her hair and pushed back into her mouth. 
“Feel powerful?” He kept his eyes on her, giving her control for one 
second, and one second only. He wasn’t let down as she brought him back 
to near bursting. The sight of his cock disappearing into her mouth built a 
rage of intense need. Vibrations from her throat drew shudders of breath. 
Damn near close to panting, control was seconds away from being lost. 
Acer growled and glared down at her. The smirk on her face said it all. 
She knew how to bring him and bring him fast. 



 

 

Without warning, he shifted and picked her up with ease. “You know 
how I want it. Assume the position.” He slapped her bottom, and helped 
her attain the desired stance. Proud of the marks still glowing on her 
thighs, he slid a hand between them and forced them further apart. His 
cock, wet from her talented mouth, slipped into her decadent pussy. 

Acer pushed her head down, bending her from the waist before him. 
He closed her legs as he covered her from behind and penetrated her at an 
unhurried pace. Her mewl like noises compelled him to drive into her 
harder. Sounds of skin slapping skin echoed around them. He grinned at 
her whimpers. When she pushed back against him he clenched his jaw and 
pounded faster. 

His hands held her hips close to his pelvis. Heat, tight muscle, and 
soft skin wrapped around him wringing a groan of pleasure from his lips. 
He closed his eyes and brought a hand around to pinch, to twist her 
budded nipple. He listened to Lark’s breathing, to the way she hitched 
softly with each powerful thrust. “Touch yourself,” he ordered. 

Excited, he oversaw Lark’s progress through the bathroom mirror as 
she put a shaky hand to her core, her regulation correct nails tapped 
against her drenched clit. Hearing soft sobs leave her mouth he let out a 
ragged breath. “Want more?” Acer’s cock jerked when her hand grazed 
him. He liked the thought of her reaching back to drag a finger up and 
down her feminine folds. The wetness from her hit his pelvis, astonishing 
him with its intense heat. His sense of smell picked up the faint sweet odor 
of her sex. She was so tight for him, he slapped her ass and withdrew, only 
momentarily, then he let that honeycomb slick entrance drag him into her 
core, the core that housed her womb. 

Acer laughed, watching her squirm as his sweat-slicked body 
dominated her sweet pussy beyond reproach. Her soft screams he silenced 
with each surge. When she made too much noise he stopped completely, 
not giving her what she wanted till she stilled and quieted. He grabbed her 
by the neck and pushed her down. “Touch those toes Lark, and don’t 
stumble and fall or I’ll stop without letting you climax.” By the time he 
was done with her she’d be too sexed up to think or utter coherent sounds. 
Her tongue would trip leaving her enunciation sounding scatter brained. 
He relished that only he could bring her to that level. 

Acer fanned his hands over her lower back, and halted her movements 
while he pummeled her core. In tune to her needs he held her quivering 
body relishing in her inability to move back or run. He grinned and slid 
out of her, about to tease her past the breaking point. His eyes roamed over 



 

 

her as he listened for her next shallow breath to slam full force into her. 
He could feel her hand tweaking her clit and chuckled. 

“Want to climax baby?” He hit in her with piston movements, 
entwining his fingers with hers. To him there was nothing sexier than a 
woman playing with her own body while being taken. He groaned and 
hastened and moved…jerked the closer he came. 

He heard her cry out, “I’m your bitch—God you’re killing me,” and 
smirked. His heavy ball sack hit her quaking skin. The motion caused his 
scrotum to tighten. Acer watched as her arousal became visible in her 
expression. He could feel her body tremble with frustration as he held off, 
waiting to make her orgasm. 

“Now!” 
As she coated him with her cream and her cries of relief filled the 

room, only then did he succumb and fill her body with his seed. Heartbeat 
raging, chest heaving, a guttural growl ripped from his mouth. He shook 
from her firm grip on him, sucking him, keeping him encased inside her 
wet velvet. 

“So you’re my bitch?” His lip curled up in a smile. “What I’d give for 
you to say that at work.” He slid out of her body and leaned back on the 
divan. He loved how she crawled next to him breathless from their climax, 
and stroked her wet hair with a calming gentleness. 

. His body sang with relief. “Great outlet you have there,” he teased 
with a light nature. Her forlorn expression startled him. Normally after sex 
she relaxed, acted content. Her pleading eyes and the way her teeth tugged 
at her bottom lip when something bothered her warned him to be wary. 

“It’s been two years, Ace. I need more than this.” 
“Don’t ruin tonight with your mouth, Lark.” He dropped his hand 

from her hair. “In the beginning, after we started, I told you not to get your 
hopes up. Not to pine for something I would never give you. My mind 
hasn’t changed.” 

“Fuck Acer, you’re not your father on dangerous missions. I’m not 
your mother. Why not? “ 

“You’re an officer and I’m enlisted. I don’t care to take the 
commission test, Lark. I will never get married. Take me as I am or leave 
me.” He moved off the divan. “Every time you bring it up makes me think 
we should end our relationship.” 

“What relationship?” 
“Fuck it, Lark. Is this how you want to end us? We could go to the 

brig for this.” His gaze caught the pattern of water dripping off her body 



 

 

as she washed up in front of the his and her sinks. 
“Things change. People develop emotions over time. I love you. 

Doesn’t it matter?” 
“I didn’t ask for your love, damn it! I want what we’ve had the past 

two years and nothing more.” The time bomb that had been brewing 
exploded. He snarled in anger and a tick in his jaw became more 
pronounced, as he waited for her to push more constraints on him. 

“Just go, Acer. Just go. This is the last time.” Her voice cracked. 
He glared at her and yanked his clothes off the floor, unable to take 

her soft sobs, or stare at her body without taking her again. 
Enraged, he slammed the bathroom door as he exited. The same 

bullshit guilt trip thrown in his face for the past few months drove him to 
his only conclusion. It was time to leave her the hell alone. Like that had 
worked in the past. He snorted and pulled on his boots. She knew the score 
from day one. She just needed a little time to come to her senses again. 
Then he’d remind her how good they had it. The last sound he left her 
with was the front door closing with a loud boom, only so he could drown 
out the sounds of her soul breaking sobs. 

 
 



 

 

 
 

Chapter Two 
 

0500 - Base 
Even after a rescue, routine must remain the same. Dawn approached 

as glimmers of light peeked through the cobalt blue sky. Reveille cut 
through the silence. Seaman Deavers and McCall, clad in dress whites, 
raised the country’s flag during morning colors. 

Lark concluded twenty-minute warm-ups and assessed the other 
officers and enlisted. She did a headcount on those under her command 
and made certain all were present and ready for physical training. Distinct 
singing could be heard through the base. Some of the younger enlisted 
were performing cadence while running in time together. There was 
nothing like the resonant sound of the caller echoing across the base 
parade ground. 

“All right people, three miles and marking,” she shouted out and 
signaled the commencement of the morning run. Groans accompanied 
with laughter hit her ears.  

Lark activated the pedometer around her ankle and increased her 
speed, leaving the company in her wake. Her breath came in even 
controlled pants. Anger pushed at her. Anger that she loved a man who’d 
spurned her. God, she was so stupid, settling for the small parts he decided 
to share with her. The idea she’d never be able to change his mind or that 
she couldn’t walk away from what he had to offer right now left her 
disgusted with herself. Her hopes that one day he could be the man she 
needed, and not the job was beyond her grasp. 

Being caught in an illicit affair didn’t register on her list of concerns. 
He was Master Chief. This base was his permanent home. She’d be 
leaving within a few years to continue her career abroad, while he finished 
out his immaculate service record here. Reality sucked, and the sad truth 
that she fell in love with a man married to the military didn’t offer much 
solace. 

Lost in thought, Lark hadn’t noticed the man who occupied her 
thoughts make his way up to her until she smelled his faint cologne. 
“Morning, Master Chief.” She remained polite, but distant. 

“LT.” He sent her a mocking smile. 
“Think you can keep up with me this time?” Her tone was caustic in 



 

 

nature. 
“Still mad, honey?” Acer’s voice shattered her concentration. 
“We’re in public. Aren’t you afraid of harming your pristine 

reputation?” Being able to run and talk was not one of her abilities. In 
doing so she became winded quicker and was distracted from maintaining 
her preferred time. Easing on her breathing she waited for his answer. 

“The slowpokes are way behind wondering if the devil is on your 
heels again.” 

“You could say that,” she quipped and looked at him for the first time 
since he’d caught up with her. “It’s uncanny. How’d you do it? How do 
you find me on a trail each and every time?” 

“I knew where you’d be and started somewhere in the middle.” 
“Isn’t that cheating, Master Chief?” Even as she implicated him, the 

desire to run her fingers across his glistening skin proved harrowing for 
her. She had the most obstinate pull to lick all of him, every muscle 
ripped, sweat-encased, tan portion that filled out the small military running 
shorts and T-shirt. 

“One could say that, if the person cheating hadn’t already completed 
his morning run hours ago before a mouthy woman even woke up.” 

Catching a glimpse of his backside, she almost fell when arousal hit 
her full force. She had to fight to keep her composure as his long lean legs 
strike the pavement. He was pure sin, the way he held his posture while he 
moved. An exasperated sigh left her mouth. The audible sound seemed to 
resonate as she rolled her eyes and caught up with him. No doubt about it, 
she’d sold her soul to the devil. 

She shifted closer and rammed her elbow into his side. “Watch out for 
those muscle pains. We wouldn’t want the Master Chief harmed or the 
base would shut down.” 

 
* * * * 

 
Acer grimaced and looked around the empty roads. He snaked his 

hand out and gripped the tight bun her golden hair was wrapped into. His 
hand became entangled in the strands. He used the leverage to drag her 
over to him. Out of breath and angry, he searched for the reason of her 
bitchy tone. 

“Let go, Master Chief. That’s a direct order.” 
“Or what, Lark?” He pulled tighter; the action pulled her head up, 

stilling the hand working around his to free her hair. His lips crushed hers, 



 

 

searing them with his intent to harm. He took and plundered, angrily 
nipping and sucking on her soft plump mouth. His body hummed with 
unresolved desire. Her surrender pleased him and elicited a resonant 
growl. He didn’t need to see her to feel her reactions. Her clinging body 
was enough to alert him to her acceptance of the situation that was left up 
in the air last night. Abruptly he ended the kiss and put space between 
them. The sun would be too bright in moments and they could be seen. 
“We have an accord?” His voice held a mix of danger and passion. 

“Fuck you, Acer.” He heard the air swoosh and the blunt force of her 
palm striking his face. The action stunned him into silence. And by the 
look on Lark’s face–-the wobble of her bottom lip and the panicky fight or 
flight look in her dilated eyes–-the move surprised her also. Dazed and 
confused he touched where he was sure a red mark stained his face. Time 
ticked by as he stared after her jetting away from him before he recovered. 

A slice of ill humor brewed inside him as he took off at warp speed to 
catch up to her. The pale morning was leaving them behind as he gained 
on her, and then led her toward an abandoned area of the base free from 
other eyes and ears. 

Once they were shrouded away he pushed her lithe body up against 
the thick support of a mangled decommissioned boat. Like a manacle, his 
fingers trapped the hand used to strike his face. Nostrils flaring, he looked 
down at her stunned face. A hint of a smirk played on the edge of his 
mouth. His lips once again closed over hers, his other hand moved down 
to slide under the elastic of her shorts and slid them out of the way to palm 
her mound. 

The feel of her warm lips against his as she responded in kind and her 
lone hand pressed against his sweat-soaked T-shirt, made it harder to 
contain his hunger. She moved her leg up and hooked onto his hip. He 
touched her spot, drank in her quiver of need. The same spot he had 
overwhelmed the previous night. 

“Acer.” 
He loved how his name fell from her lips and pushed his shorts down. 

Penetration had never been sweeter. He saw the rough metal digging into 
her skin, but didn’t change his pattern. Her body coiled in obvious need. 
Her leg slid tighter around his waist. Still pissed he gave no inch to her, 
each strike more brutal, the ripping sound of T-shirt material against metal 
not deterring him. 

He bit her breast through her shirt, then smirked at her. “I know you 
like being bit as much as this hurts.” He bit her again and tilted her hips 



 

 

up, better to slam into her small body. “You also like the friction clothes 
provide.” Pressing the rough material of his shorts against her clit, he 
tracked the kaleidoscope of pleasure ride her blue eyes. 

“Acer.” 
He enjoyed hearing her pant and feeling her body rub shamelessly 

against him. He reveled again in that no one else could bring her to the 
places he did. 

Fuck me, he acquiesced to the moment and put all else to the back of 
his mind. 

Acer drove into her, unable to get as deep as he wanted so he teased 
her. His hands, occupied by keeping her up, couldn’t play like he wanted. 
He gritted his teeth when she used her body against his shorts and 
clenched around him bringing him close to his climax. “You ready?” he 
ground out through gritted teeth. 

“Yes.” Her hips gyrated against him bringing forth a swoosh of air 
from his lungs. Her lips tremble and her face tighten. Arrested by seeing 
her passion soar, he kept his leisure pace. Acer knew she was close. He 
leaned into her more, using his body to keep her high on the beam and 
closed a hand over her mouth to silence the upcoming scream. He felt her 
break apart with shudders and knew it was time for her to find her 
pleasure. Sweating, he banged into her roughly until her little bud 
tightened and expanded enough to bring down the tidal wave of cream. 

“That’s it baby.” He coaxed each drop from her, moved within her 
until she was sated. He lifted his hand from her lips and thrust his tongue 
deep within her mouth famished with the need to taste her while he 
allowed himself the pleasure of coming into her core. “Fuck,” he growled 
into her mouth and jerked when her muscles clenched around him again. 

“We have to stop doing this,” she said against his chest. 
“Easier said than done. We’ve both tried.” 
“I deserve better.” 
He brushed a tendril of damp hair from her face and skimmed his 

hands down the sides of her arms. “I know you do. I can’t be who I’m not, 
Lark. Not even for you.” 

“All I ask is for you to just be the man who I fell in love with. Be the 
man behind the job, not the job itself.” 

“And if that’s impossible?” 
“I’ll walk away this time.” 
“You’re acting like I don’t love you, Lark. You know I love you.” 
“Your fear prevents you from fully loving me.” 



 

 

He looked at her, waiting for her to explain further. 
“It’s true. We have the same fear. You fear something will happen 

and I’ll lose you. Do you not realize I fear the same thing when I watch 
you go down that winch? The difference is…I don’t let it rule me.” 

On the verge of blowing his temper, he growled, “I am not afraid.” 
“No? Then what would you call it?” 
“Ensuring I don’t ruin your life like my father destroyed my 

mother’s.” 
“Acer, you’re already ruining my life and yours.” 
“Are you really prepared to walk away from me?” 
“I have no other choice.” 
Acer observed Lark’s expressions as they changed, and stroked her 

skin again. She was serious about ending them. He couldn’t fathom being 
next to her, and not with her. 

He stepped back from her as she unwound her body from him. His 
hand snaked out under the pretense to steady her. “I can try.” Even though 
the word try was foreign to him, he meant it. 

Realizing her decision was made, he got himself under control, and 
allowed her step away a few minutes later. The way her hands skimmed 
over her body, righting her appearance, drew a harsh breath from him. 
He’d just taken her, yet he could take her time and time again. Not exactly 
thrilled with that thought, he spun her around, and began picking paint 
chips, dirt and other debris off her person. He found it cute the way she 
wrapped her silken hair up with rubber bands, pulling so tight it made him 
cringe. 

The last image he got of her was her delectable derrière running away 
from him. It wasn’t till after he’d lost sight of her that he realized she 
didn’t respond to his last words. Cursing a blue streak, he headed back to 
work. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

Chapter Three 
 

0900- CO’s Office 
“Ma’am.” Lark stood at attention. 
“Good morning, Lieutenant. At ease.” Commanding Officer Brielle 

Polaski signaled toward the chair. “Have a seat. This won’t take but a 
minute.” 

She smiled curtly as Lark took a seat. “I’ve read over the reports 
about your last rescue. The public affairs officer is deflecting many 
inquiries, including ones from the local authorities. The names of the two 
students and the instructor were released to the families.” She paused a 
moment before continuing. “To be point blank, it’s requested that if your 
team has any additional information or thoughts on the wreckage to 
contact the police and FBI.” 

Lark stared at her superior. “Why us? We just rescue. Our reports 
have no cause of origin or speculation as to what might have occurred.” 

“You have a special quality that makes you more advanced than most 
with a double major. You do hold a forensic science degree, correct?” 

“Yes ma’am, however, when on missions, I concentrate on getting the 
divers in and maintaining the integrity of the helicopter.” She referred to 
the HH-65 Dolphin rescue helicopter. 

“In daylight one could ascertain that you have a visual of the site, and 
what might look unusual?” 

“Perhaps, I always do a quick glance to keep track of my team and 
their whereabouts below. Often ma’am, it’s less than twenty seconds here 
and there.” 

“Noted. Did you happen to notice anything unusual or different about 
the layout of the wreckage?” 

“No, ma’am. Pieces of shrapnel and debris lay as far as the eye could 
see, and without knowing what made it go down, I can’t help you.” Her 
opinion was honest if not short. 

“That will be all Lieutenant. You’re dismissed.” Polaski picked up a 
document folder to hand to her. 

“Ma’am?” 
“Investigations go deeper when the child of a government official is 

involved. This is strictly confidential Lieutenant. The only reason you’re 



 

 

being questioned by me is solely due to your extensive and impressive 
education.” 

“Understood, ma’am.” Lark took the reports and nodded to her 
superior before pivoting and leaving the office. 

The hallway was quiet, too quiet. She tapped the pile of papers in her 
hand and entered her office. First thing’s first. She took the documents 
and typed in the code to unlock her file drawer and placed them inside. A 
quick bump of her knee closed the restricted info away from prying eyes. 
She grabbed a steaming hot mug of java, sighing in relief as the mocha 
rich aroma rose to hit her nostrils. 

McCall chose that precise moment to interrupt her reverie by 
knocking on her door. Lark turned her head and looked at the man in 
dungarees. His dark hair and equally dark eyes were attractive. His 
attitude concerning women was not. The stiff way he moved, or stood 
hovering over her, looking down on her, did nothing to help her image of 
him. His overall demeanor made her skin crawl. No matter how much 
Acer played him up, she knew how little regard he held for women in 
charge. Having a woman commander must have done him in when he 
arrived. As always, she kept it very cool when dealing with him. 

“Come in.” 
“Lieutenant.” He stood at attention just on the inside of her door. 
“Is there something I can do for you, Petty Officer?” She blew on her 

java before taking a sip, awaiting his response. 
“Yes, ma’am. The master chief sent me to retrieve you. The team’s 

ready to assess the last mission.” 
Lark sighed. Acer and his damn need for perfection was a drain on the 

team. If only they knew the ghosts that drove him to do everything 
absolutely perfect, they’d understand. She lost count of the number of 
times he’d viewed the tapes of his father’s missions and reread all his 
completed checks. Every new piece of information he got his hands on 
through people owing him one drove her insane. Instead of letting the 
grief of losing him as a teen go, Acer aspired to be better, save more lives 
than he did. Do everything right by making sure there would be no wife 
left to mourn him, no children left hating death’s door. 

“Why didn’t I get called?” 
“That’s just it, ma’am. We left a voice mail.” 
She could sense the burn of his direct stare mocking her. Damn the 

man. He must know something she didn’t. Did Acer tell his best friend 
about their clandestine arrangement? 



 

 

“Odd.” She broke eye contact and looked through her belongings and 
found her cell phone turned to vibrate. She got up. “I’ll be along in a few 
moments,” she said as a dismissal. 

“Yes, ma’am.” He pivoted sharply and exited. She heard his snort, 
and sighed. He made no qualms in reminding everyone what he thought of 
her–-a brainless, no-account blonde bimbo, who somehow, someway slept 
to the top instead of actually possessing a keen intellect. 

Lark and her cup of coffee followed. She put on her hat and stepped 
out into the California sun. The hanger rested a short distance from the 
Administration building. She saluted a JAG officer and continued on her 
way taking sips every few steps while walking at a brisk pace. The cool 
interior of the hanger tickled her skin and kept her hose from clinging with 
sweat. Immediately the sound of engines and fans assaulted her ears. She 
dug her plugs out of her back pocket and slid them one by one in place. 
She could make out the master chief’s profile and found an empty spot to 
stand in. 

Lark watched Acer from where he stood with McCall and Nelson. 
“The Dolphin looks to be in good shape. Diagnostics were run this 
morning. The winching system and cords are in good working condition, 
no unusual sounds when flipped on and engaged. The inflated rafts will 
again be tested on the next outing. How are the notes going, Nelson?” 

“Brief and to the point, Master Chief.” Nelson looked to his right and 
snapped from at ease to attention when he noticed Lark. “Lieutenant, good 
morning, ma’am.” He had a smile on his face. 

“Is there something funny, Seaman?” She quirked a brow and came to 
a halt before the men. 

“No ma’am, just being polite, ma’am,” he stammered. 
“Do I look like dating material to you, Seaman?” 
“No ma’am. Just being polite,” he repeated. 
“So I’m not pretty enough to date?” Her tone held sarcasm. 
“Yes, ma’am, of course you are.” Nelson turned beet red and broke 

eye contact to look toward the Master Chief for help. 
“At ease, Nelson, I was just poking fun at you.” Lark set her coffee 

cup on the table and turned to address Acer. 
“Good morning, Lieutenant.” Acer flashed a brilliant smile at her, one 

that put Nelson’s smile to shame. “You dropped your pager during your 
jog. Supply and purchasing picked it up and brought it by my office after 
finding you weren’t in the office yet.” He tossed it to her and returned to 
his inspection of the equipment. 



 

 

“Thank you. The CO requested my presence this morning. I’ll ring 
supply and purchasing to give them my thanks.” She slipped the pager 
onto her hip securely. 

“The CO?” 
“Yes, she had some questions about the rescue mission.” Lark 

shrugged and leaned against the side of the Dolphin. 
“Nelson, I need a coffee and a cherry danish from the mess hall. It 

seems I’m famished this morning,” Acer announced with abrupt force. 
“Sure thing, Master Chief. Lieutenant, would you like anything?” 
Lark heard him and tried to keep her mind on business. She failed 

miserably. She shook her head. “No thank you, Nelson. I’m just fine.” 
“Get to it, sailor,” the Master Chief barked. 
“Going, sir.” He moved at break neck speed to get out of the hanger. 
McCall slid from his position under one of their other planes and 

dusted his greasy hands off on a towel. “Master Chief. Lieutenant.” 
Lark looked at the remaining members of the team. “So shut out the 

new addition to the team? Tell me, how does that build a trusting 
relationship here or over torrential seas? Don’t do that again, Master 
Chief. As for why I was called in, I can’t tell you, so you sent him away 
for nothing.” 

Acer put his tools down and crossed his arms. “Yes, ma’am.” The 
words were spoken with an edge of suppressed contempt. He looked over 
his forms and handed her the checklist. “I’ve run diagnostics and 
everything checks out. I just need your signature.” 

“You, of all people, know I don’t just sign off on something until I 
verify it myself.” She took the clipboard and tossed it on the ground at his 
feet. “When I’m done, then I’ll sign it,” she snapped and slid into the 
interior of the helicopter. 

A mental inventory was permanently etched in her head. From top to 
bottom she examined the gauges and did a run through by powering the 
Dolphin and turning it back off. After inspecting every miniscule inch of 
the inside, Lark moved to the outside. With ease she gained access to the 
top to check out the rotary blades, and the hand held device that tested the 
electrical system. 

When she was finished, some thirty minutes later, Lark jumped down 
and picked up the clipboard. She located the master chief on the other side 
of the hanger and signed the check off. “I have things to do, so if this is 
all?” 

“When the Nelson gets back we’ll discuss and dissect the mission. 



 

 

Have a seat, Lieutenant?” He pulled out a chair for her to sit in. She took 
the offered seat and plunked the clipboard onto her lap. 

Nelson returned with enough coffee and danishes for everyone. “Just 
in case,” he said as he set the morning fare on the table. 

“The next time there’s a question about the mission, I won’t send you 
to get supplies.” 

Nelson nodded. “I figured as much. No offense was taken, sir.” 
Only she knew what the glare Acer gave her meant. She respected 

that on missions he received more respect than she did. He’d put in 
twenty-some-odd years to her six. 

Lark sipped the new hot cup of coffee and looked at Nelson. “Trust is 
a big part of being a team. There’s nothing for me to tell. Subject closed. 
Now Master Chief, if you don’t mind?” 

Lark waited for the remainder of the crew to surround the table and 
Acer to start. 

“Deavers, is your leg fully healed from that shrapnel that hit you last 
month?" 

“Yes, Master Chief. I got the signed release from physical therapy this 
morning, returning me to full active duty.” 

“Good.” He moved forward. 
“Let’s start with some quick notes on the mission. We need to work 

on getting Nelson some more time in the waters. He did a good job finding 
the third victim. Outstanding work keeping an eye on the debris, Seaman. 
The wind and water can blow them at any time. McCall, terrific job 
attempting to revive the targets, until we were airborne. Overall, the 
success of the mission went well. Even with losses, as long as we work as 
extensions of each other we’ll continue to succeed. Any hiccups we can 
take care of during the next meeting. Great job team. Lieutenant, now 
you’re free to go.” 

Lark ignored his vehemence and waited to speak her piece while he 
conversed privately with Haverty. 

“Master Chief.” Haverty nodded and departed the area. 
As she left, Lark wasted no time. "Thank you, Master Chief. And you 

are correct. The mission went very well. The outcome, however 
undesirable, was out of our control. We are not God, only his instruments. 
Remember that when we’re out there. Ultimately as we tell them to pray 
and hold to their faith, we too must do the same and not get hyped up into 
the type of god complex that this job is susceptible to. Master Chief, staff, 
good day.” 



 

 

 



 

 

 
 

Chapter Four 
 

2200 Hours - 3 Weeks later 
The Command center was buzzing with conversation when she came 

running in. The team moved in from all sides, meeting in the middle to get 
objectives and much needed information. 

Weather Specialist Lieutenant Grandall pointed to the specs on the 
screen, with the weather patterns evolving overhead. “A tropical storm has 
picked up from the northwest Pacific. It’s progressing in a systematic 
fashion. Only one ship is out there that we are concerned about getting out 
of immediate danger. Thunderstorms are becoming more frequent in 
nature. The winds are thirty-nine miles per hour and we anticipate they’ll 
double. On the scale there are no signs of Eye-wall Mesorvortices, or as 
KISS says…suction vortexes. We don’t anticipate it turning into a cyclone 
at this time. The weather satellite will streamline us with intelligence 
while we draw logical conclusions around the trouble areas and continue 
to monitor the heat index. 

"When you’re dispatched pay close attention. If the storm worsens, 
we will recall you. Drop everything and get back aboard. You may have 
only a window of a few minutes if it gets hairy. Get in, get them, get out. 
Or get in, get as many as you can and get out. You’re no use to us if we 
lose every one of you,” Lieutenant Grandall emphasized. 

“How many are aboard the ship?” Acer asked. 
“The small fishing vessel named the Daisy Queen has nine aboard,” 

Grandall answered. 
“We can get in and get them. I’ll take Davidson and McCall. Upload 

the location to the Dolphin. I’ll set it at hover and let Haverty monitor 
controls while I help them locate the vessel and the fishermen on board.” 
Lark put her game face on and looked at her team. 

Acer nodded in agreement, then added, "Deavers, welcome back. 
Nelson, you’ll be dispatched, the fewer aboard the better while extracting 
the fishermen and bringing them to safety. The Regional Specialized 
Meteorological Centers will call the areas affected. Lt Grandall, will any 
of our boats be on the ready?” 

“The USCG Steadfast has been dispatched to make ready for 
emergency action. They have a distance to travel but will be in the 



 

 

immediate area if needed. Other agencies have also been contacted. We 
never know what’s going to be handed down until it happens,” Grandall 
supplied. “You’re all dismissed, head to the Dolphin to make ready.” 

“Sir, yes, sir.” Lark replied, and pivoted while looking at her team to 
follow suit. 

At the hanger Lark picked up her bag and went to make an executive 
decision. 

"Nelson, I want you to come along tonight, but it is strictly a learning 
exercise for you. You won’t be deployed as a rescue swimmer. You can 
handle the winching system. Have the sling and basket ready. Suit up. 
Let’s get them up and home safely." Lark realized she was overriding 
Acer, but the only way to get a newbie on track, was to bring him along as 
a part of the action. 

Lark changed into her flight gear, and waited for the team to return to 
do the spot inspection. She was in her element as she helped double check 
the backup equipment and strapped it in. The Corlpulse3 defibrillator was 
tested and a strip printed out to be signed for proof of working order. Lark 
assessed the plastic lock on the Tomas Pack used to deliver warm 
intravenous fluids and looked over at the external fuel cell that would 
provide an extra forty gallons of fuel in an emergency situation if needed. 
Next she examined both Acer’s and McCall’s Mustang Life Jackets. 
“Check: ACR strobe light, multi-tool, mini flares, personal halogen torch, 
survival water sachets, personal emergency beacon, Sirius survival 
blankets, medical kit, whistle, survival ration, spare batteries and 
heliograph,” Lark confirmed. 

“Check acknowledged,” McCall verified and held out the spare 
emergency air tanks that fit in their bodysuits. 

“Up for another night on torrential waters?” Acer asked his right-hand 
man. 

“Hell, yeah—there’s no one else I’d ever want at my back.” McCall 
grinned and climbed into the Dolphin. “Ready to rock, Master Chief.” 

Acer took his seat and locked in. “Dipshit, you forgot your helmet. 
Freaking amateur.” He tossed the covering to his partner and one at 
Nelson, seeing Deavers ready to move out. “Ready to roll out kid?” 

“Yes, sir.” Nelson put his helmet on and locked himself in. 
Lark shook her head at their antics and shared a look with Haverty 

while slipping into the pilot seat. Glad Acer wasn’t punishing Nelson for 
her decision to include him. 

“Rescue One to Base, lock in coordinates.” 



 

 

“Roger, Rescue One,” Base responded. 
“Systems check,” Lark replied. 
“Affirmative. It’s a go Rescue One. Take care out there. We’ll be with 

you. Base out.” 
The loud sound of the rotary blades split through the silent night air. 

“Don your night vision goggles. We’ll be there shortly.” The men 
followed her instructions. “Nelson, aside from the winching, man the 
spotlight." 

The wind was a factor as it pushed the Dolphin as she rode above the 
turbulent air pockets. The sky, pitch black, held heavy rains. Like Heaven 
had opened up, the unrelenting rain hit the windshield and pinged off. The 
water below was foamed and rose high. She set the winch at seventy-five 
feet up, not willing to bring them any lower once reaching the intended 
destination. 

“Base we’re approaching the Santa Cruz area; thirty-six point ninety-
seven degrees north. One hundred-twenty-two point zero three degrees 
west. We’ll be on top of the destination in moments. Reaffirm, the drop 
site is fifty miles southwest of Santa Cruz. Is the latitude and longitude 
concurrent with what was sent via GPS?” 

“Search and Rescue One, affirmative. You should be two clicks from 
being on top of the ship in distress.” 

“Roger that. We'll assess the area and deploy rescue swimmers for 
extraction. Rescue One out.” 

“Roger Rescue One. We’ll be on stand-by. The Seahawk is just south 
of the storm awaiting orders.” 

 
* * * * 

 
Acer finished listening to Lark as she confirmed with base the 

coordinates of their drop location. Satisfied with how they checked out, he 
opened the door and readied the equipment for deployment. “Tell me 
when, Lieutenant. Nelson, man the light." He peered down into the 
hazardous waters and indicated the position of the ship. “To the right.” 

“McCall, stay on for backup.” 
“Why not both? We’d be faster.” 
“I’m faster.” He shrugged. 
“Ego much?” McCall chuckled. “Brandy when we get back to base. 

Be safe man and hurry your ancient ass up.” 
“Sounds like a plan. Lieutenant, keep’em safe.” Acer stopped before 



 

 

saying something personal in front of the crew and readied the hoist to 
give him a lift down. “Just keep it above forty for now.” He looked down 
at the fishermen holding onto the railings, their yellow windbreakers with 
red reflective tape shining in the dark night. 

Lark hovered over the boat and gave the go ahead to let down the 
winching gear. “Try to land on the boat.” 

Acer gave the thumbs up sign, switched on the homing beacon on his 
jacket, and then wrapped his body around the wench cable.  

 “Nelson, try not to drop me too fast,” Acer joked before putting on 
his game face. Rain was blinding and as thick as sheets of ice. He hoped to 
get the men and women off the fishing boat before any hail started. Slowly 
he lowered foot by foot into the harsh winds and hazy conditions. The 
hoist swayed but stayed due course bringing him onto the ship. 

“Is this everyone?” he asked, when stepping onto the rain-slicked 
deck. 

“Yes, sir. We’re all here, linked together with rope,” a fisherman 
bellowed fighting the roaring wind. 

“One by one, unlink from each other and hook onto something stable 
on the deck. If one of you goes connected like this you’ll all go. We’re 
gonna do this simple. One at a time.” He held his finger up. “When the 
person before you is safely up I need the next person in line to step 
forward.” 

He grabbed the captain’s wife and helped her onto the winch sling. 
“Hold on. You’ll be in the chopper soon enough.” 

“Sir, we’re unattached.” 
“Good. The idea was good. Just not for this situation.” 
Acer waited for the winch to bring target number one up, watching 

McCall and Deavers grab the basket hoisting the woman into the safety of 
the chopper. He kept a tab on the waves crashing along the side of the ship 
on the port side. His attention returned once the winch was lowered again, 
basket attached. He grabbed it and shook the rain from his goggles. 

“When you get in, keep your hands inside the basket.” He lowered it 
to the floor of the deck and helped the next man in and secured him with a 
strap. Looking up, he gave the signal and watched the next rescue be 
hoisted into the air, eventually making it as they took their time. 

The basket came and went six more times, each successful in 
delivering the occupants to the chopper, but it was taking too long. A flash 
of lightning resonated in the atmosphere as large swells crashed against 
the small vessel knocking the rest of the people on board aside. Acer 



 

 

gained his footing and slid to a halt just over the edge of the ship’s side. 
The other two fishermen went over as another swell hit them. Both 

got battered against the hull. The friction of the waves and the swinging 
momentum of the men caused the line to break. 

Acer saw them get swallowed up by the jaws of the violent ocean, and 
gave immediate thumbs down sign to the crew above. He pointed to the 
two men overboard, as the winch lifted him up, the Dolphin moved, taking 
him away from the ship's undertow. 

With a deep breath, he let go and freefell the twenty odd feet into the 
frigid, unmerciful ocean. Cutting through the waters he moved in a steady 
rhythm feeling the milky foam blanket over him. He allowed the waves to 
push him faster to the fishermen who were treading water, their life 
jackets keeping them afloat in the tossing fathomless darkness. 
 

* * * * 
 
“Nelson, keep the light on Acer, don’t lose him,” Lark hollered. 
“I got him, ma’am,” Nelson yelled, and looked at McCall. “Keep an 

eye on the two fishermen. They’re not too far from the Master Chief now. 
Get ready to deploy the basket.” 

“He’s got them! Lower the basket. We’ll have two more on the way 
soon.” Lark acknowledged the information while seeing to the needs of 
the fishermen on board. Haverty was maintaining the controls while the 
Dolphin hovered above. The navigational system was designed to allow 
the pilot and co-pilot to work hands on with the team, even in turbulent, 
inclement weather and surrounding darkness. 

“Master Chief is in control. He has the last two targets and is sending 
one up now,” Deavers said. Lark finished prelim exams of the fishermen, 
then assisted getting the lone man out of the straps. When he collapsed on 
the floor, coughing up a mouthful of seawater, she was right there to take 
care of him and check his vitals. She covered his body with two blankets 
and looked over to see McCall drop the basket again. 

“Last man up.” Lark helped Deavers pull in the basket, missing the 
signs of lightning until it drew near to the craft. 

“Get them in," Lark yelled and bee lined for the pilot seat. “That 
lightning was too damn close for comfort.” She looked back to see the top 
of Acer's head and the last fisherman being let in. A turbulent pouch of air 
accompanied by lightning striking the rotor had her scrambling to check 
electrical systems. “Engine two is out.” The Dolphin pitched and knocked 



 

 

the occupants around. “Get them in and close the door.” 
“We’re trying, ma’am,” Deavers responded 
“Don’t try, do—” she ordered as she brought the Dolphin back under 

control. 
McCall grabbed the fisherman and yanked him roughly in. 

“I’ll get him strapped." 
“Hold on, Master Chief,” Nelson shouted out as the chopper pitched 

once more and began to buzz; warning lights flashed causing him to lift 
his attention to the lieutenant. 

Lark listened to Nelson, whose voice was so high pitched it squalled 
as he reported, “T-The Master Chief is g-gone. He was on the winch. I 
went to grab him and he was sucked out and saw his b-body slam. When I 
leaned over he was no longer there, freefalling into the water. Lieutenant, 
we’ve lost visibility.” 

“Where is he?” Lark screamed. “God, no—” Her heart lurched as the 
crew reported he’d fallen into the abysmal darkness. “Put the light on. 
Find him.” She punched buttons and looked at what her gauges were 
telling her. One engine meant no time. No time to search for and retrieve 
him. Immediately her brain took over against her heart’s demands. “Wait. 
Drop the raft then close the door,” she ordered. 

“Goddamn it. No. Give us ten minutes to find him. Wait ten Goddamn 
minutes. We never leave a man behind,” McCall screamed. 

“Close the door. That’s an order.” She knew if the door wasn’t closed 
and another bolt hit them, they’d all die. She hated the command, but what 
choice did she have. She pushed back the guilt and reminded herself of her 
job. But it couldn’t stop the scream of denial from lodging in her throat. 
Never before did she think she’d be placed in the position to leave one 
man behind, certainly not the man she was in love with. Her body 
clamored with the need to jump into the water with him. She bit back 
tears, keeping the hitch out of her voice. 

Lark looked at them with a serious expression. “Have you forgotten 
our reason for coming? The targets are our reason. Getting them to safety 
is our purpose. Now close the Goddamn door. I order you.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” McCall glared mutinously. He took one more look 
into the dark waters and tossed out the emergency inflatable raft, then 
turned his dark scowl on her and closed the hatch. 

“Base.” Lark tried to stop the trembling of her hands. Damn, she 
didn’t want to do this. 

“Go ahead Rescue One." 



 

 

“Targets are safe. Man in the water. Coordinates are being sent. Issue 
a rescue and search alert. Rescue One has been hit by lightning. Only one 
engine is working and needs to evacuate and leave Master Chief Davidson 
at drop site.” She willed her nerves to remain calm and her skills to keep 
focused. The man she loved more than life itself now must use his survival 
skills to stay alive. 

The ride back to base was a solemn one. The fishermen were quiet, 
and the crew even more so. Each in their own way trying to process what 
happened out on the hostile, wind whipping waters. The steady hum of the 
engine cut through the air, the rotors thwapped against the harsh rainy 
winds. Pockets of turbulence slapped at them, knocking them all sideways 
as the pilot righted them immediately. Luckily their destination lay in the 
distance, just within eyesight. 

“Rescue One to Base.” 
“Go ahead,” dispatch responded. 
“Have medical crews on the ready. We’re heading in now.” 
“That’s affirmative, Rescue One.” 
Lark settled the Dolphin on the landing pad and powered down. 

“Let’s get the fishermen off.” Addressing her crew was difficult. The men 
were angry and worried. If fault was possible to place on someone’s 
shoulders, it would be hers. She hopped out and met the medic team sent 
to relieve them. Common knowledge told everyone they were a friend and 
co-worker short, so they banded together to take care of the people from 
the boat. But once the last target had been shipped off for routine 
overnight observation, crap hit the fan. 

She barely had time to sit down when McCall came barreling toward 
her, his body tight and threatening. “I’ve been holding my tongue since we 
left Acer. Why didn’t you allow one of us to go down or wait? Ten more 
seconds, twenty to thirty tops and we’d have had him back with us. He’s 
not just the Master Chief, damn you. He’s my best friend. We had a shot at 
getting him out, a definite shot. Are you such a frigid bitch that you 
couldn’t give a few more seconds of your precious time to extract him?” 

Lark held her temper, swallowed the guilt besieging her, and looked 
McCall in the eye. "When I have to explain myself to someone it won’t be 
to you. I am an officer, and your superior. Have respect when you speak to 
me. And let me tell you something…” Her cool resolve helped to break 
through the tension surrounding them. "When I want your opinion I’ll ask 
for it. When you have the balls to make a decision between one life and 
thirteen, then you make it. Acer is a survivor. Face it, McCall, for now all 



 

 

he has to do is survive the elements. 
"Now instead of yelling at me, I suggest you move your ass—I want 

an update on who’s been dispatched to his area.” Lark brushed past him 
and left Nelson to follow in her wake. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

Chapter Five 
 

Somewhere Around the Drop Site 
The cold leached his warmth with each passing second. It seeped 

through the confines of his survival suit, curling an invisible grip of frigid 
force on his bare skin. Staying afloat was almost impossible as he battled 
the tides careening over him, striking against him. Even with his life jacket 
on, the power of the waves sucked him down and did little to help him 
remain buoyant. Tossed around the water rolling and tumbling hard, Acer 
fought the nausea churning in his gut. His heart hammered at being 
abandoned, yet he knew without a doubt something must have happened 
for Lark to have left him on his own. 

Infrequent moments passed when the luxury to float gave him a slight 
reprieve. The unrelenting pain of salt brim to his eyes stung as he 
continued to blink it away. He knew he had to get out of the water or swim 
to preserve what little amount of body heat remained. As he floated, Acer 
reached to feel for the pouch holding some mini flares and found them, 
unfortunately the supply would only last a short time. The homing beacon 
on his vest would help the others find him if he didn’t get dragged down 
too far into the water. Acer did his best to keep track of the storm as the 
gale force winds pummeled him, watching for the end. 

The cold had settled in. Chills wracked him as he strived to check his 
body temp gauge. His thoughts went to the training he’d endured to 
prepare his body for the intense cold. He’d hated the numbing ice sludge 
they’d jumped into during their exercise on an ice cutting barge. He 
remained only a few minutes in the water before being brought back on 
board but it had been enough to show him…the body needs a protection 
from the water. 

When the ocean seemed to have stilled, he checked his aching body 
and repositioned his air canister. Everything was where it was supposed to 
be. Acer located his maglite and attempted to shine his small beam around 
the darkness to get his bearings. He could see the deserted fishing boat. 
Procedure dictated his crew would have tossed a rescue raft not far from 
where they’d spotted him. Taking a deep breath he began to swim, 
keeping his eye out for the bright yellow flotation device. It was a 
godsend. He figured he had maybe an hour left before his body began to 



 

 

go into severe hypothermic shock. Right, left, right. He did the 
breaststroke in time to his decreased heartbeat to conserve energy. Water 
hit his face, blurred his vision, but he was so engrossed in finding the raft 
he dredged forward, unperturbed. 

Out of nowhere a wave swelled up and over him, barely giving him 
time to prepare for it. The flashlight in his hand wavered as he stilled and 
took a deep breath out of his canister. Sheer force mixed with water wasn’t 
a good combination. 

He struggled, fighting the undertow. The emergency air was half-full 
but wouldn’t last much longer. Kicking, his fins propelled him upwards, 
though taxed his remaining energy level. He broke through the surface and 
turned his face from the violent rain pelting down. Retrieving his 
flashlight, he began to search again and resumed swimming. Without a 
doubt his body couldn’t take many more breakers. The brutal waves 
sucked him further down each time. If he didn’t get out of the water, the 
reality was he’d perish. 

Focus, Acer! His mind was becoming a fuddled haze. He stopped and 
withdrew another flare, igniting it to chase the darkness around him away, 
lighting the area as much as possible to keep him on track. Concentrate! 
He blew out a shuddering breath and forced his teeth not to chatter. 

In the far distance he found what he’d been looking for, the raft. Had 
the wave not careened him, he would have never seen it. With renewed 
conviction, he began swimming fast,, his body and mind working like the 
honed machine he trained to be. He burned. It was a good burn, meant he 
was alive. The devil could keep nipping at his heels because he wasn’t 
dead just yet. Relief sang through him, the moment he grabbed and pulled 
the raft’s ripcord. The satisfying hiss as it puffed up could be heard even 
thorough the roaring wind and rain-drenched ocean. Never had the 
familiar whisper sounded so sweet. 

Kicking rigorously, he heaved himself from the ocean using the 
momentum of the water to propel his body into the raft. Once there, he 
dropped his head on to the rubbery bottom, and laughed. I just may survive 
this nightmare. Wind and cold whipped through him, a reminder that he 
needed warmth. He also needed to stay hydrated. 

Acer spread his arms and legs out more evenly to keep from being 
dislodged and dumped back into the choppy water. Teeth chattering, he 
gritted his jaw and withdrew his survival blanket. After carefully checking 
his gear and the pulsating blink of his homing beacon located in the raft’s 
side, he wrapped the small blanket around him as a shield from the chilly 



 

 

elements. 
 

* * * * 
 
Base 
Frustration bit into Lark, forced to keep in control of the situation 

drew on her threads of sanity. Close to breaking, she had to draw within 
herself to that secret place she’d locked away, to tap into her reserve of 
calmness. Skin clammy, she regarded her commanding officer and other 
members of their base. 

The men at her back offered no moral support or the shoulder she 
desperately needed. No kind or sympathetic looks came her way. Not that 
she expected any. A little understanding, though, would have been nice. 
The totality of just how alone she was descended on her. 

Face stoic, she squared her shoulders, facing down those who dared to 
judge her. People shifted away from her unwavering gaze. Their direct 
reaction annoyed her. 

“Lieutenant Maddox here to report and request any information 
available about Master Chief Davidson.” Hands clasped behind her back, 
she kept her chin jutted out and breathed in a slow even rhythm, all 
personal emotion hidden. Any expression she did allow was that of a 
worried co-worker. 

“At ease before you break, Lieutenant.” Lark hoped it escaped notice, 
how her shoulders relaxed when her commanding officer showed her 
support. 

“Ma’am, yes, ma’am.” She went to parade rest. “Rescue One at ease,” 
she said curtly, ordering her own crew to stand down as well. 

“Ma’am, yes, ma’am.” 
She listened as Polaski addressed her crew. “Master Chief Davidson 

has been reported lost at sea. But that doesn’t mean he’s vanished 
permanently. The weather is improving and the occurrences of lightning 
are diminishing fast. The Steadfast has been notified of the last known 
position of our missing comrade. Rescue Two will be notified when the 
weather has lessened enough to use air support again. The Master Chief 
will be found. Trust in your training. The training we have provided you. 
Look to each other for support while awaiting news, albeit impatiently. 
Give respect where respect is due. Use the fine reasoning skills you all 
possess. 

”Lieutenant, you were correct in your actions to withdraw from the 



 

 

area. Leaving a man behind is always hardest for the one in charge. Great 
leadership carries an even greater responsibility. Do not allow a chip to 
build on your steady and capable shoulders. You acted on your fine 
reasoning and problem solving skills by righting your aircraft during a 
torrential storm. You gauged the damage and assessed the opportune 
moment of departure. The survivors are thankful, as are we for having a 
leader who knows what to do in the face of trepidation. 

“Rescue One, you are relieved of duty until further notice. Go spend 
time with your families. I will personally inform you when your status is 
active again. Dismissed.” 

“Ma’am, yes, ma’am.” Lark stood at attention again and saluted 
Polaski as was reverentially her due. Turning sharply on her heel she faced 
her crew. They too snapped to attention. “We will rally here when the 
crew reports change. Keep phones on, shut the pagers off. Go get some 
rest.” She moved briskly past them with her head held high, as they 
acknowledged her and saluted. 
 

* * * * 
 
Home wasn’t much of a home without those you loved. Lark had 

nowhere else to go, but to the house where his touch lingered. The place 
where he’d rearranged the few things that inordinately bothered him. 

She opened the door, not recalling how exactly she got there. Once 
inside, she dropped her handbag onto the floor and pressed her head 
against the door. The scent of his cologne lingered in the entryway. A 
testament to all the time he spent there. She debated on going to a hotel, 
but pushed the idea away. She needed her bed, their bed. 

With that thought the chip on her shoulder crumbled, and the woman 
in her emerged through the hazy pain of guilt and sorrow. Unrecognizable 
sounds came forth from her mouth. Tears fell from her eyes, trailing over 
her cheeks to land at the opening of her cleavage. The words please 
forgive me screamed in her head. A part of her soul broke in two from the 
event that had ripped her world apart. 

Deep down, she knew Acer wouldn’t be pleased with her loss of 
control, from the incident in the helicopter arguing with the crew to follow 
her orders, to her mental breakdown. Through the haze of her tears, she 
could almost visualize him reaching out to her, telling her to get her act 
together and pull through it with the knowledge that he’d been left once 
before in the past. 



 

 

Drying her tears took more effort than she thought. Drained of all 
energy and moving at a snail’s pace, she padded her way into the kitchen 
to find solace with glass of red wine. Liquor would have been preferable, 
but she needed her wits about her when the call came. 

The black marble counter was cool to the touch. Hanging upside 
down above the double-wide sink were her entertainment glasses. It 
wasn’t a strain to reach the cup from the enclosure holding it, just a chore. 
Sighing, Lark ran her finger over the rim and walked the few short steps to 
the wine stand. Wine was her favorite indulgence. Turning the silver 
corkscrew, she popped the cork and poured the rich red liquid three-
fourths full into her glass. The first sip was heavenly as it slid down her 
tongue and washed her mouth in the sweet lush taste. Briefly she 
entertained the thought of eating, if only just a small amount. In response 
to food, her stomach lurched painfully. Wine in hand she wavered as she 
walked into the living room. 

The plush living room looked outwardly inviting. The urge to run her 
hands over the lazy boy he had claimed was too much for her to let pass. 
She set the wineglass on an end table and skimmed her fingers over the 
leather surface reeking of his cologne. She looked down when Cleopatra 
wove in between her legs and let out small mewls. She scooped up her 
tabby cat and ran her fingers through its soft pelt. “I missed you today.” 
The words barely spoken couldn’t be more true. Her cat was her only 
family member. Pulling Cleo tighter into her arms, she sat in his chair. Her 
thoughts took her elsewhere as she stroked her purring feline. 

God, she was reverting to the person she’d fled from being. The 
destructive side of her screamed at her for leaving the man she loved. The 
other side praised her for doing the right thing. She moved the recliner, 
and released the lever. Even curled up in his chair didn’t bring her 
tormented thoughts under control. Pressing her face against Cleo, she 
rubbed and scratching the bundle of love on her lap. 

“I thought I’d have more time with him, Cleo. If I had known I’d be 
abandoning half of who I am to face possible death alone, I’d have ended 
our last meeting without an argument or pulled him aside for a soft smile. 
As much as I wrack my brain for an alternate solution I ask myself if he 
would have left me, and I don’t know. I love him and I left him in the 
water. I left him in God’s hands. The crew will never know how much that 
cost me. I try to keep a strong appearance, but I’m as weak as the next 
man or woman.” She detected the slight catch in her voice and looked 
down at her hands that were holding a bit too tightly to Cleo’s body. When 



 

 

she released Cleo, the cat flipped over and pressed a paw to her lips, 
eliciting a soft smile. “I know you’re trying to help me pretty kitty. I don’t 
know what I’d do without you. It’s crazy Cleo, the things running through 
my mind. 

“I’ve never loved before, not my mother, and certainly not my father. 
I trusted him enough to tell him how my parents abandoned me to state 
custody and how the long list of foster homes couldn’t handle me. 
However, Acer, he brought out the worst in me before the best. Sex or no 
sex, we formed a bond. I’m trying to pinpoint the one time I was like, 
damn, he’s the one. Except I know it’s not the same with him. He made no 
grand illusions of a picket-fenced future, surrounding a two-story house 
and spruce trees. I wouldn’t trade the pieces he’s given me for the world, 
but I need more. Only this time I selfishly need for him to come home 
alive.” She took a deep breath and wiped away her tears, unsure how long 
she could hold back the sobs. 

“I’m waiting for my miracle. The call with screams that we found him 
and there’s raucous noise in the background. I haven’t entered a church for 
many years. But I’m praying now. Please, I’m begging that God doesn’t 
cheat me from having him in my life, Cleo. It was wrong to give up 
praying years ago. I was young and dumb. 

“You see, I found out that all things have a purpose. I didn’t know 
that at the time when I made the choice to go joy riding in a stolen vehicle, 
I’d end up being led into this path. By some grace of light, I found out 
how much science and math could help me. A retired Chaplin showed me 
kindness no one ever took time to give. He gave me a new world to escape 
to, in a special program run for juvenile offenders. I got the help I needed 
to change my life, to escape the realities of my life, and his letter of 
recommendation brought me into the military, and to Acer.” Lark could no 
longer hold back the sob stuck in her throat. She cried into Cleo’s fur. 

“Bring him home to me. Bring him home to his mother. I couldn’t 
begin to understand the pain of losing a husband and a son. I couldn’t 
begin to comprehend outliving a child, feeling that something was stolen 
from you. I don’t want to be the cause of that pain. I just need him back.” 
The last words wrenched out from her soul to God’s ears, she hoped. 

Lark shook as she held onto Cleo, not bothering to staunch the tears 
cascading down her face. She felt comforting rough licks try to catch her 
many tears and sniffled. “Crazy cat. You’re always here when I need 
you.” 

Two hours passed, when in reality it felt like an eternity. Lark looked 



 

 

up from her crumpled position on the recliner. She reached over her cat 
tucked up on her sleeping, and checked her cell phone. Two missed calls. 
Pain crossed in the back of her eyes. It hurt to keep them open. She 
punched the voicemail button and touched her ear to the receiver. 
Polaski’s voice rang solemnly in her ear. Lark forced herself to listen and 
breathe in slow shallow breaths to prevent her from hyperventilating. The 
homing beacons were both inactive. How in the hell would they find him 
on the rage tossed waters? Fortunately dawn would be approaching soon. 
She could only pray. She’d keep vigil by praying for a divine intervention. 
With his worst luck it had been so hazardous, that the batteries inside his 
jacket had been damaged. The backups, she hoped, had stayed put in his 
survival kit. 

“Acer, come on. Please, please make the beacons work again.” She 
had to believe, had to hope, that he’d be brought home. Ignoring her 
pessimistic inner voice, she clicked off the phone after hearing orders to 
remain off duty till further notice. 
 

* * * * 
 
Back on the waters 
The waves had increased in intensity throughout the wee hours. Water 

crashed all around, soaking the thin blanket covering him. Harsh winds 
picked up and calmed down, paying the respectful deference, homage to 
the king of the ocean floor. Acer was forced to hold on tight and wrestle 
the blanket back into his life preserver. As if he was on a Rocky River 
rafting expedition, he grasped the handles of the small canvas raft and held 
on for dear life. Foaming waters struck at him without end. 

Eventually, later rather than sooner, the water crested and calmed 
momentarily, rocking him on the endless wet blanket of rage. He shook 
the droplets off best he could and looked around his surroundings. 
Morning was approaching, sunrise trying to contend with the grey-black 
pre-dawn hue. Appeasing the disconsolate weather looked to be 
painstakingly unrealistic. Black clouds stretched far as the eye could see. 
Licking his lips, he grimaced at the pain of the chapped, split skin, due to 
the salty water that had assaulted him with unceasing cruelty. Nothing 
looked familiar. 

Gale force winds had dissipated, danger though was far from over. 
Pockets of vortexes could very well be a problem for him in the near 
future. He released his hold a bit and leaned his head back against the 



 

 

puffy edge to give his back and neck a break from the strain. Even after 
years of training this was getting to be too much to take. Not that he’d give 
up. He’d made it this far. God wasn’t ready for him yet and the devil for 
damn sure didn’t want him or he’d be a goner right now. Acer relaxed 
using only the smallest reserve of his energy and worked on conserving 
the rest. 

Lark came to mind. Then again, she was always on his mind, haunting 
him. What she wanted made him feel guilty. The no strings attached cop 
was a damn lie. It was the reason why he never dated exclusively until 
Lark. Women always wanted more. It wasn’t her fault he wasn’t whole, 
stable enough, to give her the future she saw for them. Every man wanted 
a son. One he could be proud of. But a boy deserved a full time father. Not 
someone riddled with lies and promises that failed time and again to come 
to fruition. His own father had been married to the military while his 
mother had been left to the side, himself forgotten, as the hero protected 
and served. 

Acer swore that he would never abandon his family for the sake of his 
career. Better not to have one at all. Even after time, the urge to create a 
family disappeared almost as soon as it arose. Sex, meaningful or 
meaningless, was the gratifying key to his success. 

Noting the water had receded from knocking him around, he was able 
to grab a quick drink of water. The small clean sip quenched only one part 
of his thirst. In the very fiber of his being, he wondered how Lark was 
doing, wanted to comfort her, and let her know he lived. Mainly he wanted 
to take back the rejection of her love. 

Sunlight began to peek through the cloudy sky bringing with it 
rejuvenation. How long he’d been stuck in contemplation he wasn’t sure, 
one maybe two hours at the most. The fishing boat wasn’t in sight and he 
was concerned with how far he’d drifted. First things first, he checked the 
homing beacons–-the one on the boat and the one built into his jacket. A 
loud curse left his mouth as he retrieved the replacement batteries. Both 
beacons were dead. It took patience and keen alert to replace his batteries 
as quickly as possible. Seconds ticked into a full minute before he saw the 
flashing brilliance. 

Once he got the beacons working again hunger throbbed inside him. 
The swim had sorely depleted his energy. From inside his jacket he 
withdrew one of the power bars and ripped the wrapping apart with his 
teeth. It was stale but full of protein that his body needed. He swallowed 
back the last of the bar and put the wrapper back in his jacket. Out of the 



 

 

two pouches of water he had left, he finished the first one. Taking a pisser 
was next on his agenda, gross but necessary. He took care of it and looked 
around his positioning. There were three flares left. Lighting one, he 
tossed it in the sea and watched the cloud of smoke flume up. He took the 
precautionary action, in case he fell asleep and his beacon stopped 
working, the flare could be detected for at least sixty minutes. 

Leaning his head back, he closed his eyes and held on to the boat with 
one hand , the other he threw over his face to blot out the bright sun 
glaring against the water blinding him. Was he asleep? No, just thinking. 
Pieces of some compounded puzzle were trying to come together to name 
something he was clueless to. Too tired to keep working at it, to unlock 
that part of his systematical brain, he relaxed and a semblance of peace 
settled over him, basking him with serenity. 

Cobwebs cleared, in the dimness came the resolution and with it 
warmness spread through his being. Once half-empty, now filled.. He 
couldn’t change the fact that his father hadn’t been around much or that 
he’d chosen his duty over family. However, Acer could be grateful for all 
he did have in his life, what had been right before his eyes for some time 
now. In that instant he recalled Lark’s painful past. For years she’d been 
rebuilding herself to become stronger and better than what her parents had 
been. She had overcome and opened up enough to love. She loved him as 
she’d loved no other. 

Swallowing became difficult for him. Emotion, a fickle thing, 
slammed through him with mighty force. He loved her, he’d always loved 
her. Love, marriage, a family, all of these things was in his immediate 
future. Motivated with a new purpose, he aimed to seize the devotion 
she’d been giving him for the two years, that they’d found in each other. 
Stranded in the middle of nowhere gave him what he had been missing in 
his life. It gave him hope, for the first time in a long time. He anticipated 
something fulfilling and eternal. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

Chapter Six 
 

Acer startled awake and moved his hand from over his face. 
Recognition hit him as he focused on the two medics. He smiled and 
winced. “’Bout damn time.” His voice was gruff and raspy from lack of 
water. Denmark handed him a bottle. “You know the drill. Only take a 
little at a time. When you’re ready say the word and we’ll pull you over. 
Unless you want another dip in the ocean first.” 

“Much obliged.” Acer stretched out and unscrewed the cap. Nothing 
had ever tasted so good. Not even the small amount he’d allowed himself 
the day before. When he’d consumed as much as his stomach would 
allow, he sat upright in the craft. “I’m more than ready to ditch this bitch 
and get home on hallowed ground.” He took a proffered hand and clasped 
it. The energy he thought he’d used up was present enough to get him into 
the other boat with a strong tug from his shipmates. 

“Nice to have you back, Master Chief.” Denmark chuckled. “Wait till 
everyone hears you were snoring like a baby in a crib, there’ll be plenty of 
jokes for weeks.” He grinned and clapped him good-naturedly on the 
back. 

“Yeah…yeah…yeah, what else was there to do when you all forgot 
how to work the GPS systems to find me?” It was on the edge of his 
tongue to ask how his team was. The Steadfast loomed before them as 
they sped toward it. 

Finally he’d be going home. Relief pulsated through him. Exhausted 
and tired, he wanted a shower, a cold beer, and a decent bed. Only after 
seeing Lark, to ensure she was all right. He needed to see her smile. 

On top deck, seamen moved at warp speed to bring their lost mate 
back to them. As they lowered the gear to bring him aboard hearty cheers 
went up. Loud claps and whistles could be heard all over the deck while 
friends and fellow crewmen stomped and yelled. 

Acer smiled with his chapped, bloody lips and waved at them all to 
show he was in good spirit and more than just half-alive. Taking the help 
offered, he stepped onto the metal deck and was embraced by his 
comrades. 

“You all act as if I’m dead.” 
Marshall whistled shrilly. “He needs to be examined in sickbay. Save 



 

 

the jokes for later.” 
Flanked by his medics on either side, Acer held up a hand and refused 

to be taken care of. He caught the looks from Marshall and snorted; even 
after being dehydrated for more than fourteen hours he was trained to 
survive worse. “Ready to drop yet, we can get a wheelchair?” 

Acer bore down at him. “I may be tired, dirty, hungry, and thirsty, but 
I damn sure don’t need a wheelchair,” he growled and kept moving with 
his shoulders squared and his head held high. He was tired, damn right 
exhausted. His legs were shaky, his head pounded, a splitting headache lay 
on the forefront. But he refused to be anyone’s invalid. When they reached 
sickbay he walked past the nurse on duty and took the first bed that he 
saw. 

Marshall gathered the equipment to assess his vitals, hooking him up 
to all sorts of crap. Looking at the machine parked next to him, Acer 
scowled. The sound of the cuff filling with air took his mind off things 
until his arm went numb. “Damn tight, Doc. I don’t really need all this.” 
He flicked the pulse ox off his finger and raised a brow toward the man. 
“When you’re done Nurse Betty, a beer would be nice.” 

He grabbed a set of scrubs off the table and told Marshall to turn his 
back. “You don’t need to see my arse.” 

Acer sat up and peeled down the survival suit to don the shirt. 
Standing carefully, he pushed the rest off until it pooled around his feet. 
Thankful to be free of the damn thing, he kicked it out of the way and 
pulled on the scrub bottoms before resuming the supine position on the 
bed. 

Marshall washed and dried his hands, then grabbed an IV package. 
“There’s no way you’re sticking me with that. Give me some bottles 

of water and call it a day.” 
“It’s gonna sting a bit, Master Chief.” 
He grumbled at Marshall, knowing the man was only doing his job, 

but sat there and allowed the tourniquet to be placed on his arm. 
“Motherfucker, you said it would sting,” he accused when the needle 
poked through his skin into his arm. 

“Sorry Master Chief.” The look given to him was sympathetic. 
“It’s fine, just get me back home,” Acer ordered. 
“Will do, Master Chief.” 
Acer listened to Marshall call in the good news as he laid back and 

closed his eyes. 
 



 

 

* * * * 
 
Base- 0900 Fourteen hours later 
When word came that Acer had been picked up and was headed to 

Balboa Medical Center in San Diego, Lark and everyone in Rescue One 
heaved a huge sigh of relief. The team had still not forgiven her for 
leaving him, but rallied together to show a united front and arrived at the 
hospital to wait for their teammate. 

A pin drop would have shattered the silence in the waiting room and 
gotten everyone’s attention. The friction between McCall and Lark hadn’t 
receded but grown exponentially. Her decision single handedly ruined her 
position with her teammates, and trust hard placed in the beginning would 
be virtually impossible to attain again. She hated feeling like that. Hated 
feeling like the outsider. In the back of her mind, it saddened her to think 
she might have to ask for a transfer to a new team or different base. 

Lark sat by herself, with a cup of coffee and a Sudoku puzzle. She 
used anything to keep her mind off of the current situation and the frantic 
need to see Acer alive and healthy. Popularity meant nothing to her, but 
her career meant a lot to her, as did her reputation. However, nothing 
mattered if the man she loved was badly injured. The report they’d 
received said he was alive and pending a routine assessment upon arrival. 
She noticed the older matronly woman waiting and had seen her go off 
with the doctors a few times. The gentleman with her seemed to help her 
through the ordeal. It wasn’t complex to put two and two together and 
come up with she was Acer’s mother. 

“You better hope he’s okay.” Lark shivered from the cool brush of a 
threat against her ear with McCall’s gravelly words. 

“We are members of the same military. Keep harassing me and I’ll 
see you court-martialed.” 

“You should have stayed and let us bring him in. Damn you and your 
ice-cold blood. You see his mother over there ringing her hands. If you’d 
done your job we wouldn’t be here and she wouldn’t have spent hours 
wondering if her only child was dead.” 

“When I want your opinion on how to do my job I’ll ask it. Step off. 
That’s a direct order.” The brusque demand was handed down with 
unbridled anger. 

“Fuck you, Maddox…I mean, ma’am.” He saluted her with his 
middle finger and moved back across the room to sit with Nelson and the 
others. 



 

 

Lark sighed and looked guiltily over to Johanna Davidson. 
Hours ticked by with the slowness of a snail’s race. Her once crisp 

uniform was wrinkled. Her makeup was smudged, and even after a 
reapply, showed the bags from missing sleep. Eye drops replaced the 
moisture taken by endless tears. Tears she’d shed alone. She wasn’t sure 
how much more she could handle. Her resolve would fail soon. Fretting 
wasn’t in her personality and she couldn’t help but worry and obsess over 
something out of her control. The vestige that once was, was currently 
leaving. 

A nurse looked around the waiting room and then went over to Mrs. 
Davidson. She led her down the hall, then returned. 

“Lieutenant Maddox?” 
“Yes?” Lark stood and approached. The woman’s nametag read 

Raelynn. 
“After Master Chief Davidson sees his mother, he would like to see 

you before he sees anyone else on the team,” she spoke softly, meeting 
Lark’s gaze. 

Lark ignored the looks of disdain as she walked past and waited. Mrs. 
Davidson came out of Acer’s private room and nodded to her. The sounds 
of machines humming and beeping hit her ears, making her pause inside 
the door. With clenched hands, she looked to the man she’d lost her heart 
to. For the second time in her life she did something completely out of the 
norm for her. She fainted dead away. 
 

* * * * 
 
When she came to, she was in a hospital bed with a cool cloth over 

her forehead and Raelynn standing over her. 
“You gave us quite a scare, Lieutenant, passing out that way. You hit 

your head hard enough to have a slight concussion. No blood loss though. 
We ran a full blood screen after we couldn’t rouse you to see if you had 
some underlying condition to make you lose color and collapse like that. 
Ma’am, I must say congratulations are in order. You’re pregnant, so I’ve 
taken the liberty to gather some pamphlets for you. We recommend, of 
course, our labor and delivery team. If you’d rather have a midwife instead 
of a labor and delivery doctor we can arrange our sister hospital for that.” 

Lark put her hand to her head and winced. “Please, I’m pregnant?” 
she asked hesitantly, afraid the answer would be confirmed again. 

“Yes, ma’am you are.” She nodded and smiled then her expression 



 

 

sobered. “Master Chief Davidson is very worried about you. He never got 
a chance to talk to you before you went down for the count.” 

“How is that possible? I’ve been on birth control for two years 
without incident.” 

“Try to remember if you’ve had to take any type of antibiotic or may 
have forgotten to take a pill. Birth control isn’t one hundred percent.” 

“I had a respiratory infection a few months ago. I took an inhaler and 
antibiotics for an inner ear infection. I remember because Team Two was 
up, so I didn’t miss any flying time. I don’t remember the doctor telling 
me to be more cautious.” 

“These things happen. Is there family I could call for you?” 
“No, there’s no one.” She put her hand over her face. 
“I could call the father of your child for you,” Raelynn offered. 
“He was shipped off to sea duty. I’ll call him when I get home,” she 

lied with a conviction she didn’t think she possessed. “How is the Master 
Chief?” 

“He’s as fine as can be expected. He’s anxiously waiting to be 
dismissed. Would you like to see him now?” 

Lark slowly sat up. “Yes.” She slipped off the bed and swallowed the 
fear consuming her. “I’ll just walk a bit slow. My head is throbbing a bit.” 

“Understandable.” Raelynn walked her two doors down and knocked 
on the door. 

“Thank you. I can go from here.” Lark opened the door and closed it 
behind her. Her eyes fell on Acer who was lying on the bed propped up 
with pillows behind him and a brooding expression on his face. Scrapes 
and small cuts were all over his face and arms. His hand was taped up with 
an IV attached in it. Swallowing past the knot in her throat, she finally 
looked into his eyes. 
 

* * * * 
 
 “I’m all right,” he said gruffly and crooked his finger for her to come 

over to him. Lark looked tired, and frailer than the last time he’d seen her. 
Her uniform was all mused up; her hair and makeup were worn down. The 
blonde tendrils around her face reminded him of their running trips when 
the humidity got to her unruly hair. He reached for her and took a hand 
into his. “I was worried about you.” 

“Why? I l-left you.” Brokenly, she began crying softly. 
“You did your job. No worries.” His thumb tenderly brushed over her 



 

 

palm. 
“I should have stayed.” 
“Why didn’t you?” The soft-spoken words held no malice or 

accusation in them; just a mild curiosity at what had gone wrong. 
“We’d been hit by lightning. I could barely keep it under control. I 

didn’t have a choice. It was leaving you or risk us all going down.” 
“So you left me and saved the targets and the crew. You have nothing 

to feel guilty about. If I had died, Lark, it would have been by what I do 
and enjoy doing. Nothing would have been your fault in a situation you 
had no control over.” 

Lark nodded. “How are you feeling?” 
Now that he knew what had happened, Acer fought with what he 

should do and what had to be done. He’d never been so scared in his life 
than when she’d passed out cold once she saw the condition he was in. His 
past flashed all over again. It triggered the memory of his mother falling 
apart when news of his father had been received. Next time he was in an 
accident, what then? The entire self-discovery routine he’d done while 
stranded was now undone, he was now back to the same position he was 
before. He loved her and didn’t want to feel responsible for leaving her 
like his father had left him. 

Tugging her hand, he brought her to his body and pulled her onto his 
lap. Without warning or words he pressed his lips to hers, and kissed them 
for one last time. He needed to taste her soft lips and capture her breath 
with his own before he walked away. He wanted to seize the moment, to 
love her. He ached for more, but fell short. His career was more to him 
than his personal life. The need to be the best at his job meant he couldn’t 
afford any distractions. He took her unrestrained and equally needful 
response, capturing her into his arms. His tongue played with hers 
sweeping in as deep as he could go. His body shook with a need for hers 
unrivaled by any other lover. He cupped her face gently and ran his 
stubbled chin across her face. When she moaned he breathed it in and 
sucked on her bottom lip. 

He broke the kiss off and looked into her star struck eyes, her 
emotions riding in them, and brushed his fingertip across the full lips he’d 
just swollen with his kisses. He traced the pink spots his facial hair had 
caused and cupped her face. “I am fine. Lark, there’s no easy way to say 
this but to say it outright. I can’t see you anymore personally. I can’t offer 
you what you want. It’s not in me and stringing you along isn’t fair. Please 
don’t say anything, just accept it and move on. You deserve much more 



 

 

than I’m capable of giving and I want you to find it. I want you to find the 
man who will give you the world, and not just small parts of him.” 

“I understand. I’ll see you back at base when you’re released.” 
It hurt like a punch to the gut watching her simply accept his decision. 

I’m doing the right thing. He tried to convince himself as she walked 
away, head held high, with grace and poise. Damn, what a woman. He 
blew out a harsh breath and barked come in when he heard McCall speak 
from the other side of the door. 

Acer pasted a false smile on his face when his team came in. Leaning 
back against the bed it wouldn’t take a rocket scientist to know he looked 
like shit warmed over. He took in the wondrous gazes of Nelson, McCall 
and Deavers. 

“Were you really snoring in the boat when they found you?” Deavers 
grinned and plopped down into a spare chair. 

“Yeah. That’s what they tell me.” He looked at McCall. “You okay 
there brother?” 

“We begged her for a few more seconds to get you man. We would 
never have left you behind.” 

“Then you wouldn’t have been doing your job McCall. Thank you for 
your loyalty, but remember we go out to save lives. What’s the point if we 
forget that? Even one life saved means more than my life. It’s what we do; 
it’s what we signed on to do. Remember the creed and our motto: Semper 
Paratus , Always Ready.” He shifted uncomfortably in the bed. “Now go 
get lost and bring me some beer and real food.” 

McCall chuckled. “Beer and food it is. Nelson let’s go.” 
“Isn’t that against the rules?” 
“Yeah, it is, but we’re celebrating the return of our friend. You get 

your rest Acer, and we’ll see you later …with man’s most essentials.” 
**** 
Acer turned his attention to McCall who’d volunteered to be his taxi 

home from the base. “What’s up with you man?” He reclined back in the 
government owned vehicle, in an effort to get comfortable. Still pissed 
him off the doc wouldn’t give him permission to drive anywhere for a few 
weeks. 

“I’m going to be court-martialed.” 
“What for? Did you tap another officer’s daughter?” Acer joked 

halfheartedly to jar his friend into laughing. 
“No. Insubordination toward the lieutenant. You must know she’s 

leaving and a replacement is being assigned concurrently.” 



 

 

“I received word from Polaski this morning. My advice to you is to 
take it like a man. You keep making the same mistake. I’m betting they’ll 
only dock your pay for a few months. Unless there are other charges 
against you.” 

“No, just the one.” 
“Learn to shut your mouth until you’re in the privacy of your own 

place.” 
“What about Lieutenant Maddox?” 
“Had the team stepped up and supported her for doing the right thing, 

she wouldn’t have fled. Face the facts, you did the best you could to make 
the atmosphere hostile. Now just LT Haverty is left. Do you plan on 
pushing her out as well? Jacinda is taking Maddox’s place until someone 
new is brought in. There will be a formal meeting later.” Calm and 
collected on the outside, inside Acer was seething. Lark had no business 
running away. “Nice homecoming McCall, coming back to a broken 
team.” 

Call it an omen of grand proportions, but every time he turned on his 
favorite radio station, Seize the Day by Avenged Sevenfold was playing. A 
higher power called to him, engulfing him with memories of Lark, images 
flowing like honey through his mind. It gave him cause to pause and 
reflect if pushing her away was good for them or just plain cowardice on 
his part. Unlike the song, he had pushed her out, clean out, and he 
regretted it. Now she remained in his every thought. 

The lyrics playing over the local radio station caught his notice. 
Powerful words once again calling out a clear message. He struggled to 
rein in his emotions with his best friend right next to him. The melody 
brought up unresolved feelings with a vengeance. The core meaning 
slammed into him, affecting him on a level of need he’d ignored for far 
too long. The last strains of their song came to an end, giving him a new 
outlook on life. 

Weeks passed by slowly as he helped the new team leader, Wright, 
get settled in and up to date on the team. He’d also pass the psychological 
screening, but only received clearance to teach training exercises for the 
next few months as he became acclimated after his event. Having 
something to concentrate all his attention on helped alleviate the pain of 
remembering Lark. However, keeping busy didn’t always work. Faint 
traces of her appeared everywhere. He’d swear her voice lingered, her 
laughter rang at any given moment. When he worked with the trainees he 
could hear her say, “Be safe,” in his mind before plunging in. 



 

 

Like the ghost of his father, Lark left a part of her soul to remind him 
of what he gave up. The empty space ached, and at the same time, warned 
him the clock was ticking. If he had any hopes of catching up to her, he 
needed to act now that he knew his team would be all right. 



 

 

 
 

Chapter Seven 
 

One Year Later… 
Acer parked his car and headed up the driveway of his childhood 

home. Nine months of pandering to his commander finally paid off. He 
received news that he was needed at home immediately. Fearing that his 
mother’s health was at stake, he pushed his boss and threatened to retire 
early. Enough said. They had a replacement to see to the needs of his staff 
until he could return back. Between his mother and Lark his stress level 
was high. Though, coming to see to his mother’s needs meant he had 
scarce little time to hunt Lark down and rekindle their relationship. 

Dressed in jeans and polo shirt, he climbed the stairway and rang the 
bell. When Johanna opened the door, and Acer saw her healthy face, relief 
washed over him. He stepped indoors and embraced her in a long-time-
coming hug. Her loud sigh was endearing, her scent, just the way he 
remembered. “Mama.” 

“It’s good to have you home, son.” He watched his mother bustle 
around her living room and noted the toys and baby items spread out on 
the floor. 

“Mama, did you take up childcare?” he teased lightheartedly and took 
a seat on the lazy boy recliner. 

“No, dear.” 
The sound of a baby crying took him by surprise. “Whose baby are 

you watching?” 
“Hold on, I’m trying to put him down for his nap. Ringing the 

doorbell woke him early.” He listened to her from the other room. 
“Are you healthy enough to have a baby in the house?” 
“Here, hold him. I have to go make another bottle now. You might as 

well make yourself useful.” He took the whimpering baby and held him 
against his chest. “I don’t know what to do with a baby, Ma.” The baby 
started to sob causing every muscle in his body to cringe. “Lord, save me 
from screaming babies.” Fixings for a migraine were fast approaching. 
“Can you hurry up, Mama? He doesn’t like me.” 

“Of course he likes you. He’s your son.” 
He shot to his feet and walked into the kitchen, with baby in hand. 

“Excuse me?” 



 

 

“You young people.” He watched her put a nipple on the bottle and 
leaned away from her scolding look. 

“I don’t have a son.” 
“Of course you do. He looks just like you.” His mother had the nerve 

to suck her teeth at him and plop the bottle right in the babe’s mouth. “His 
name is Aiden.” 

“Aiden what?” He inquired with a curt tone. 
“Nana, sorry I’m late. I got stuck in traffic” Lark’s voice echoed from 

the living room. 
“Lark is here.” His mother’s concerned reply clued him into her 

distress. He softened his tone to keep his son from squalling. “I can see 
that Mom.” He caught her nervous walk over to the kitchen table. With a 
small envelope in her hand, she turned her take-no-prisoners gaze on him. 
That sad look could make him ‘fess up or do just about anything for her. 

“Read this. She was sincere. I was waiting, son, for her to call you, 
but she hasn’t yet. It’s why I called the base and said we had a family 
emergency. It’s past time. She’s run long enough.” 

Acer didn’t know what to do with his mother. A more honest woman 
he’d never met, and he was disappointed in her for going along with 
Lark’s scheme. Her tears unmanned him. He handed his son to her and 
took the letter. 

 
Mrs. Davidson, 
This is going to be possibly the most difficult letter I’ve ever written. 

The day Acer was lost to us was the hardest day of my life. The guilt I 
carried around for the long hours it took to locate him taxed every one of 
us. I saw you and youre companion and knew that at least you were taken 
care of. I was thankful that you had someone to lean on during the waiting 
period. 

Shortly after seeing Acer, I fainted and during that time I found out 
I’d conceived his child. He is such a good man and he doesn’t see it. I 
know he has this hang up about balancing a family along with his job and 
the hazards of life that accompany his profession. And as I sit here, I 
cannot terminate our child or tell him that he’s going to become a father. 

I found through Acer that when you love someone you choose what is 
best for them. I do love him. I will always love him. Through our sporadic 
relationship full of fighting and intimacy, we forged a bond that I knew 
was on a higher level. Acer wasn’t ready for that level, and even now I 
find I’m incapable of forcing it on him. He carries so much hostility over 



 

 

losing his father. It’s as if he’s been on autopilot since that fateful day, 
and is carrying on living in the ghost-like image of his father. 

The strength the man possesses is out of this world, as well as his 
stubborn nature. Through it all, he is a true leader and honorable. I could 
go on all day about his different characteristics but the letter would be 
endless and take away the words I need to convey. I wish I could do for 
him what he did for me and help him open up, to allow himself to live 
fully. Taboo as it may be, I would have gladly given up my career as a 
naval aviator to help him heal and move forward in life, instead of 
dodging the bullet of death repeatedly. The rare glimpses of longing I see 
in him must be what you saw in his father all those years ago. It’s what 
gives me hope and keeps me moving forward. One day maybe, he’ll let the 
past go and show permanently the man I know he is. 

I prefer he not know of this letter. I do not wish for him to know he’s a 
father because it would force upon him something he is not ready for. I 
love him that much to not compound his fears and worries by trapping him 
in a relationship he would regret or becoming a parent. However, I don’t 
want our child to grow up without love, and selfishly ask that maybe you’ll 
allow me to keep you updated on your grandson’s growth and 
development. Enclosed is the address to my new post, a post not far from 
your home. If at any time after he’s born you’d like to see him. It would 
give me pleasure to let you at least know your grandchild. 

Lark Maddox. 
 
He clenched the worn paper. Anger clouded his judgment causing him 

to reread a second time. Five paragraphs later rage consumed him, the 
same backstabbing omission, a lie by any other standard, demanding 
retribution by any means. He dropped the letter and took his son back 
from his mother. Lark was still moving around in the other room. He 
waited patiently for her to come to him, willing his temper to last until 
he’d either dragged or moved her out of the house. His mother remained 
silent, waiting, he assumed, for the worst to happen. 

“Nana?” 
“In the kitchen, dear.” 
“Oh, I looked outside and in the nursery for you…Acer?” 
“Lark,” Acer said through clenched teeth. Seeing Lark and her lies 

sucker punched him in his soul. It took his well-honed control to stop his 
shaking rage. Seething, he forced himself to look outwardly calm while 
narrowing his eyes on her beautiful yet dishonest face. He wanted to make 



 

 

her squirm all right. She looked as if she wanted to jump clean out of her 
skin, at the knowledge he was there, in the flesh. Not a dream, but her 
worst nightmare come to life. She teeter-tottered between him and the 
open space toward the door. It didn’t take much imagination to see she 
was preparing to bolt. Her body was trembling, and he smelt her fear. 

“I’ll just take little man here and get out of your way. Thank you, 
Johanna.” 

“Stop,” he demanded with anger resonating in his voice. 
“Acer Davidson. You should take some time to process all of this. 

Lark lives a few blocks away. Wait a day. I’ll give you her address.” He 
heard his mother’s desperate plea. 

“Mother, I’m hardly a child.” His tone fell harshly. His hurt and anger 
justified in the circumstances. He watched his mother walk over to Lark, 
putting her arms around her. “Then why don’t you and Lark leave together 
to work this out. Can’t you see that you’re scaring her?” 

“Good. She should be scared, Mother. And I believe that’s an 
excellent idea. I wouldn’t bet on seeing us for a few days. Are you okay 
with watching my son?” He cut his gaze over to Lark, issuing a silent dare. 
He enjoyed her unease and planned on making her pay for the year of hell 
he’d endured not hearing from her. After handing Aiden back to his 
mother, he moved toward her and grabbed hold of Lark’s arm. 

“Wave at my mother and tell her we’ll see her in a few days,” he half 
growled at her. 

“Asshole, don’t forget you broke up with me.” He listened to the 
words hissed into his ear and gripped her arm harder. 

“Do you really want to create a scene right now, right here?” 
“I think I’ll go with Acer and talk, Johanna. Call me if there is a 

problem.” 
“We’ll be fine here, me and the young man.” Acer saw her bounce his 

child on her hip before talking to him in a softer, motherly voice, “Don’t 
worry, Aiden. Your mama and papa will make it all right.” 

“We’ll take my truck.” Acer put his hand to the small of her back, 
wishing prudently he could choke the living hell out of her for deceiving 
him. Adding a son in the mix was quite the surprise. It crossed his mind to 
be equally as mad at his mother, but she was a mother, of course she 
would agree to any scheme to get to know her grandson. He disliked 
manipulation and liars of any sort. Lark accomplished a combination of 
his two worst pet peeves in one swoop, turning it into a serious issue. 

 



 

 

 
 
 



 

 

 
 

Chapter Eight 
 

 “Why didn’t you tell me?” Acer demanded. 
Lark watched Acer grip the steering wheel and blanched when he 

pulled into traffic too quickly. “Turn left in two blocks, then right a block 
later onto Eighth avenue. My house is the dark blue one with white 
shutters, third on the left with the Navy flag in a stand on the front porch. 
And I didn’t tell you because you didn’t want the responsibility of having 
a family.” She refused to cower in the car against the door away from him, 
cognizant of his anger and hurt. She had to keep her son from feeling any 
rejection. 

“I had the right to know.” The deep timber of his voice sent shards of 
fear into the pit of her stomach. She knew she had no leg to stand on, no 
excuse for her duplicity. 

“I had the right to protect myself and my son from someone who 
didn’t want either of us—” 

“Hold up, Lark. You’re not allowed to play victim here. I should have 
been told I had a son. Get out of the truck.” 

His raw fury scared her, as much as he’d scared her half to death 
slamming on the brakes in her driveway. She held onto her seatbelt for 
dear life. Her heart hammered so loud he surely could hear it. The drive 
had ended much too quickly. The last thing she wanted to do was get out 
of the vehicle. 

Gathering her last nerve, Lark unlocked her seatbelt and climbed out. 
He held that dark, intense look about him. Relax, he won’t hurt you, she 
told herself, but in her mind she knew what he was capable of when only 
mildly annoyed. It took all her will to move forward on legs made of Jello. 
She took her keys from her purse and dropped them three times trying to 
insert them in the hole. A curse played on her lips when she finally got the 
damned thing in. 

“Nervous?” Even his grunt had her on edge. She didn’t answer, but 
kept her lips pursed. He was hot on her heels, and that was much too close 
for comfort. 

“I’m sorry you’re hurt.” 
“I’ll bet you just are. Were you ever going to tell me?” Her delay was 

his answer. “Yeah, I didn’t think so.” 



 

 

When she opened her mouth to speak she knew it was too late to 
change what came spewing out. “We can be rational adults about this. I 
don’t mind sharing custody now that you know.” It was a lame offer, but 
she held her ground. 

“Rational is the last thing I’m feeling toward you right now. Do you 
really want to test me, or insult me by suggesting visitation rights and 
court?” 

Lark didn’t know how to process raw emotion aimed directly at her. 
“We can talk,” she squeaked out. 

“Right now there is nothing that you can say that will lead toward 
your lies being forgiven. Right now, talking is for damned sure out.” 

She was caught unaware of his advance. When he pulled her roughly 
against him and crushed his mouth onto hers, she took in one deep breath 
before responding in kind. Her body shivered in want and anticipation as 
he ripped the buttons off her uniform. Chest heaving, she nipped and 
sucked back on his tongue, demanding more from him. The sound of her 
skirt ripping had her mind, body, and soul quivering. He was about to lay 
claim on her with this siege. 

“Acer.” She sighed and trembled when he ripped her panty hose and 
underwear clean off her. The look he gave her when he saw her nude body 
was one of adoration, and she loved him even more for it. She could have 
never hoped for a better homecoming, than their normal violent liaisons. 
Allowing him to see how her body had changed after childbirth worried 
her. Not a blushing schoolgirl anymore, seeing him breathing haggardly, 
feeling that impressive part of him jutting out, jumping for her touch, sent 
sparks to her neglected lust drive. Her hand freed him from his jeans, and 
then took possession of his cock 

She moaned and threw herself against him with embolden 
enthusiasm. She ran her hand along the length of him and touched the 
pulsating vein of his arousal. One look into those fathomless eyes and she 
was lost in a sumptuous storm that shook her to her center. All she could 
do was taste and suck on his mouth, feel his tongue forcing its way down 
her throat. One year of need and pent up frustration unraveled. 

She pushed her body against his, her ample breasts crushed against 
his chest the rougher she teased and dug her nails into his skin. Her body 
craved him. He took control again and it pissed her off. She was so ready 
to be the instigator of the homecoming, but by the looks of him, he 
wouldn’t be denied and it caused a dark shiver to race up her spine. 

Her back hit the kitchen table, its belongings swept to clatter on the 



 

 

floor, she had no other recourse, but to wrap her long legs around him and 
take the pounding he was dishing out. Lark screamed. Too much time had 
passed since they’d last been intimate. Her starving body sang, yes, her 
heart more cautious, remained guarded. He grappled with his shirt for one 
slow torturous moment, and peeled it off. She loved it when he paused to 
do that, made her salivate. She skimmed her hands over his broad torso 
kissing his arms, his chest, nipping his nipples with her mouth. 

Sobs of, “I’m sorry,” fell on deaf ears. Her body became a mass of 
skittered nerves begging for relief. When she pressed her palms down his 
back, the feel of his rippling muscles bunched against her fingertips. She 
looked deep into his eyes and found no signs of forgiveness, just pure 
unadulterated lust. Brazenly she brushed her body against his consumed 
by the fire he was relighting within her. Acceptance of his anger settled in 
her heart, even welcomed, if only to find absolution disguised by pleasure. 

His hands slipped under her lower back and arched her hips up off the 
table. Soft pleas left her mouth, pleas to bring it all to an end. She couldn’t 
take any more of what he was doing to her. Her skin sweaty, hair 
plastered, breasts ached to be sucked to be touched. Her body braced, 
waiting for his next slam into her. Her erogenous spots wouldn’t be 
appeased. 

“Acer,” she begged, well past the point of breaking into a million 
pieces. 

“Keep begging.” 
“Have mercy on me, please.” 
“That would be too easy. You know me better than that. Why should I 

be merciful? You don’t deserve my mercy, do you?” He nipped her nipple 
and sucked it into his mouth. 

“I didn’t do it to hurt you. I did it to protect you.” She moaned, aching 
for him to thrust into her body again instead of being motionless, looking 
down at her with those dark unforgiving eyes. Her nipple was sore from 
his bite. The wet muscles of her pussy tightened around him as if pulling 
him further inside. Nervously she ran her hands up his back in an attempt 
to soothe his pain. He looked fierce, his jaw rigidly set. She could feel his 
body shaking. The amount of restraint he demanded of himself was visible 
when he began those deep pushes back into her. Her gaze never left his 
while he screwed her unceremoniously. She would’ve reached up to kiss 
his chest or run her teeth along his neck, anything to make his pain all 
better. 

“You’ll come when I tell you to and not a second before.” 



 

 

The inflection in his voice sent shards of pleasure down her body. 
Here was the Acer she could deal with. Nodding, she tightened her legs 
around him and held on. She was already close to climaxing; her body 
continued to heat up and pine for the last motion that would render her 
speechless and lax. Only he didn’t deliver it the way she wanted. Instead 
she repeatedly forced herself to stop coming each time he tormented her 
with a brush over her clit with a finger or a thumb mid-stroke. End it 
already, was on the tip of her tongue. Rocking up to meet his thrusts, she 
placed her hands on his sweat-drenched skin. Her equally sweaty skin, 
pebbled as the cool air hit it when he withdrew. 

“I can’t take anymore.” 
She heard his growl and blanched as his pelvis slammed down on 

hers. His hand wrapped in her hair. It felt so good she purred, her walls 
clenching around his cock. The ensuing groan dragged from his lips gave 
her cause to smile. She raked her nails over his chest and ground down on 
him. Finally, her body hummed in relief. She was sensitive, orgasm 
washing over her. He’d found his culmination in hers, her walls pulling his 
seed from him hungrily. Panting and exhausted, she looked up at him. His 
expression was no longer tense or closed off. Etched over his face was the 
pain of being lied to. She vowed to make up her transgressions by showing 
Acer all the love she and Aiden could give him. 
 

* * * * 
 
Acer acknowledged her remorse, but his hurt didn’t lessen any. “I 

don’t know how long it will take for me to forgive you for keeping my son 
from me, and luring my mother into lying for you. I have never been this 
mad in my life. At the same time, I sent you away. I do take that into 
account, but only so far. I’ve been trying to find you, changing my life 
with the sole purpose of asking you to consider marrying me. 

“We have a son who needs both parents. I won’t ask you to marry me 
unless you’re willing to accept that fixing us won’t be easy or right away. 
The road will be rocky and I can’t promise how much time will pass 
before I can trust you. I want you as my wife, Lark, along with everything 
that comes with having a commitment being a husband, the vows of two 
loving, trusting individuals.” He moved out of her and stood over her 
waiting for her response. 

“I just don’t want to fight.” 
“We’re talking right now.” He handed her his shirt to cover up with 



 

 

and pulled up his pants. 
“What if I told you that I don’t want a proposal from you?” 
“I’d call you a liar. You’ve wanted it for years. The incriminating 

letter you wrote to my mother seals it.” 
“Why is it now you feel like you can balance a career and a family at 

once? You’re suddenly not afraid of being your father?” 
“I was never afraid of being my father. I made a choice not to live the 

life he did, and decided it was the wrong choice for many reasons. I have 
no qualms about handling a family and a career.” He shrugged. 

“This isn’t because you came home and found out you were a father? 
It’s not rushed?” she inquired, her teeth nibbling her bottom lip. 

“I took the test six months ago, Lark. I applied for leave when I 
passed and got denied. You walked right into my path. I didn’t expect to 
find you when I came home.” 

“I understand, but you have to understand that hurt is a two way 
street, Acer. You pushed me away, destroyed me deep enough to send me 
running.” 

“All you had to do was talk to me Lark, and who knows, we might 
have avoided this sticky situation.” 

“What ifs aren’t going to do any good. You have to get orders 
changed, that takes time. We need that time to work on our relationship, to 
test if we have what it takes to make a long lasting marriage.” 

“Seize the day. I’m not going to live my life regretting not taking 
what I want. I’ll get my orders changed. We’ll talk over the phone, e-mail, 
and I will come home, Lark.” He kissed her lips possessively. “Get 
dressed. I have to return you for your car and I need to get back to base to 
get things started.” 

“Don’t you want to stay and get to know your son for a few days 
first?” 

“Why would I do that and then leave? I’ll return as quickly as 
possible. I promise.” He watched her peel his shirt and hand it back. She 
had grit, enough to waltz past him naked. He was ready for her when she 
returned in a pair of jeans and a tank top. He helped her into the car and 
drove the short distance back to his mother’s. 

Acer knocked on the door. His mother answered with a finger over 
her mouth and a look of surprise at their unexpected arrival. 

“Is Aiden sleeping?” 
“I just got him to sleep.” 
Acer stepped in and followed his mother to the nursery decked in blue 



 

 

with dinosaurs and lizard borders on the wall. Peering into the crib, he 
looked down with love at his beautiful slumbering child. He softly touched 
his head. Quietly he stepped back out of the room, thankful his mother had 
given him a few minutes of privacy. “I’ll be back as soon as I can, Mama.” 

“I love Lark like a daughter, son.” 
“I noticed. You went for her hair-brained scheme. Before you ask, no 

wedding is going to happen right now. I plan on asking her, eventually.” 
He looked at his mother’s crestfallen face. “You’ll have your daughter-in-
law, but only when we get past this mess,” he grumbled and kissed her 
cheek. “I forgive you for listening to her.” 

“Thank you.” 
“I should get going. I’ll tell Lark to go home. She can pick Aiden up 

later tonight.” He smiled at his mother and walked out of the house. Lark 
waited for him at her car. Kissing her one last time, he then opened the 
driver’s door. “Our son is sleeping. My mother will call you when he 
wakes. Get some rest Lark. I’ll be home as soon as I can.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

Chapter Nine 
 

San Diego life sucked. Acer’s patience was wearing thin. He’d given 
Polaski his request to change command posts twenty-four hours after he’d 
returned to base. Two months later, request denied arrived on his desk via 
messenger. He took a look at the paperwork denoting he’d be obliged to 
finish out his current orders. Commander Polaski had given him two 
candidates for consideration on filling his role. He surmised her decision 
to be a prudent one, with no qualified personnel currently available. 
Added with his disregard of the UCMJ rules of conduct, to allow him to 
transfer to where Lark resided would give the impression such behavior 
was acceptable and not subjected to swift consequences. 

No matter how bad he wanted to be with his son and Lark, he had a 
responsibility to provide his crew with a proper leader, and had to be held 
to the same rules of the masses. He spent his off time e-mailing Lark. She 
had provided a live feed for him to watch their son when she wasn’t on 
duty. It was a slow process, but things between them were hashing out. 
His body hurt; deciding not to return until he could stay was taking a toll. 
With things so good, he wanted to hop a plane and go to her. Not bloody 
likely, and the whole situation was making him testy. 

“McCall.” He turned to his best friend. “How’d it go?” 
“I don’t want to talk about it.” 
“It couldn’t have been that bad man.” Acer chuckled 
“I got docked like you said. That isn’t the worst of it.” Acer 

suppressed chuckling again over his friend’s sour faced expression. 
“Sensitivity training. They ordered me to take sensitivity training this 

time. Can you believe that bullshit?” 
“Yeah man. I can. Face it. You’ve chosen to act insubordinately every 

time a female has joined our team. Lark was the first one to call you on it, 
Jacinda the second. You got off easy last year with a slap on the wrist and 
a small fine. You still have the same problem. Command could’ve booted 
you out. ” Acer shrugged. 

“I don’t need that class.” 
“You do, and for reasons you refuse to acknowledge. As your friend I 

hope you’ll come to terms with your childhood issues. As your supervisor, 
you’ll go as ordered.” 



 

 

“When are you leaving?” 
“I’m not. I have leave set up. I’ll be gone for a few months at most, 

then back here to work. Polaski denied my request. I must have had balls 
of steel to make her look like a fool and then try to skirt out of 
responsibility to the same base Lark transferred to. She’s peeved right 
now.” 

“Surely not, you’re an officer now. You and Lark are the same level. 
No one should object.” 

“With Aiden born prior to the test, there’s no disputing that we 
fraternized. It’s the reason Lark is based on the east coast and I’m here, so 
it looks better. We’re not getting the boot, but it’ll be a mark on my 
record.” 

“What’s one mark when you have such a clean reputation?” 
“Think you’ll pass your sensitivity class?” 

“Changing the subject?” 
“To answer your question, integrity, honesty and ethics are why a 

mark on my record will bother me. Now shut it, you were an asshole to 
Lark and Jacinda.” 

“You can’t help who you fall in love with man.” 
“Doesn’t make it any less of an offense.” Acer pulled out his cell 

phone as it vibrated and smiled. “Hold on a sec, McCall. Hey beautiful, 
did you get the flowers and the toys I sent?” 

“Yes, the lilies were very pretty. Roses last week, lilies this week, 
what’s next weeks?” He heard her laugh. 

“I’m glad you like them. How is everything on your end?’ 
“Good news first or bad news?” 
“Bad.” 
“I applied to resign my commission and just pay to discharge. But 

Polaski’s reach is mighty long. I’ve been demoted and will serve out my 
transfer orders here.” 

“Ouch. Same on my end, I’m taking leave to come back to see you for 
a few months. I didn’t think they’d deny your request since we’ll both be 
up in the air.” 

“I’m getting flack for seducing a brilliant Master Chief into my bed.” 
“I don’t find the humor funny, stop it.” His tone sobered. He didn’t 

like the thought of them both being on dangerous missions with a new 
baby. 

“It’s true. The command here considers what I did running away from 
responsibility and lying. I agree. I always knew we could get caught. Our 



 

 

son is all the proof they needed,.I miss him when I’m gone Acer, but I 
don’t blame them. The government spent a considerable amount of money 
and time training me. I’d have left it for us though. I hope you know that.” 

“You’d leave your career?” 
“Of course I would. You matter, your career is who you are, and it 

defines you. I love you more than I love flying for the military.” 
“I don’t know what to say.” Acer was shocked and pleased by her 

words. 
“Say you’re coming home to visit soon.” The wistful longing in her 

voice tugged at his heart. 
“I don’t know when, soon though.” 
“Then say you love me.” 
“You know I do, Lark.” 
“Say it, or no Aiden update.” 
“Cheeky witch, I love you. How’s my boy?” 
“I knew you had it in you and you didn’t even whisper it. Aiden said 

dada. I, of course, think it’s baloney. He should be saying mama.” Her 
laughter was infectious. He sat on the phone in the hallway of his job with 
a stupid grin. 

“Oh damn I’m becoming one of those soft men.” 
“There’s nothing soft about you, Acer Davidson.” 
“My respect meter is gonna go down the tube now,” he growled. 
“They’ll love you more for it.” 
He was trying to find it amusing, but with McCall in stitches next to 

him, uncaring how many death glares he sent, it was a lost cause. 
“LT Davidson. The Commanding Officer said to hand you these.” He 

took the file from Nelson and opened them, bracing his phone against his 
ear. He scanned the documents and grinned big. “I’ll be home within the 
week.” Relief soared through him. No way did he think he’d have leave 
papers handed to him. “I have to go, sexy. I have planning and packing to 
do.” He listened to her say bye and hung up. 

“Congrats. I’m off. If you jet out before we have a chance to hang, 
keep in touch.” McCall slapped him on the back, in brotherly affection. 

“I will. Hey, listen and learn something while you’re there. That’s my 
advice to you man. See you in a few months.” Acer left to begin packing. 
He had a family waiting for him. 

 
 

The End 
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