








 

Tempted

Special Forces Team Series Book 1

 

Susan Raynes and Lesley Schuldt





ISBN: 978-3-94576-665-1

All rights reserved. Any reproduction or other unauthorized use of the material or artwork herein is prohibited. 
Any similarities to persons living or dead is purely coincidental.











Table of Contents


	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5 

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Dear Reader

	Imprint




Chapter 1

Liz leaned against the trunk of a beech tree, completely at ease, her ankles casually crossed. She stood so deeply in the shadow of the setting sun that she blended into it and wasnt visible at first glance. 
 
For a few minutes she watched the couple that stood at some distance from her and the large mansion. Liz turned away from them and let her gaze wander over the extensive garden with its abundantly flowering beds. In addition to the massive wall that bordered the entire property, perfectly manicured trees surrounded the enormous estate and shielded it from curious glances. 
 
The grass, the borders and the ornamental plants that had been laid out symmetrically by an army of landscapers further emphasized the grand character of the estate. Liz wondered how long those underpaid gardeners toiled every day to keep the grounds in such pristine condition.
 
She thought back to the time when the garden hadnt looked so immaculate, back when it looked more like one tended by a loving hand than one destined for the pages of a lifestyle magazine. It had been more than fifteen years since her mother, Isabelle Gibson, had looked after the garden. Although shed had some help, hardly a day had gone by when Isabelle didnt spend time in her garden.
 
She had been just as gentle with her rebellious children as she had been with her flowers. Her love engulfed them like a sweet perfume. That unconditional love had given Liz an indescribable feeling of security and protection. A single encouraging smile from Isabelle had been enough to send Lizs childhood worries, and later her teenage ones, up in smoke. Her father, Harold, had loved his children unconditionally as well, but he couldnt always be there for her; he was too busy at work, growing his company. Her stomach clenching painfully, Liz let her head sink against the brittle trunk of the tree and closed her eyelids as she recalled the day of the accident that had so abruptly changed her life.
 
It had happened only four weeks shy of her fourteenth birthday. Shed persuaded her friend, Maggiea red-haired tornado who was always up for a good timeto hang out longer with her at the mall. If she hadnt, they wouldnt have missed the bus and she wouldnt have had to call home for a ride. Lizs mother had chided her on the phone for dawdling, but nonetheless promised to pick up the two girls. Two hours later, the familiar Thunderbird coupe still hadnt shown up in front of the mall entrance, so Maggie called her mother. When Beatrice pulled up to the curb a half hour later, she got out and broke into tears the minute she saw Liz. She pulled Liz into her arms, held her tightly, almost painfully to her and whispered again and again how sorry she was.
 
What are you sorry for? asked Liz in a choked voice, understanding that something terrible must have happened for the unflappable Beatrice to have burst into tears in public. What are you sorry about? Wheres my mother? Whats happened? At first anxious, then panicked, she asked again and again, until Maggies mother stopped sobbing long enough to explain. Liz stared at Beatrice in wide-eyed disbelief. She shook her head repeatedly, wrapped her arms around herself and stepped back from the woman who claimed something that simply wasnt true. Because it couldnt be true. When Maggies mother reached a shaking hand out to her and pulled her into her arms, Liz couldnt hold back her tears any longer. At first she clung to the older woman, sobbing, then she pushed Beatrice away with all her strength. Disoriented and blinded by tears, Liz ran from her. Her thoughts tumbled incoherently. Distraught, Liz ran across the enormous parking lot and stumbled into a busy multi-lane road, not caring that she was endangering her life.
 
That she survived that day was due to the quick intervention of an alert policeman. He pulled her back, just in time, from a truck whose driver had frantically slammed on his brakes. The policeman held Liz tightly on the grassy shoulder so that she wouldnt run into the road again, while she cried, flailed, and screamed for her mother. After a long time passed, Liz stopped crying, and she went limp in the policemans arms, staring ahead as tears ran down her cheeks. Maggie and Beatrice talking to Liz in turnsLiz wasnt aware of any of it. She could think of nothing but the terrible accident that Beatrice said had caused the death of her beloved mother. 
 
A fully-loaded semi-truck had plowed into a traffic jam that had formed around a construction area on the highway, and several cars had been crushed together. More than a dozen vehicles were involved in the collision. The emergency workers had to use heavy equipment to extricate the occupants from their vehicles. Lizs mothers Thunderbird coupe was at the end of the traffic jam and was struck first, taking the worst of the impact. She was the first person the rescuers pulled out, but the injuries shed sustained were severe. She died on the way to the hospital. 
 
Like a house of cards, Lizs idyllic world collapsed. For a long time she blamed herself for her mothers death. If she hadnt dawdled, her mother wouldnt have been on the road and shed still be alive. Feelings of guilt caused Liz to shut herself off from her family and she withdrew from them more and more, believing herself no longer worthy of their love and affection. Liz even avoided her brother, John, whom she idolized. And she didnt let her father near her since he could hardly bear the death of his beloved wife, whom Liz resembled so closely.
 
It was years before Liz understood that her mothers death wasnt her fault and that no one blamed her for it. But by that time, the gulf between her family and her had become insurmountable. 
 
Liz opened her eyes slowly and stared at the thick treetops above, trying to shake off her bleak thoughts of the past. Only the here and now counted, and this meant that she would likely have another argument with her father tonight. Just like she did every time she saw him. 
 
Needing something to take her mind off her upcoming meeting with her father she turned her gaze back toward the couple shed noticed earlier and studied them.
 
Interesting, really interesting, she thought. She pushed a light blonde strand of hair back from her face and shoved it behind her ear before looking at her watch. Feeling curious, for the next ten minutes Liz watched the smartly dressed couple as they stood side by side looking at the gardens and talked softly, but animatedly. She didnt know who the man was, but she did know the young woman who was with him. It was Annie, her brothers fiance. Though they were too far away for her to overhear what they were saying, she couldnt help but wonder: What were these two doing alone in this isolated part of the garden?
 
Liz scrutinized the stranger closerat least what she could see of him. At the moment, that was only his impressive backside. She took in every detail. She judged him to be a little over six feet, maybe even a little taller. He wore his dark brown hair short, almost military-short. His dark suit fit perfectly. In summary, he looked good. Liz instinctively knew that he wouldnt be the type to still be living with mom and dad, trying to cash in on their success.
 
Her eyes were glued to his muscular body. Shed been longing for a distraction, and here was the perfect one. Liz decided that it was time to grill the guy who was talking so amicably with her sister-in-lawand who didnt seem to care a bit that Annie was already spoken for.
 
She took a sip of the beer that she held loosely in her left hand and pushed off from where shed been leaning against the wide tree trunk. As she stepped leisurely out of her hiding spot, she pulled a small pack from her jacket pocket, shook out a cigarette and shoved it between her full lips. She lit it and inhaled deeply.
 
Liz stopped just a few steps away from the couple, who were so intent on their conversation they still hadnt noticed her. She gave a scornful laugh and the broad-shouldered man turned toward her abruptly. He stared perplexed at Liz for a minute, one eyebrow rising in question. Liz ignored him and turned instead toward her future sister-in-law.
 
John is probably looking for you, Annie. Dont you think you should go find him before he wonders where youre hiding?
 
Liz! Where did you come from? I didnt even see you.
 
Liz smirked. Annie had spun around in shock. To be caught in the act like this really had to suck for her. Or was she just surprised by Lizs unexpected appearance? That certainly couldnt be it, so she decided to give her brothers fiance a little grief. I can certainly believe that. You were pretty preoccupied. Am I interrupting something?
 
Its not what you think.
 
No, no, of course not. What am I thinking, anyway? The corner of Lizs mouth twitched scornfully. She inhaled again and studied Annie with feigned friendliness. But her sister-in-law-to-be wasnt so easily intimidated. 
 
 
 
Annie sighed, shook her head irritably so that her dark curls flew wildly back and forth, then turned to her companion, pointedly ignoring Liz, just as if she were a rude little girl. Annie had known Johns sister for some time now and had witnessed more than enough of her antics to still be impressed by them.
 
In the beginning, Lizs belligerent attitude had been completely incomprehensible to Annie. Then John had explained how much their mothers death had changed his sister.
 
Everyone processed traumatic experiences differently and it distressed Annie to see how much Liz still suffered from the loss of her mother after all these years. She would have loved to have a better relationship with her future sister-in-law, if only Liz wouldnt nip every attempt she made to get closer to her in the bud. Annie wasnt going to give up though; she liked Liz too much for that.
 
Shed learned a while ago that when Liz was so confrontational she could take the wind out of Lizs sails by simply ignoring her and her barbed comments. The other option was to simply walk awayand thats exactly what she did now.
 
Im sorry, Gray! Ill see you later, and when I do, Ill tell you more about what the landscape architects working on the green space design said. With one last, disapproving glance at the troublemaker, Annie turned and left Gray and Liz in the garden.
 
 
 
Liz thought about Annies words. Landscape architect? Green space design? Uh oh. She realized that shed put her foot in her mouth pretty badly this time.
 
Maybe I should have eavesdropped first before I went on the attack. Liz gazed after Annie, but she didnt really feel any regret.
 
Oh well. Liz shrugged. Her future sister-in-law was used to it and was so soft-hearted, she would forgive Lizs faux pas as she always did, despite the irritation she had displayed upon leaving.
 
 
 
***
 
 
 
Surprised by the display of rudeness hed just witnessed, Gray examined the scruffy figure who had interrupted his conversation with Annie. Judging by her clothes, he figured she didnt have any business here. Her washed-out, faded black jeans were so torn, it was a miracle that they even stayed on her body, and her T-shirt was so short that it ended more than a hands width before her waistband. The dark brown leather jacket she wore over her shirtwhich was, in his opinion, much too shorthad also seen better days, and was raw and shabby in many spots. His gaze lingered on the bare, lightly tanned skin of her stomach and on her navel, making him feel something like embarrassment. He hoped the brat couldnt read minds.
 
He tried to appear as relaxed as possible and let his gaze wander to her face which was framed by chin-length, messy, light blonde hair. Every so often, a stray strand would tickle the delicate, smooth skin of her face and she would sweep it away with an impatient gesture. 
 
Liz turned toward Gray and looked up at him. A mocking expression was in her flashing blue eyes, and was mirrored in her smile. Was that a challenge?
 
Didnt anyone teach you manners when you were a child? Who are you anyway that you dare to speak to her like that? His eyebrows were knit close and his gray eyes roamed over her shapely figure again.
 
You heard, Gray! The malicious way she emphasized his name made it clear that she was either making fun of him or actually provoking him. Or both. That had never happened in his thirty-six years. He was used to being given proper respect. 
 
OK, fine, he decided. Then he would try to come down to her level. Your name is Liz, then, is it? Is that short for Elizabeth? He ventured a guess in order to try to learn more about her.
 
Looks like I have a regular brain surgeon here.
 
You take quite a few liberties for an employee, he challenged her. Then Gray remembered the womans insolent manner toward Annie and realized that she couldnt be a staff member. No maid who valued her job would behave so rudely to a guest like him, and even more to the point, would know better than to act up with her employer or his family. She had to be related to Annie or the Gibsons. There was no other explanation. 
 
The woman roared with laughter and called him an ass. This didnt particularly surprise him. Gray had expected shed respond something like that, and in a way, he found her antics funny. So, youre not an employee, he said. Who are you then? A scarecrow the gardener forgot? Thats what you look like in those tattered clothes.
 
Go on. Keep going! Her lips turned upward in a broad grin and her attitude seemed to turn even saucier. But I assure you, itll take more than that to insult me. Liz took one last drag from her cigarette, flicked it onto the beautifully maintained grass and ground it out. Then she lifted her beer bottle to her lips and took a swig. It didnt escape Grays notice that the beer was alcohol-free. Something doesnt jibe here, he thought. 
 
Gray studied her. Something about her seemed familiar. He crossed his arms over his chest and said in a casual tone, Whoever invited you here is insane. The remark was clearly a provocation and he was sure shed have to react. But before Liz could respond, he suddenly realized who she was. 
 
Some time ago John had mentioned his little sister, Lizzie, in a conversation. At the time, Gray had noticed the sorrow and dejection in Johns face and he hadnt pried further. Whatever had saddened John was a family matter and it didnt involve him. If Harold and John didnt voluntarily talk about it, he wouldnt press them.
 
The woman in front of him now couldnt be anyone else other than Harolds daughter. He was absolutely sure of it now. He would have known it even without remembering the twenty-year-old newspaper photo he had uncovered during his investigation into Harold Gibsons background. Standing next to Harold in the newspaper photo, had been a woman who bore a striking similarity to Liz. Isabelle Gibson, Harold Gibsons dead wife.
 
I doubt John will be very happy when he learns that one of his guests called him insane. The furious flash in Lizs eyes confirmed his suspicion.
 
Gray laughed and tilted his head toward her. Nice to meet you, Elizabeth Gibson. Im Grayson Blackwood.
 
Liz blinked in surprised, looked at him startled and then laughed. He had baited her and she had blundered into it blindly.
 
Now weve got that out of the way. She glanced at her watch. If you dont mind, Im heading inside now to say hello to the company.
 
Gray sensed from her casual comment that something unpleasant was going to happen. Judging from how hed just met her, he figured she was about to put Harold and John in an awkward situation with the other guests. If Liz made a dramatic entrance and insulted the investors and business partners the way shed just insulted him, they might worry about whether Harold Gibson could possibly have everything as under control as it seemed he always had. They might then decide to put their money someplace that seemed more secure. He didnt want to think about how the upper-class investors - to whom the word etiquette meant something - would react if Harolds daughter lumbered in, flopped down onto a chair, put her feet up onto the table and poked her elderly tablemate in the ribs while saying with a grin, Whats up, old man?
 
Oh God, not that. The thought appalled Gray. He had known Harold and John long enough to want to spare them from such a scene and its aftermath, if it was within his power to do so. Gray glanced over Lizs shoulder and saw a small wooden toolshed. Tall trees and bright yellow ornamental bushes concealed a large part of the shed, shielding it from casual glances. Perfect.
 
But first he wanted to be absolutely sure that the drastic measures he was considering were necessary. I hope youre not planning to make a fool of your father and your brother in front of their guests. Are you?
 
So what if I am? Theyre used to it. It wouldnt be the first time. Good night. Liz turned and was already walking away when he grabbed her arm and pulled her back with one quick movement.
 
Of course, I cant allow you to bust in on the party. With lightning speed, he grabbed Liz around the waist and threw her like a bag of grain over his shoulder. He ran the couple of yards to the toolshed.
 
Hey! Put me down you jerk! Furiously Liz pounded his back with a clenched fist while she clung to the beer bottle with the other. 
 
Hastily, he opened the door for his victim, set her forcefully on her feet and gave her a gentle push on the shoulder so that she staggered backwards. After shed regained her balance, Liz set down her beer, shook the hair out of her face, gave him a furious glare and stormed back toward the door.
 
Her balled up fists hurtled toward his face, but Gray fended off her attack and shoved Lizs shoulder again, this time with a little more force. Liz stumbled backwards over a rake and landed, cursing loudly, on her bottom. Gray quickly closed the door and bolted it from the outside. Laughing softly, he told her through the closed door, Ill apologize to Harold and John for your absence during dinner, but I doubt theyll miss you making them look ridiculous in front of their guests. Ill let you out again after dinner. And if you behave yourself, tomboy, Ill even bring something to eat with me.
 
Let me out right now! Youve got to be kidding! Are you crazy? Open this door right now! Lizs voice was almost cracking. She pounded and kicked the door so hard, even the frame bent under her force.
 
Gray sincerely hoped the boards of the shed would stand up to the girls fury. Carefully he checked to make sure that the door really was locked. He circled the hut once while speaking quietly to Liz, but there was no chance of being heard over her rant. Gray straightened his suit, wiped the dust from his normally shiny shoes and, although worried about the situation, walked straight to the house. He hoped, despite everything, that the evening would be a success. 
 
Why did Liz appear so standoffish to her family? he wondered. It was obvious that they mattered to her; otherwise she wouldnt have fallen into his trap. 
 
He had known Harold and John for about a year now, and it would not be an exaggeration to describe what had developed between them as a very deep friendship. As a potential investor, Gray had been invited to participate in the thirty-fifth anniversary celebration of Gibson & Son, a construction company that had had grown enormously over the past fifteen years and which had a number of branch offices. Gray hadnt wanted to blow his chances, since he had been looking for quite a while for an opportunity to prudentlyand, above all, profitablyinvest the money he had inherited from his parents.
 
From the beginning, Harold had been friendly, candid and honest with him. He was known and valued in business circles for being an exceedingly serious business partner. No matter who Gray talked to, he heard only positive comments about Harold. That was the first reason Gray had decided to invest a significant amount of money in his company. The second and more personal reason for the investment was the immediate liking the two had for one another. They met together regularly and worked on promising ideas for how to keep the company on track.
 
When it came to business, Harold Gibson could be as hard as nails. But he showed a soft heart when dealing with the disadvantaged and the needy. In his private life, he had previously bought numerous run down properties, renovated them and then rented out the living spaces to lower-income families at highly favorable rates. This was just one more reason why Gray respected this man who was also actively supported by his son. He took care of not only his own, but of those who werent as well off. Harold never forgot what it was like to own almost nothing.
 
Before hed invested in the company, Grays investigation of his potential business partner had been exceedingly thorough. At the time, hed been only marginally interested in the fact that Harold was a widower with one son and one daughter. Grays investigation had focused mainly on Gibsons competence as a businessman and whether his enterprises were viable investments. 
 
Gibson & Son had been created from practically nothing. Over 35 years ago, Harold had inherited one of the mortgaged estates and the ailing construction company from his uncle. He put all of his energy and time in to saving both from ruin, and before long the company was once again operating in the black. Year after year, Gibson & Sons profits increased.
 
Then 15 years ago, the company suddenly began to open branch offices and to expand more rapidly, and the annual profits had increased steadily ever since. Gray guessed what the trigger had been for that explosion of growth: the sudden death of Harolds wife. As he came to know his business partner better, Gray realized that Harold had only expanded the company so he would be able to offer his beloved children a secure and worry-free future. They might have lost their mom, but at the least they wouldnt need to break their backs, as he had had to do, in order to put food in the refrigerator and a roof over their heads. 
 
What was incomprehensible to Gray was how stand-offish Liz acted toward her family; she avoided them like the plague and, gauging from how shed acted toward Annie, seemed determined to do everything she could to be seen as the black sheep of the family. She showed no respect for anything or anyone and she communicated this as bluntly as possible. Liz was actually pretty in her rumpled, wild waymore than pretty, in factbut her behavior left a lot to be desired. Gray didnt believe that her parents had made a mistake in her upbringing; something else must have triggered her off-putting manner.
 
Gray pushed back any further thoughts of Liz for now, since she was tucked safely away in the shed. He straightened his jacket, which was a little askew after his skirmish with the ball of fury. He cut across the grass, passed a bubbling fountain, and walked up the broad flight of stairs that led to a spacious patio and into the hall at the back of the mansion.
 
Gray chatted animatedly with the other guests until it was time to sit down to dinner at the long, elegantly-set table. His seat was close to the hosts. The chair to his left, however, remained empty. It was obvious that one of the guests was running late. And he knew exactly which one. 
 
 
 
The recently hired waiters were just serving the second course of the exquisite meal when the double doors flew open and Liz, who should actually have been sitting in the toolshed, strutted into the room. 
 
Good evening, gentlemen. Please excuse my tardiness; I was unfortunately delayed. The guests looked stunned and confused. With an innocent smile, she strode to the head of the table and sat in the empty chair next to Gray. She smiled politely to the party; her brother threw her a glance that could only be interpreted as one of disapproval. One of the waiters brought her a plate and Liz began to eat without ceremony. She simply ignored the curious glances that were being thrown her way from all directions. 
 
After a brief, critical scrutiny of Lizs appearance, Harold Gibson inclined his head toward his daughter and said in a hushed tone, Do you always have to make a scene when you surfaceas rare as that is, Elizabeth? And in completely inappropriate attire. Dont tell me that you didnt know that this wasnt going to be a family dinner.
 
Actually, I didnt, Dad. Do you really think I would have shown up if Id had the slightest idea this was going to be a business dinner? John had left out that little detail when he called and talked her into coming for the evening. Actually, hed more than talked her into it. He had downright coerced her.
 
Hed cut right to the chase over the phone. We havent seen you in almost four months. My God, Liz, Savannah isnt at the other end of the world; its barely an hour and a half from Brunswick, hed said. Either you come to dinner on Wednesday or Ill come over there. And Ill tell you one thing: if I have to come to you, Ill make sure I stay a while and annoy the heck out of you.
 
Liz had given a groan of frustration, which her brother took as a promise. Well see you on Wednesday night then, he said. Then he hung up before she had any chance to correct his assumption.
 
She had wanted to leave as soon as shed arrived, once she saw all of the luxury cars in the driveway. But in the end, she decided not to. She believed that John really would follow through on his threat and move in with for two or three weeks if she didnt make an appearance. 
 
She would rather have endured a meal in the family circle than be exposed to a stupid business dinner. But at the end of the day, it was completely irrelevant whether there were guests present or not. Just like she did whenever she saw her father, John and Annie, Liz would act like she didnt give a damn what they thought about her or her behavior. It had long been her practice to be her most defiant self when she was with them. Being a target of criticism by her father helped her to keep her distance from him. After all, distance was the opposite of closeness.
 
Whats the matter, Dad? Dont you like my clothes? I made such an effort too. Liz provoked her father while keeping her eyes on her plate.
 
 
 
***
 
 
 
Gray listened in on the exchange occurring next to him. Was he going to learn why Liz was the way she was so soon? He doubted it. This seemed just to be the usual way Harold and Liz spoke to one another. He threw a quick glance at John, who sat diagonally across from him. Johns grimaces and disapproving shakes of the head confirmed Grays suspicion that this was a kind of ritual between father and daughter. Feeling curious, he continued to eavesdrop on their argument.
 
 
 
***
 
 
 
You know exactly what I expect of you. No, not expect, what I wish for you.
 
Oh, yeah, I do. I should conform, Liz recited her list in a mocking tone, have a boring-as-shit jobpreferably in your company, of course, so that you can control me. I should play the dutiful daughter at dinner parties, like this one, and marry one of your empty-headed brown nosers who youd prefer to pick out yourself, so that I can eventually bless you with the requisite two point three grandchildren. No thanks!
 
Whats wrong with that? The men Ive introduced you to were all very nice. John and Annie are going to get married too.
 
Oh yeah, the two are so prim and proper, especially Annie! They simply have to get married. Liz crammed some lettuce in her mouth and while she chewed, turned to Annie. Oh, you simply must go to Lloyds; they have such enchanting china. They have these beautiful patterns with flowers. And divine table linens. Quite recently I bought gorgeous napkins there: a couple silk, twelve with ruffles and some embroidered with delicate little flowers, just like my underwearas you already know. I always have to have enough on hand. Napkins, I mean. You just never know.
 
Annie responded coolly. Interesting. You know we should swing by there together. She addressed these last words to Lizs brother. John gave Annie a tender kiss on the tip of her nose and she snuggled up to him.
 
Acting like that really isnt my thing, said Liz. Even the thought of it makes me sick. Besides, not everyone is as romantic as you and thinks of marriage as a necessary ingredient for happiness. I like my life just the way it is. I dont need change, and I dont want it. As if for emphasis, she stabbed the fish fillet on her plate with her fork, cutting it into tiny pieces. 
 
If that fish werent already dead, it certainly would be now, thought Gray in amusement. He managed to suppress a grin over this low-key, but publicly-aired conflict between two bull-headed people.
 
Now is not the proper time for this discussion. Harold ended the conversation with his daughter with a quiet sigh, apparently recognizing that she was resistant to his point of view in that moment. As always. He pasted an unconvincingly cheerful expression on his face and said in a louder voice, to her neighbor, I hope you like everything, Grayson?
 
Thanks! Everything tastes excellent, as usual. Gray smiled and threw his annoyed tablemate a questioning look. Stubbornly she stared at her plate, pushing her food listlessly in a circle from one rim to the other. Someone here doesnt want to grow up, Gray thought as he watched.
 
 
 
***
 
 
 
As usual, at the end of the dinner, the guests moved from the large hall into the adjacent lounge and finished the evening with a drink. People spontaneously formed smaller groups and made themselves comfortable on the chairs and sofas, or stood around discussing recent developments in the economy and politics. Liz shuddered as she observed the people around her. So she was supposed to do this regularly? Where was the fun? These evenings were about nothing but business, stuffy and proper. And it was supposed to be an honor to be included in this illustrious circle, with its sad small talk made by sympathetic whiners!
 
Well, did you hear? Oh no, how terrible! Oh really? You dont say! No, unbelievable! Good Lord!
 
Liz had had enough of this phony, smug posturing. This was her fathers and Johns world, but it sure wasnt hers! She had entirely different talents and interests about which her family, thankfully, knew nothing. And that was just as well.
 
I should just show up here less frequently, Liz was thinking when a young man asked her if she needed anything. She absently ordered another alcohol-free beer and took the glass with a grateful smile from the waiter when he brought it to her. Suddenly Gray appeared next to her. He too held a foamy glass of beer, with which he toasted her. A winning smile was on his lips.
 
I had you pegged for a Scotch or Bourbon drinker, she said. 
 
That goes to show, you just never know, Liz. Judging from your earlier behavior, I had to assume that you were here to ruin the party. He smiled at his mistake. His move involving the shed hadnt been necessary after all. But Liz didnt hold a grudge against him for putting herat least temporarilyout of commission.
 
Liz decided to go ahead and engage in a tentative conversation with Gray. What was wrong with a little banter? It could distract her from her gloomy thoughts for at least a little while. I can still ruin the party, she warned him. Are you going to lock me in the toolshed again to make sure I dont?
 
Oh, no. I have in mind an entirely different way to discourage your stupidity. He looked meaningfully at her mouth and let his penetrating gray eyes wander slowly over her body. Then he gave her a sensual smile and a confident look that told her the smile never failed to have its desired effect.
 
Lizs eyes opened wide in surprise and she looked at him in disbelief. Who did this smart aleck think he was? She was going to have to take the wind out of his sails. She was the one who picked out the men she wanted, not the other way around!
 
Be careful, she warned him. I am amazingly good at behaving badly and putting someone in his place. And I havent come close to putting on my best performance today.
 
I believe it. But tell me: dont you find this behavior of yours rather stupid? You should make a complete change. If you cant manage it on your own, Im sure you could find someone who could help you.
 
He sounded so sure of himself. Liz couldnt believe what she was hearing. Her eyes blazed. Im not a child that you can scold. She swept her hair out of her face and behind her ear with an impatient, jerky gesturea clear sign of her annoyance. Was everyone out to get her today?
 
Even children have better manners than you do, Liz. Whats your problem anyway? Gray grinned as she pressed her lips together in anger and gave an unladylike snort. 
 
As one of the employees headed in their direction, Liz slipped wordlessly out of her jacket and handed it to him. She gave Gray a defiant smile and turned her back to him. When he saw what was printed on her T-shirt, he gave a strained laugh. In bright yellow letters across the black material was the message: FUCK OFF! Gray turned partially away, took a sip of beer and gave his curt reply. 
 
Grow up!
 




Chapter 2

Harold kept an eye on the interaction between his daughter and Gray, whom he regarded as a son and with whom he had developed a friendship that was deeper than its duration would seem to merit. Gray was a remarkable, honest young man. And he would really be a great candidate to woo Liz. That wasnt the reason hed been invited, however, and he certainly wasnt interested in Liz, who was behaving as rudely as ever. When Harold noticed the words printed on Lizs shirt, his eyes grew large and he gave a horrified groan. Not again!
 
He remembered all too well the last time shed worn that shirt. It had taken Harold forever to soothe the young man she had attacked with insults in order to escape his attention. In hindsight, Harold had to admit that Jerome and Liz would not have been a good match. He was too rigid, too old school, and his daughter, much too wild. 
 
Gray, however, merely laughed in the face of her obvious rejection of him, and this gave Harold hope. If she hadnt yet driven him away with her impossible behavior, maybe something could yet develop between the two. Gray would simply have to hang on and not give up.
 
Harold gave a soft sigh, as he often did when thinking about his daughter. He remembered the day when hed held her in his arms for the first time, his sweet little Liz. Those small fists, tiny fingers, petite mouth He thought wistfully of his wife who had died far too early and had left him with two teenagers, each one wilder than the other.
 
Liz was the image of her mother, with her light blonde hair and baby blue eyes and her slender, yet extremely feminine figure. But she wasnt exactly like her mother. Temperamentally, they were as different as night and day. Whereas Isabelle had been sweet-tempered, level-headed and gentle, her daughter was stubborn, reckless and wild. Harold couldnt imagine from whom shed inherited these traits. 
 
It was his daughter whod caused his hair to go gray early in life. She was always in trouble, most of the time with her brother. John was the older sibling, but when he and Liz were young he had repeatedly let her put him up to crazy pranks.
 
Harold clearly remembered the day when hed found one of his neighbors Persian cats on the desk in his office, its fur having been dyed pink. Immediately he went looking for his children. He didnt run in to either John or Liz, but he did stumble across three more catsone completely green, one with blue stripes and one covered in orange-colored flecks. He and Isabelle had collected the four animals, muscled them into the bathroom and with water and a lot of soap managed to return them to their original cream color. Luckily, the children had not used permanent dye. And, also luckily, the cats appeared to be used to rigorous baths, otherwise he and his wife might have been badly injured by the noble creatures. As punishment for their crime, he had imposed on Liz and John a four-week voluntary service at an animal shelter.
 
And then there was the episode with the kitchen. Harold still preferred not to think about the damage that had been done. In an attempt to create an icy surface for skating, his children had flooded the newly remodeled kitchen in the middle of the night, opening the doors of the freezer and turning it to its coldest setting. Damages ran into the thousands of dollars. Harold felt driven to his parental limits by this kind of fun. He had felt the urge to give them a good hiding. Take it out of our inheritance, Liz had said with a shrug when he confronted her at the time.
 
Thankfully, such nonsense was a thing of the past. Over time, John had matured into a serious and responsible young man, and two years ago had met and fallen in love with Annie. Harold wasnt worried about him at all. His son was grown up and capable of making his own way in the world.
 
Lizs development, on the other hand, had gone much differently than expected. She had cut herself off from everyone and vehemently rejected the emotional support and affection he and John offered her. Harold could do whatever he wanted, he just couldnt relate to his daughter anymore. And that worried him. It worried him a lot. He hoped that when she finally found the right manand with that man, loveLiz would figure out what mattered most in life and find her way back to her family. But her fondness for playing childish pranks on others had driven away all potential love interests in the past. It wasnt exactly that he had is heart set on marriage for Liz. But he figured she wouldnt get into trouble as frequently once the right man was around to positively influence her. And she was often in trouble; he knew this in the way that fathers know such things, even though Liz tried to keep it from him. 
 
Lizs problems werent illegal in nature; his daughter loved justice too much for that. But he could tell there was something in her life that no one was allowed to know about, not even her own family. He had no choice but to accept the fact that she kept a secret. But what was significant about the secret was that keeping it was eating her up inside and crippling her emotionally. This knowledge only intensified his concern for her.
 
In those moments when Liz felt like she wasnt being watched, Harold saw in her eyes a yearning to be close with her family. More than once he had noticed regret reflected on his daughters face when she encountered John. What surprised him was that every attempt that Johnand later, even Anniemade to try to get closer was rebuffed. Liz obviously ached to be close to them, and yet kept herself apart.
 
She always acted counter to expectations in a deliberate attempt to cause trouble, which inevitably led to arguments. She hid herself behind walls of scathing ridicule and provoked endless discussions, as if this added layer of protection could help shield her from an unwanted surge of suppressed feelings. 
 
Harold would do anything to keep Liz from remaining alone and without love, and he knew that at some point, her relentless rebellious behavior would run its course. She hadnt made any progress on her own. She took an occasional lover, but in his opinion, that didnt count since she was still alone. If neither he nor John could reach her, then he needed to find someone else who could succeed in breaking through the protective wall Liz hid behind.
 
Liz had been building up that barrier every year since Isabelles death, and even more so recently. Liz needed a man who would take care of her, Harold thought. One who would love her and win her trust. Love and trust: the very things that, for some reason, she would no longer accept from her family, and which she withheld from them. Maybe if Liz finally found happiness in her own life, she would also let herself get closer to her family. At least, thats what Harold hoped.
 
With a satisfied smile Harold watched the way Gray kept Liz in his sight, unfazed by her obvious rejection of him. Even when he was engrossed in a conversation with Annie, his eyes followed Liz or searched for her. She had plainly piqued his interest. And, without having anticipated such a solution, Harold suddenly felt absolutely certain that Gray was the right man for his daughter.
 
 
 
***
 
 
 
John gave his sister a reproachful look. Why cant you ever behave yourself? But she only gave him her infamous mocking smile, turned her back to him, and leaned her arms on the wide, stone railing that encircled the terrace as she looked out into the rambling garden. 
 
The light, provided by the intermittently placed lanterns, made only the outline of the area discernible. Long dark shadows crept across the grass and the garden in which she had once spent countless hours playing with her brother. What trouble they had gotten into here!
 
Liz had come out on the terrace looking for peace and quiet, but since John was there, that wasnt going to happen now.
 
Why dont you just go back in and take care of Annie? What I do or dont do isnt anyones business. Leave me in peace!
 
Liz, Dad only wants whats best for you. John spoke in the beseeching manner of an older brother trying to help his younger sister. Hes worried about you and wants to make sure youre taken care of.
 
I can take care of myself.
 
With those temp jobs of yours? Johns expression betrayed the displeasure he felt over the way she made her living. Pursuing any odd job was, in his opinion, undignified, completely inappropriate, andgiven Lizs level of educationillogical. Sometimes you work, sometimes you dont. For days, even weeks, you disappear without anyone knowing where you are and what youre doing. Thats no life! You graduated from a top collegesomething you should be proud ofand you speak several languages fluently. Why dont you live up to your potential?
 
Maybe because I dont want to. Did you ever consider that possibility? I only went to college because Dad wanted me to. He made me feel guilty and talked me into it by saying that Mom would be disappointed if I didnt go, because she had expected so much from me.
 
Im sure you misunderstood him. He would never force us to do anything, John said.
 
Maybe he wouldnt force you, because youre the beloved and obedient son. She gave a soft laugh. At least you are nowadays. I, on the other hand, dont inspire love, and Im not agreeable. I never was and never will be. But you figured that out long ago.
 
If you would just try to act better, you would be a lot easier to take.
 
She gave another soft laugh and nodded. I get your point. But maybe I dont want to be tolerated. I like how I am.
 
Well, its out of my control, John said. But it would be nice if you didnt constantly offend Dad. It bothers him, even if he doesnt always show it.
 
He is tougher than you think. If he wasnt, how could he have become so successful and been able to save and rebuild a company on the verge of ruin?
 
John shook his head as if admitting that Liz was beyond help and then walked through the double glass doors into the hall to some of the remaining guests.
 
Liz felt sad as she watched him go. It wasnt easy for her to keep her distance from John. There had always been a special bond between them. They had been able to understand each other almost without talking and had gotten into more trouble together than did many other teenagers her age. At the thought of their adventures, a wistful smile flitted across her face.
 
Liz remembered very well the crazy bet that had earned her two months of grounding. She had been twelve years old at the time and John fourteen. Whenever they raced against one another, her brother beat her badly. After losing to him over and over again, she had finally had enough. The next time she challenged him to a race, he laughed and announced confidently that she would lose. But he didnt mind winning and so he accepted her challenge. The bet stipulated that the loser would have to fulfill any ridiculous wish the winner came up with, for a week. 
 
The meandering driveway in front of the house served as both the starting and ending point for their race, which consisted of one lap around the enormous family estate. John had suspected none of what Liz had planned to assure her victory. She had deliberately let herself fall behind during the race and when John turned the first corner, she ran back to the driveway. There, she jumped into her fathers black limousine and drove it straight through the garden, over the freshly mowed grass, until she was just behind her brother.
 
Distracted by the noise behind him, he turned as he ran and then abruptly stopped as he watched Liz plow through the grounds surrounding the house. Among the things she rammed was the fountain, which she demolished in an attempt to avoid the rose beds her mother loved above all else. Once Liz finally got the car under control, she shot past her horrified brother to the appointed goal. She would never in her life forget the dumbfounded expression on his face that day.
 
She won the race that day and the bet, too, although the satisfaction of winning was short-lived. When her parents saw what she had done, she got a scathing lecture from her father first, and then her mother read her the riot act. As a reward for her crowning achievement, she was grounded for two months. That was the worst punishment possible for Liz: being grounded. She hated nothing more than being forced to stay in her room. It really didnt help that John modified his own activities, keeping his outdoor ones to a minimum so he could share the punishment of staying indoors. As often as was possible, he hung out with her. A better proof of sibling love didnt exist.
 
But that was in the past. The close relationship shed had with her brother didnt exist anymore, and Liz had no doubt that this was her fault. It appeared that there was no way back for her.
 
She had kept her distance from John and her father in recent years for good reason, and shed limited her contact with them to only that which was most necessary. They were all she had left. She would never let anyone hurt them because of her; she loved her family too much for that.
 
Liz smiled. Temporary jobs? That was a delusion, but she didnt plan to ever enlighten them.
 
For the third time that evening, Lizs thoughts wandered involuntarily to the past. It felt like an eternity had passed since she was a high school graduate visiting a college with an emphasis on international economics. Just like shed told John, shed gone to college because her father had stressed again and again how much her mother had wanted that for her. His recurring statement had hit a sore spot, and Liz capitulated.
 
She hated spending all that time in college. Studying wasnt hard for her, just the opposite. She even graduated with distinction. But right up until graduation, Liz wasnt sure whether she stayed in college because of her guilty conscience or because she actually wanted to be there. 
 
The year after she graduated from college, Liz earned her living from assorted odd jobs, a move that was extremely unpopular with her father and her brother. A daughter from a good family with a distinguished college career couldnt possibly work as a waitress or barmaid, they said. They thought that was beneath her. But at that point in her life, Liz was completely indifferent to their opinions. She wanted once and for all to be rid of the guilty conscience that made her do things she didnt want to do. And she figured that would only happen once she chose a totally new path. And so it was that, at twenty-two, Liz began a rather unusualand also unplannedcareer.
 
Ever since, shed felt it would be better if none of her family knew what she did for a living. How did that saying go? Oh yeah, ignorance is bliss or something like that. Because for the last three years, she had been more than just Harold Gibsons daughter and John Gibsons sister.
 
Since she didnt want to take the chance that one of them could be put in danger, she had to set herself apart and keep contact with them to a minimum. The career that she had embarked on years ago now stood between her and her family, making a loving union impossible.
 
Liz turned and leaned back against the railing as she looked into the brightly lit hall. Her gaze rested on her father for a while and then flickered to Annie, the kind-hearted young woman whom she liked, despite not wanting to. After one last regretful glance in Johns direction, she walked down the stairs, out into the garden, and around the house. She had to get out. The pain she felt at not being able to be close to themsomething she had brought on herselfwas simply too great. And the longer she stayed close to the ones she loved, the harder it would be when she eventually had to leave. Liz had to be alone now. Hopefully, she would soon get a new assignment that would distract her and help her push down these feelings, which could be so destructive.
 
When Liz reached the large driveway, she headed straight for the large, black motorcycle shed ridden there a few hours earlier. She reached for the helmet hanging on the handlebar, pulled it over her head and impatiently tugged her jackets zipper upward. Then she sat on the machine, turned the key in the ignition and pressed the start button. Immediately the engine caught with a deep, muffled hum. Gravel flew behind the spinning back tire as she drove down the driveway at full throttle, literally fleeing the family estate.
 
 
 
***
 
 
 
Gray watched Liz thoughtfully; she had suddenly been in a huge hurry to get away. He had never come across a woman quite like her before. Usually he preferred much softer representatives of her gender, but Elizabeth Gibson had piqued his interest for some reason. It wasnt just her splendid body, her ample breasts which he briefly felt against his chest, or her narrow waist and attractive derrire. There was much more to Liz Gibson. Much, much more. 
 
She was hiding something, and whatever that something was, he wanted to flush it out. Gray had noticed the look on her face when John left her alone on the terrace; she had gazed after him almost sadly, as if something was burdening her conscience. In that moment something inexplicable stirred in him and he felt a pressing need to get to know her better. He felt almost like a teenager whofor the first time and at very first glancehad fallen in love. Of course, Gray was no teenager and he couldnt fall in love like one, but he couldnt completely shake the feeling, that that was exactly what had happened.
 
A soft ringing pulled him from his thoughts and he automatically reached into the inner pocket of his coat and pulled out his cellphone.
 
Yes?
 
We have a new job for you, Blackwood. Youll receive further details as soon as you get here with Robbins.
 
Understood.
 
It looked as if he wouldnt be dealing with Elizabeth Gibsons problem until some time in the future; right now, he had to devote himself to his real job. Gray put the phone back in his pocket and went to look for his host. After he had thanked Harold again for the invitation and had said goodbye, he climbed into his brand new, bronze Mercedes SUV.
 
As he drove, his thoughts kept circling back around to Liz. What was it about this woman that had enabled her to cast such a spell over him? Gray didnt know the answer to that question, but he was sure that sooner or later he would find out.
 




Chapter 3

From the corner of his eye, Gray watched his longtime colleague and friend Chris Robbins tear his hair out. He was clearly preoccupied with the new assignment. Without lifting his gaze from the satellite pictures and maps spread out in front of him on the table, he told Gray: Townsend just called. Hes only sending us two.
 
Just two? For an assignment like this? Doubt was clearly written on Grays face. No wonder Chris was so quiet and seemed worried. That was very unlike him.
 
Do we know them?
 
No. Townsend said weve never worked with them before. Unfortunately, I dont have their documents yet, either. Not only that, he sounded pretty strange over the phone.
 
Really? Sounds mysterious. I guess well just have to be surprised. Hopefully theyre worth their salt. The last Special Forces Team wasnt exactly brilliant.
 
Gray shuddered as he thought about the last assignment he and Chris had monitored, which had almost failed because the six soldiers hadnt followed his express orders to a T. Two of them had been injured, something that wouldnt have happened if they had pulled back the minute Gray had ordered them to. Instead theyd gotten mixed up in a dispute with the bodyguards for the drug baron, Manuel Gomez, and had been far outnumbered by Gomezs bodyguards during a worldwide manhunt. All that, even after they had already completed their assignment! Gomez was already in their custody and had only to be transferred to the United States so that he could be put on trial for multiple murders of police officers and two judges. Only by the skin of their teeth had the team, plagued by wounds, managed to avoid capture and cross the border with a securely restrained Gomez hidden in their luggage.
 
Gray and Chris belonged to a Special Forces Team which was strictly an intelligence task force whose purpose was to evaluate satellite images, examine maps and develop plans of attack. And they were former members of a Special Forces Strike Force. Strictly speaking, it was the only outfit whose members had the SFSU-IV security classification. Since then, they had also gotten SFSU-V security classification. They reported to Lt. General Townsend, who was their direct commander and the only one who could issue them orders.
 
Gray could only hope that this time they were being sent decent men and not greenhorns who had just finished their training and were determined to prove themselves, come hell or high water. 
 
Theyre approaching now, Gray.
 
Well then, lets go meet them. Are you coming, or will I be the only member of the welcoming committee?
 
Of course Im coming. The first impression is crucial. Together they walked out of the small, square room that would serve as the command center for this assignment. Outsiders might have called it a cubbyhole, as it was barely large enough to hold the large map table, computers and monitors necessary to their work.
 
The two men ran out of the building by way of a long corridor that was illuminated by a cool neon light. Outside, a US Army Light Observation- and Combat Helicopter, an OH-58 KIOWA, hovered overhead. A moment later it landed some distance away on an area marked by numerous floodlights. The helicopter door was opened from inside.
 
Both men stopped abruptly and their eyes widened in surprise. A woman jumped out of the helicoptera woman in combat gear! Stunned, the men watched for a moment, speechless and staring. The woman turned around, looked inside the helicopter and laughed at something her partner, still inside the helicopter, apparently said to her. It was impossible for Gray and Chris to catch any of their conversation. The noise coming from the helicopter blades was simply too loud.
 
Grays breath caught when he saw the second person jump out of the helicopter. It couldnt be!
 
The helicopter lifted off again, distancing itself from the base at a rapid speed, until only a soft hum could be heard. And still Gray stared at the woman in front of him, completely spellbound. Finally he found his voice and whispered in shock, Liz? But he didnt say it softly enough. Chris looked at him in amazement.
 
You know her? From where?
 
I met her at a dinner party, at her familys place.
 
 
 
Chris had already heard from Gray about his unusual encounter with a rebellious, disrespectful tomboy. Hed learned about this only because hed squeezed the information out of his friend like juice from a lemon, after noticing how uncharacteristically absentminded and distracted Gray had become. Up until that point, nothing and no one had ever been able to distract his partner from a job. 
 
Chris couldnt help but ask, Youre telling me shes the one you locked up in her own familys toolshed?
 
Yes, shes the one. The humorless comment made Chris roar with laughter. Of course, that drew both womens attention to him.
 
 
 
Liz glowered at the man who was laughing, assuming that he was making fun of them. It wouldnt have been the first time that happened. Her eyes wandered alternately from the laughing man to the man who stood next to him. 
 
When Liz saw who was waiting there for her, her eyebrows shot up and she caught her breath. It couldnt possibly be true! That was just her rotten luck. Never in her life had she expected to run into someone in her line of work who also knew her family. After a moment of panic she relaxed and sighed, resigned to the situation. Since these operations were classified, she didnt have to be afraid of being betrayed. Her secret would be safe with Gray.
 
Resolutely she walked up to both men. She stopped in front of them and, as subordinates, she and her team partner were the first to salute. Gray and Chris returned the salute. At the sight of the easy smile that played on Grays mouth, Liz knew that further formalities wouldnt be necessary.
 
Mr. Blackwood, what a pleasant surprise to meet again so soon. Are you well?
 
Uh, yes, actually, Ms. Gibson. I remember our enjoyable conversation quite fondly. Did you get home alright? Liz gave a respectful smile and nodded pleasantly. Gray kept his eyes glued on her while he absentmindedly turned to his friend. May I introduce you? Chris, this is Elizabeth Gibson. And, um, uh, Miss? Gray extended his hand to Lizs colleague, pleasantly surprised by these tough women...
 
Langner. My pleasure! Jennifer introduced herself with a nod.
 
Ms. Langner will also assist us, I assume.
 
Exactly. And am I right in assuming that youll be briefing us and monitoring the show? Jennifer was the smaller of the two women, but her forthright manner impressed Chris a lot. Her green eyes blazed and she raked one hand through her sassy short black hair.
 
Thats it, to a T. I suggest we speak less formally. Do you have any objection? The women confirmed that they didnt.
 
Well brief you and be with you by radio and satellite connections. Youll be told everything you need to know at headquarters. Just follow us! Gray and Chris turned and led the way off the landing field and back to the sprawling, one-story building where they worked. 
 
 
 
The two men seemed to recover pretty quickly from the surprise of getting two women as reinforcements. But not all doubts were eliminated. Liz and Jennifer didnt miss the dubious looks. Chris and Gray had looked them over briefly and smiled in a way that betrayed a bit of skepticism. Time and again, they came up against similar reactions by the men they worked with on their missions, but they always stood their ground.
 
They shouldered their backpacks and followed the men who would act as their eagle eyes into the tiny, windowless command center from where the operation would be monitored.
 
 
 
***
 
 
 
While Liz walked next to Jennifer, her thoughts wandered back to the fateful night seven years earlier that had changed her life. It was simply by chance that on this particular night she had been at work in a small bar on the edge of town. Liz was covering for a sick colleague and the last thing shed imagined is that shed be recruited the next morning by a Lieutenant General named Townsend for training in his Special Forces unit. 
 
Even if Liz had known that the four men who had gotten into the wild brawl were in the Army, she wouldnt have handled the situation any differently. The men were not only clearly outnumbered, they had already had several drinks, which didnt exactly give them an advantage once the fighting started. And a simple flirtation had been the catalyst.
 
The soldier couldnt have known that he was stepping on dangerous ground when he started flirting with Lizs coworker. More than anything, Rosie liked to toy with the men who came into the bar and to pit them against one another. Brazenly, she moved close to him, and that fueled a jealous reaction in her boyfriend, who also happened to be there that night. Naturally, it didnt take long for him to step in and his twelve friends joined him. The thirteen tough men lunged at the unsuspecting foursome without warning.
 
When the first chair flew, Liz called the police. Then a bar stool sailed just over her head and within seconds shed made a decision which would alter her future: Liz jumped into the fray.
 
Thanks to years of karate training, which she practiced simply to reduce stress, Liz was more than able to hold her own. She singlehandedly knocked four men out cold and didnt stop fighting until the soldiers finally had the upper hand and ended the brawl. 
 
The police showed up just in time to witness Liz instructing those who could still stand to clean up the bar and mop the wooden floor. The four soldiers, on the other hand, sat at the counter of the bar, each with a cup of coffee in front of him.
 
When the door opened again, a US Army commander stepped into the small, smoky bar. He stood in the middle of the room and looked around calmly before his penetrating gaze landed on the four men at the counter. Authority radiated from him and everyone but Liz seemed to sense that.
 
While the police took away the thugs and Lizs coworker for questioning, Lt. General Townsend turned to the soldiers, who clearly wished they were someplace far away. He gave them so much hell, they seemed to shrink on their stools right before her eyes. Liz listened to Townsends lecture for a while and then she decided that theyd had enough. She positioned herself between the lieutenant general and his subordinates, straightened up to her full five feet ten inches, and glared as she proceeded to rake him over the coals. In her opinion, she told him, there was no reason to rip into the men like that, since they hadnt done anything wrong.
 
Liz would never forget the stunned expression on his face. Townsend obviously wasnt used to someone acting like that toward him. He looked Liz over from head to toe and nodded. With a slight inclination of his head he indicated that his men should immediately exit the bar.
 
After the door had closed behind them, Liz was alone with Townsend. They stood across from one another, sizing each other up, each silently looking the other in the eyes for a moment. Suddenly a smile flashed across Townsends face, as if a brilliant idea had just occurred to him. He nodded goodbye, turned around and disappeared into the night, but not before saying the words Liz could still hear in her head: See you later! 
 
See you later? Hardly, thought Liz at the time as she took stock of the wrecked, empty bar. With a sigh, she picked up the mop and eliminated the final traces of the brawl.
 
Two hours later, Liz locked up the bar, shouldered her backpack and walked to her motorcycle. Just then, an SUV that clearly belonged to the United States Army fleet drove into the parking lot. She didnt have to read the graphic printed on the side to know whose it was. She paused and waited. The vehicle stopped an arms length away and Lt. General Townsend climbed out of the drivers side door. He walked around the vehicle, opened the passenger door and indicated the interior with a gesture.
 
Please get in, Ms. Gibson. I would like to talk with you for a bit.
 
Why should I get in your car? Im not crazy! Townsend pointed patiently with his right hand to the open door and in a pleasant and almost gentle tone repeated himself, Please get in. Liz hesitated, but then complied.
 
To this day, Liz still couldnt say exactly what had induced her to climb into the car. Most likely, she had gotten in simply because she sensed that in doing so, she would be triggering the start of a new chapter in her life, and she was curious about what that chapter would be.
 

 

 

End of preview. 
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