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        “There will be separations, but there are always reunions.”

      

      

      Ryder and Lisbeth were inseparable from kindergarten until they both decided to join the military. Ten years later, they’re both back in Sage Valley. Lisbeth is home to stay, no longer wanting the structured life of service, while Ryder is benched from an injury that could end his career. With them both wanting different things, can the love they’ve always felt finally be enough to bring them together?
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      This is a familiar scene. We’ve been here so many times before I couldn’t even guess the number. It was Jace who found this little ledge behind the waterfall, but it was Jamie who discovered the waterfall dries up enough each fall to offer easy access to the ledge until spring. He and Annie made that discovery one night when they wanted to be alone.

      Too bad it’s not spring, so we all have to get wet passing through. That feels nice though, since it’s summer and hotter than a pair of tits on a Dallas Cowboys’ cheerleader.

      Or Lisbeth.

      Dammit, I shouldn’t be thinking that way about her. Lisbeth’s a friend. One of my best friends. She gave me my first kiss, but I gave it back just as enthusiastically. It was supposed to be about practicing and getting that awkwardness out of the way with a friend.

      Friend. Yeah. Lisbeth’s a lot of things to me, but nothing so simple as friend. Sometimes, I believe I love her, but I can’t think like that. We’re all leaving in the next few days. Jace’s off to the Air Force, while Jamie’s got his heart set on being a jarhead even though it means leaving Annie behind for a while. I still can’t believe he’s doing it, since they’ve been inseparable from the day they met in kindergarten.

      Lisbeth prevaricated between the Navy and the Coast Guard before picking the Coast Guard. I think she really wants to be a SEAL, but she knows that’s unlikely. Her grandma and momma probably put some pressure on her to choose the so-called safer path too, knowing them. They love her something fierce.

      Me, I’m going to be wearing Army green for the foreseeable future. The structure of Army life appeals to me, maybe because structure’s not a thing in my house. My folks aren’t the reliable type, and they don’t care much for rules. It sounds good to a kid to grow up like that, but here I am at eighteen and have known for a few years they should’ve done better by me.

      A pang of envy shoots through me. What I wouldn’t give for a family like Lisbeth’s. The Bentleys are close and tightknit. Everyone likes and respects them, and it’s not that fake bullshit rich, pretentious people usually show. The Bentleys have more money than Midas with their thoroughbreds, but they’re downhome, kind people. They helped make me the man I am today, since Lisbeth’s my best friend.

      Friend. That word again. It feels wrong in my mind, and if I speak it aloud, I know it’ll taste wrong on my tongue, but I don’t have a better word to describe her.

      Beautiful.

      Sexy.

      Sweet.

      Okay, a few more words come to mind, but none of them are safe words to describe a girl who’s going to be mostly a memory from here on out. I sure as shit ain’t coming back to this place much once I shake off the dust of Sage Valley.

      “You okay?” asks Lisbeth as she hands me another beer.

      I take it without any real desire to drink it. The three beers before it have left my gut a mess, and my head is feeling clouded. “Yeah. Just thinking.”

      “About what?” She cracks the tab on another beer for herself, which isn’t like Lisbeth. I wonder if she’s feeling the pain of our forthcoming separation as much as I am? All four of us seem kind of down tonight. Jamie seems maybe sadder than the rest of us, since Annie’s already left for college.

      “You know. Stuff.”

      “Eloquent, Holland,” she says with a smirk.

      I shrug. Words aren’t my forte, unlike Lisbeth. She could talk for hours, and I’d hang on every syllable that passes through her plump lips. I blink to clear my thoughts. “The future. How things are gonna change after tonight. You know.”

      “Stuff,” she says with a wistful sigh before looking at Jamie and Jace, who are quieter than usual too. “Are you guys packed and ready to ship out?”

      “Yeah. I’ve got everything,” says Jamie. “My mom’s still trying to talk me out of it. I guess she doesn’t get that I signed the agreement. The Marines own my sorry ass for the next four years.”

      “They’re likely to hand it back to you.” Jace tosses a beer toward Jamie with the smartass remark.

      “It’s a nice butt. They might want to keep it.” Lisbeth wags her eyebrows as she says those words.

      They set my teeth on edge, and a scorching sensation travels up my esophagus. I bunch my hands into fists, one hand squeezing the beer can hard enough that I can feel it starting to cave in. I’m angry for no good reason. At least no reason I want to explore. “I’m all packed too,” I say, trying to distract myself from what I refuse to label as jealousy while contributing to the conversation.

      “I know that. I did ninety percent of it for you.” She nudges my arm with her elbow as she says that.

      I can’t argue. She helped me organize and ended up gathering about ninety percent of the stuff and tossing it in my duffel bag while I watched her move around like the firecracker dynamo she is.

      We drink a bit longer while staring into the fire Lisbeth started, being the first one to arrive. There’s not much to say after years of being friends, but there seems to be so much unspoken between us tonight—especially Lisbeth and me.

      “I should get going.” Jace crushes his beer cans as he stands up and tosses them in the collapsible trashcan Jamie brought, since it’s his turn to handle the rubbish. “I don’t know if I’ll see y’all again before I leave. If not, I’m gonna miss you.” He sounds a little choked up, even though he maintains his neutral expression. The Wilson men aren’t much for showing emotions.

      Not like my father, a former hippie, without much former about it. He’s not a bad guy, but he and I don’t relate all that well. He cries at the drop of a hat, while I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve cried in my life.

      I open the beer to have something to do with my hands and as a salute to Jace. “We’ll be seeing you, man.”

      He starts to go, but Lisbeth holds up a hand. “Wait.”

      Jace turns around. “Are you going to kiss me goodbye?” He winks at her.

      I ignore the surge of not-calling-it-jealousy, knowing Jace’s a horrible flirt, even with Lisbeth, and she’s like a sister to him. “Nah, but I might.” I snicker.

      Jace chuckles and shakes his head at me.

      “Let’s promise we’ll all meet up again in ten years. Right here.” Lisbeth’s eyes shine with enthusiasm, and I can’t look away from the warm brown orbs.

      Jamie shakes his head. “We can’t promise that. Who knows where we’ll all be in ten years?”

      She pouts for a second before sighing. “Okay, but promise me we’ll try to get together then.”

      “I promise,” says Jace before heading down the trail with the fleet footedness of a mountain goat. Good thing, since he doesn’t have a flashlight.

      “Yeah, me too. You know Annie and me plan to return when she’s done with college, and I’m done with service.” Jamie stands up and retrieves the bag. “You about done with those?” He shakes the plastic trashcan. “I need to get going too.”

      I pour my untouched beer into the dirt as Lisbeth drains the last bit of hers before crushing it and tossing it into Jamie’s bag. I do the same a second later.

      He stands awkwardly for a minute, shifting on his feet, and then nods at us in turn. “I’ll be seeing you.”

      “In ten years, if not before,” reminds Lisbeth as he walks away.

      Then it’s just the two of us. Silence falls, but it’s not awkward. It’s comfortable, full of memories and contentment that comes from knowing someone since kindergarten.

      She sits down, this time moving to take a spot on the rotting log beside me. I put my arm around her. It’s a familiar, friendly gesture, but it feels like more tonight.

      As one, we look up at the stars, and she sighs again. “I’m going to miss this.”

      “Me too.” My voice sounds gruff.

      That causes her to turn to look at me. I can feel her gaze on me for a long moment before I look away from the stars and at her. Her lips are near mine, and I can’t resist the urge to move forward to kiss her.

      She meets me halfway. She’s no timid flower, my Lisbeth. We haven’t kissed since our first one at age twelve, and things have changed. I barely knew what I was doing back then, and I didn’t have time to focus on how she made me feel. I was too nervous about messing up her first kiss.

      Now, I know I’m a good kisser, but I’m too focused on how I’m feeling to worry about my technique anyway. Fire explodes between us, with hot sparks of need shooting out from where our lips touch.

      Fuck.

      I want to taste her, so I slip my tongue through the seam of her lips, which she opens quickly. There’s no hesitation for either of us. This kiss inflames my senses and makes me want to drag her onto my lap. I’d like to fist a handful of her brown curls and tug her head back to run my lips down the column of her throat.

      I’d like to keep going, to taste every inch of her. I crave that like nothing I’ve ever wanted before. Her tongue swipes almost shyly against mine, but then she increases her intensity. Lisbeth takes control of the kiss for a moment, burrowing closer and grasping a handful of my hair to hold my head against her, almost like she shares my thoughts.

      I moan and pull her closer, wrapping an arm around her back while the other one goes to her hair. The curls are loose and silky, wrapping playfully around my fingers and clinging to me like she never wants to let go. I like that idea.

      Too much.

      It’s what helps me pull away. I gently disengage, but our foreheads rest together for a moment. I think about telling her why I stopped. We can’t start something right now, with the separation looming between us. We’ve been friends for too long. I don’t want to ruin our friendship over temporary passion.

      Instead, I say nothing. Our gazes meet, and I can see the same awareness in her eyes.

      “Poor timing,” she says with a sigh.

      “Piss poor.”

      She seems poised to say something for a second. I hang on the moment, thinking if she says the right thing—though I don’t know what that is—it will alter the course of our destinies and forever intertwine us.

      After a moment, she pulls back. “You have a filthy mouth, Ryder Holland.”

      “Fuck yeah.” I smirk at her. “My mother thinks the military will cure me of that.”

      She laughs. “Your mother is living in a different world.”

      “Ain’t that the truth?” I say with gusto. My mom’s a flighty former hippie too. I love her and my dad, but she’s just as hard to relate to as he is.

      Lisbeth stands up then, stretching. I can’t help noticing her taut body and nice breasts. They aren’t overly large, but they’re more than a handful.

      Yeah, she’s my best friend, but I’m still a teenage boy. I’m going to notice breasts like hers.

      “I’m going to take off. I still have several family events to get through before they let me leave.” Her smile takes the slight sting of criticism out of her words.

      “I won’t see you again, most likely.” My bus leaves in two days at five a.m. I stand up and pull her in for a hug. I spend a moment inhaling her shampoo, hoping the familiar scent will comfort me in the hard days ahead. “I’m going to miss you, Cricket.”

      She pulls back and grimaces. “Not that stupid nickname.” She’ll never live down the time she freaked out and ran away from the cricket I showed her in second grade.

      I laugh. “I promise you won’t hear it again for a while.”

      “We’ll see each other soon.” She says it hopefully, but I’m not sure she believes it. She probably realizes how uncertain the future is, and how hard it will be to get together once we’re all under the military’s direction.

      “Sure.” I hug her once more and step back. “I’m sure we will.”

      She looks sad for a moment, but then she blinks and manages a wobbly smile. “Do you want to walk me home?”

      “Yeah. You have the flashlight anyway.” I wink at her.

      She sticks out her tongue at me and heads down the trail first, shining the light before her. Walking behind her for what could be the last time makes my chest ache, and there’s a burning behind my eyes that I blink to clear. I’m excited about the future, but I’m regretting the past and my failure to tell her how I feel before it was too late.

      We will have another chance. I promise myself that as I follow her into the night.
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