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      For Riley, my reason for everything that I do.

      

      For every reader who wants something short and quick to read during Christmas.

      

      And for Mercedes. Here’s your goth boy. You can stop planning my demise now.
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        Draven

      

      

      Sighing, I tossed my pen down, the sounds of the bar muffled in my office. I couldn’t fucking concentrate even though my work environment hadn’t changed; I was too worried about Jayden and Cameron, my best friends.

      Jayden had roped us into this pen pal thing that he found on social media. I hadn’t wanted to do it, but I knew if I’d refused, he would be upset. And if there was one thing I hated in this world, it was seeing Jayden upset, especially with me.

      So, I’d done it.

      But while I knew how to keep my heart out of shit—had been doing it all my life since I’d been a foster kid—my best friends did not. Jayden wore his heart on his sleeve, and he was all too eager to give it to someone else to take care of—someone who usually was never worthy of his love or his heart. Jayden was too sweet for this cruel world.

      And Cameron… He tried to hide the loneliness he felt, but I knew he wanted someone, too. And he’d been all too eager to sign up for this stupid pen pal thing when Jayden mentioned it.

      What if they got attached to these people, and these people wound up hurting them?

      Reaching up, I rubbed at my temples, silently cursing Jayden in my head. I didn’t even want to do this, but I knew if I got approved, Jayden would be upset if I didn’t follow through.

      Fucking Jayden.

      I snatched up the pen again and dug the heels of my boots into the floor so I could scoot my chair closer to my desk. I needed to get these books done—preferably before the bar got even busier and I was needed out on the floor to help make and serve drinks.

      My phone, face-down on the desk near my computer, pinged, but I ignored it. The only people who might need me for anything were Jayden and Cameron, and both of them knew to call the bar if they needed to get in contact with me immediately.

      Whatever was on my phone could wait.
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      I tossed my keys down on the kitchen counter before unlocking the drawer in my kitchen to pull out a blunt I’d rolled before going to work so I had something to smoke when I got home. My boss didn’t do drug tests, and he was clear when he said he didn’t care what we did in our spare time, but we better not show up to work high.

      I hadn’t since I started working for him a few months ago.

      I walked out onto my balcony and settled into one of the loungers before lighting up. Then, I unlocked my phone and checked the notifications.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jayden: I got approved for the pen pal thing. Maybe you will soon, too!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Draven: Maybe.

      

      

      

      

      

      I swiped a few more notifications off the screen, but I paused, my finger hovering over my phone as I stared at the email.

      Goddammit, I’d been approved. I’d been hoping I wouldn’t be, and then I could just let Jayden down easy and tell him it wasn’t meant to be. But of course, my luck was shit.

      I clicked on the email and sighed at the sight of the man I was meant to write. He looked like a classic, all-American good boy—hazel eyes, broad shoulders, thick biceps. He’d submitted a new picture, one in which he was out of his military uniform. His dark hair was short on the sides, but the rest was covered by a ball cap.

      “Jesus Christ,” I muttered. Sighing, I set my blunt in the ashtray and then headed inside, grabbing a yellow notepad and a pencil I found lying around. I didn’t have notebooks—threw all of them away when I graduated college. And all of my pens were at work because I kept fucking losing them.

      I settled back on the lounger and propped the notepad against my knee before lifting the blunt back to my lips. I glanced at my open phone screen, frowning at the guy’s name. He even had an all-American name—Ethan Ripley. Jesus.

      
        
        Ethan,

      

      

      I paused, my pencil hovering over the yellow piece of paper. What the hell was I meant to write to a complete stranger? Groaning, I leaned my head back against the back of the lounger, glaring up at the night sky.

      This was killing the buzz I’d just started getting. Fuck.

      
        
        I don’t know what to write. To be honest, the only reason I’m doing this is because my best friend will be upset with me if I don’t. I’m sorry you’re away from home during the holidays, I guess. And I don’t know—thanks for serving our country?

        Sincerely,

        Draven

      

      

      I ripped it off the notepad and then folded it. Setting it aside—the notebook on top of it so it wouldn’t blow away—I closed my eyes.

      And I silently hoped that this guy wouldn’t write me back.
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      “Oh, you’ve got to be fucking shitting me,” I muttered as I stared down at Ethan’s letter. He’d written me back. My letter had been intentionally blunt, sort of rude, and short in hopes that this wouldn’t happen.

      Either Ethan was dumb and couldn’t take a hint, or the man was a glutton for punishment.

      I set my coffee on the counter and opened the envelope. A picture came out first, and my eyes almost bugged out of my head. Ethan was ripped. He didn’t have a shirt on in this picture, and his abs were perfection. His arms were thick and bulging with muscle, and his shoulders were broad. Sweatpants rode low on his hips, revealing a prominent V that disappeared into his sweats.

      I could appreciate that he was attractive, but unlike most other guys, my body didn’t stir at the sight of him. I was beginning to think I was demisexual since I’d gotten hard around Cameron and Jayden before, though I had no romantic feelings toward them at all.

      But anyone else? Nope. And believe me, I’d tried.

      I pulled Ethan’s letter out next.

      
        
        Draven,

        I’m pretty sure you didn’t want me to write back, but I’m a stubborn asshole, so guess what? Here’s my letter.

        Yes, it does suck to be away from home during the holidays. We get served somewhat of a Thanksgiving and Christmas dinner, but it’s not the same as being home, kicking back on the couch with a beer in my hand, and watching a football or basketball game.

        Your dedication to your friend is something I don’t see too often anymore—not even within the military. It says a lot about your character that you’re willing to sacrifice your own comfort if it means he’s happy. It’s one of the reasons I decided to write you back anyway despite the rudeness you portrayed in your letter.









OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/signed-with-love-west-greene-chapter-headers-6.jpg






OEBPS/images/ill-be-waiting-jpg.jpg
\X/E 51 GREH NEQ





OEBPS/images/breaks-3.jpg
4





