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This book is dedicated to a few different people. First of all, my family. You give me unwavering support and have been my biggest cheerleaders since the very beginning of this journey. I love you! To the readers who are taking this journey with Darlene and I. Without you, none of this would be possible. Thank you from the bottom of my heart. To Darlene, my partner in crime with this series. I can’t believe this is finally becoming a reality after talking about it for so long. Thank you for doing this with me. I can’t wait to see where it takes us!

~ Erin

While I don’t expect him to ever read my books simply because he’s just a tad over a year old, this series is dedicated to my youngest grandson, Austin Dakota Dean. Because of you, I’m once again a grandma and I look forward to watching you grow up, sweet boy. Gramma loves you to the moon and back and beyond!

~ Darlene
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Erin and I want to advise that this book is for ages 18+ as it contains adult language, situations, and content. There is a scene that deals with SA, but it’s not detailed. However, you, the reader, will be able to grasp what’s happening so if that’s a trigger for you, you may want to skim past that particular chapter. It’s integral to the storyline and isn’t done for shock value or anything of the sort. Both of us support those who have been SA’d then gone on to heal and recover. And, if you ever need a listening ear, reach out to one of us. We’ll point you in the direction of assistance or, just listen. Whatever is needed.

XOXO

Darlene & Erin

Trigger Warning:

Please note these books may contain the following trigger warnings: sexual assault/rape, kidnapping, mental abuse, physical abuse, emotional abuse, swearing, sex, drinking, drug use, and other trauma. Please read knowing there’s a chance you’ll see these in this series. 

*This does NOT mean you will find any or all of these possible triggers in this book. It is just a warning of any possibilities to see this in the pages as you read.
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Nineteen years old

We’ve been getting care packages from Scorch’s little sister, Cricket, and her best friend for a year now. It doesn’t matter if we’re in the States on base or in some sandpit on a mission. These two girls have been taking care of men at least four years older than them since he entered boot camp. I know my friend has some type of feelings for her best friend, Ophelia, but I’m not sure exactly what they are. He could just like her as a little sister. Or, it could be more. Maybe not now because she’s definitely jailbait. By the time we get out of here though, age will be nothing more than a number. I have a feeling he’ll have all these years to get to know a different side of the girl he grew up protecting right next to his sister.

Today, I think it’s time I write his sister a thank you letter. Cricket and Ophelia have essentially split us up and send each of us care packages. I happen to get mine from his sister. The reason I know this is because I’ve seen his letters and the handwriting might be nice as hell, but it’s not the script he gets sent. It might make her feel good to know every single item they send us is more than appreciated. Especially when we’re not in the States and can’t just run out to the nearest store to get what’s needed. 

Pulling out a pen and my notebook, something she included in one of the care packages along with envelopes so I could send letters home, I sit on my bunk as the other guys move around and wait for our next set of orders. It takes me a minute to figure out what to say to a teenage girl I haven’t really met yet. I don’t want to step on any toes or make Scorch feel some type of way because I’m sending a letter home to his sister.

Dear Cricket,

Hello. My name is Kaiden Sebring. I’m one of the men you send care packages to along with your brother, Drayven. He’s fast becoming my best friend and we share most everything with one another. Kind of like you and your friend, Ophelia. Right now we’re on a mission and the care package we just got made my day. Thank you for all of the snacks you sent over here. I know neither one of you were sure what to send though. Most everything is stuff we need or want but don’t have access to simply because of where we’re stationed. Drayven is going to send you a list of things we could use on a regular basis over here if you choose to continue to send these packages our way. 

I’ll tell you a little about myself since we’ve never really met before. The guys I’m with call me Goliath and my twin brother, Raiden, is also over here with me. I’m nineteen years old and hope to hell I don’t turn twenty over here. I’d rather be in the States if not at home. At least Raiden, or Hulk, as everyone here calls him, and I will be together. That’s about the only good thing about being over here; I’m not alone with guys I haven’t known my entire life. These guys and I are getting close to one another, but it’s not the same as having your family at your back. I’m sure you know a little something about that with having an older brother. From what he tells us, you’re all about getting in trouble and he’s had to save you more than once. Is that true?

Anyway, I have a sweet tooth like no one else I know. It doesn’t matter what it is, if there’s sugar in it, I’ll be eating it. My favorites are chocolate chip cookies and peanut butter cups. Though peanut butter M&M’s come in a very close second. My brother is the complete opposite of me. He likes something sweet once in a while, but he prefers hard candy instead of something like cookies or chocolate. I used to steal his Halloween candy every year when we were younger. Now, if he gets something, he simply hands it over and doesn’t let me just take it from him. It saves on the fights if nothing else.

We spend a lot of our time training or working out. Sometimes when we’re really bored and have gotten everything done for the day, we’ll play a game of football. Though it’s usually too hot to play for very long. If there’s nothing else to do, we lay in our bunks and think about anything other than what we’re doing over here. In some cases we don’t even want to think about what’s waiting for us at home. It only makes us miss the ones we love who we can’t be with at this time. Drayven and I are usually on the same team in football, and we dominate the field. It’s funny to see what sore losers some of the guys can be. Though we’re all pretty competitive. I think you girls sent some cards over so maybe we’ll start playing poker or something when it’s too hot out for a game or much else. 

I’m going to let you go for now. If you want to write me back and put it in the care package you send, that’s okay. I understand if you don’t write though. It’s not like we know one another. I will be honest; it does get lonely over here with no one but the guys to talk to. Most of the time, no one feels like talking. Thank you again for everything you send to help take care of us. 

Kaiden
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Fourteen years old

I’ve read, and reread, Kaiden’s letter at least a dozen times. Of course, my curiosity is aroused, and I want to know everything there is about him. Is he short? Tall? Does he have tattoos now? I know Mom was shocked as hell when Drayven came home on leave, and she spotted his. Granted, what she doesn’t know is he’s got more, he was just careful about not taking off his shirt when she was around. Just like he and Fee are my secret keepers, I’m his. Well, I was, but with him gone now, it looks like he’s found someone else. I pull the scratch pad over that I keep an ongoing list on and jot down the specific things Kaiden mentioned. I’ll probably toss in some of my favorites as well; if he doesn’t like them, he can always share them with the others. Satisfied that the list is current for the time being, I grab my notebook and a pen then head over to the little window nook that’s in my room. 

It’s my favorite place when I’m alone. The builders put in an inset area with a huge window which overlooks the mountains. There’s something so peaceful about staring out and seeing the epicness that I’m surrounded by, especially in the winter. Seeing the snow-covered mountaintops gives me a sense of peace and tranquility. It calms the mutterings in my soul that are always clamoring for me to do something and keep busy. 

Dear Kaiden,

Thank you for writing to me. It’s challenging with my brother being so far from home, that’s for sure. I’m glad he has you and the other guys to talk to and make sure he stays safe. I wrote down a pack of cards for y’all so you can play poker, but I’m also going to put in two of the card games that we always enjoyed playing on family game night; Phase 10 and Skip Bo. If nothing else, it’ll help y’all pass the time, right?

So, a little bit about me. I’m in middle school and let me tell you, I’m glad I have Fee because some of the girls here are bitches. Don’t tell Drayven I said that because he’s convinced that I’m going to be a grand lady someday. I hate to break it to him, but that’s never going to happen. I’m not into all of that fashion crap if that makes sense. Maybe that’ll change once I start dating, who knows? Right now, I’m just trying to get through Algebra. Why did someone think it was a good idea to introduce letters into a math equation? Makes absolutely no sense to me at all.

I’m not very tall or particularly athletic. Although I enjoy running and will be trying out for track and cross country soon. Fee dances so I went with her to her beginner’s class and let’s just say, I can’t dance. Not well enough to do it in public, anyhow! Drayven says I’m a bit dramatic, but I think he exaggerates, so don’t listen to any of the wilder tales he might tell. If you do, just ask me if it’s the truth or embellished, okay?

Drayven doesn’t know it yet, but I finally cut my hair off and I love it! I love living in Odin’s Gap but the heat finally got to me. Both my dad and Drayven like it long, but they don’t have to deal with the incessant humidity, which is what my mom told my dad when he threw a fit after seeing me. Oh well, it’s only hair and it’ll grow, right?

I understand about being lonely. I mean, I can talk to my parents to a point because you know how parents are, but all I have friend-wise is Fee. Since she’s usually with me whenever something big happens, I don’t want to irritate her by rehashing it. Not that she’d get irritated with me. I just know every single crazy thing we get into is my idea and I don’t want to keep reminding her what an idiot she was for following along with me. I don’t know what we’ll do once we get older and can really get in trouble! 

Dad’s been taking me out to practice for my upcoming learner’s permit. According to him, I’m giving him more gray hair which is absolutely ridiculous because he has a buzz cut and his hair is that snow-white blond, for heaven’s sake! There’s also been so many times he’s tried to push the brake pedal on the passenger side of the car when I’ve come a little too close for comfort to a parked car or some other large object. My mom absolutely refuses to get in the car with me for any reason. I’ve begged her to go out with me and the answer is always a resounding no from her. Fee won’t get in the car with us either. The two females in my life are starting to give me a complex if I’m being honest. What do you think? 

Well, I won’t bore you with the rest of my uneventful life. Like I said, don’t listen to Drayven!!! I think my mom may have dropped him on his head as a baby which causes him to overreact to things.

Take care,

Cricket
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Twenty-One years old

“Good for you, Cricket,” I mumble as I read her latest letter. Since our first correspondence, her letters arrive for me like clockwork, which is a nice break from everything we do around here. Our missions are so intense, the danger imminent most of the time, so getting packages and letters gives us a bit of normalcy. I’m sure that Scorch won’t be thrilled that she went to the spring Homecoming dance with a fucking jock, but like Anguish told him, she’s going to date so he might as well get used to that fact. I’d love to meet her, which kind of confuses me because there’s five years between her and I. Right now, that classifies her as jailbait and I’m not about that life at all. So, for now at least, we can be pen pals. She’s definitely how I pictured her based on what she described, and I love that Scorch shows us the pictures that she and Fee send of their many adventures. 

Since we’ve got some downtime and the rest of the guys are doing their own thing, I grab what I need then take a shower. It’s a welcome change from where we were stationed a week ago, so while we have access to hot running water, I’m going to take at least one if not two showers a day. 

Once I take care of that, I grab a beer from the cooler then sit on my bunk, my notebook and pen now in hand. 

Dear Cricket,

Congratulations on finally getting your license! I know you were frustrated when you didn’t pass the road test the last time. You have to remember, those instructors want you to come to a full stop, not a rolling one. Are you sure this instructor said she was retiring after you? I mean, granted, you probably shouldn’t have yelled ‘get the fuck outta the way’ but other than that, it sounds like you followed the rules of the road pretty good. Should I have Scorch pay for a billboard advertising that you’re now on the road? Well, then there’s your music choice. You said she was older with gray hair, right? So Def Leppard was probably not in her wheelhouse of listening choices. Regardless, congratulations. I know you’ve been wanting to get it so you and Fee aren’t so dependent on your parents to haul you back and forth to shit. 

Are you still looking at that Jeep you sent me a picture of? I did some research and that model has a good safety rating so I think you’re making a good choice. I’m glad Fee passed too. Even though I suspect the two of you will be in one vehicle as opposed to two different ones most of the time. 

Thanks for sending some of those gummy goldfish things. The movie box was a great idea, and we all laughed our asses off at the movie you sent. Even though our accommodations suck most of the time, when we get your boxes, that feeling goes away for a little while. Oh, and tell Fee the cookies arrived safe and sound. The only complaint is she didn’t send enough . . . lol.

The cool bandanas you found have made us the envy of the rest of the unit. Everyone else is sweating their asses off while we’re as cool as cucumbers. Not only that but even when we’re in places where showers aren’t available, we manage to stay relatively clean thanks to the baby wipes. Not gonna lie, Scorch was thinking of selling some the other day because we wanted to go into town for a few beers. He thought it would be awesome to have others in our unit finance that venture. 

I stop for a minute remembering the rest of the night which I will most definitely not be telling little miss Cricket about. Seems the townie girls enjoy when us military guys show up and they were very, very appreciative of our attentions and affections. Grinning, I get up to take a piss and grab a second beer before returning to my letter. Hulk laughs at me because in his words, I’m ‘writing to a child’ but in reality, while I wouldn’t go there in a romantic sense since she is so young and naive, in many ways, she’s got an old soul. We’ve made a connection which helps tether me to the real world since we sometimes feel as though we’re living in a sand-filled, heated bubble located in the eighth level of Hell.

Okay, where was I? Anyhow, we discouraged Scorch from doing that because we never know when we’re going to be sent back out and sometimes it takes a minute for the boxes to catch up to wherever they send us, you know? Right now, every one of our rucksacks is stuffed full with our gear as well as the extras you two have sent us, including the wipes, hand sanitizer, and those disposable toothbrushes that require little to no water. Not sure where you found those fuckers, but damn, they’re convenient as hell. 

The snacks don’t last as long. We share the stuff that you two send that we try and aren’t as crazy about, but our favorites? The ones you send specifically for each one of us? We horde those bastards. Last week, Hulk went after Country because he was out of chips and grabbed one of Hulk’s bags. Took me, Anguish, and your brother to separate the two of them. I think we’re overdue for some leave or something because everyone’s irritable.

How’s school going? Those bitches still bothering you and Fee? Did you try what I suggested? I know from what you said that Fee doesn’t like confrontation, but you cannot let others walk all over you. You don’t have to be a raging bitch or anything, but you’ve gotta set good boundaries. I have faith you can do it. 

Once again, I stop because Wheels, Soul, and Anguish are practically carrying Drayven into our tent. I hear him mumbling, “Gonna kill them, kill them all when I find out what happened.” The guys help him to his bunk, turning him so that if he gets sick he won’t choke to death. Country grabs a bucket that we appropriated from the mess hall once it was empty and sets it in easy reach, while Anguish puts a bottle of painkillers as well as one of water next to it. Looks like he tied one on, which has my curiosity piquing since he’s usually not one to get falling down drunk.

“What happened?” I ask once the other guys grab their drink of choice then hit their own bunks. Well, that’s being kind, they’re little more than cots with heavy material that’s used to make tents strung across them. No mattress, no box spring, but it beats the fucking ground, that’s for damn sure.

“He apparently read something upsetting in Fee’s letter to him, but that same thing was not in the one that Cricket sent him. Not one-hundred percent sure, but something happened at the dance she went to with that fucking football player and now she’s catching hell or something at school. Fee didn’t go into too much detail, she simply told him that they were having a hard time lately,” Anguish states, glancing in my direction.

“What the fuck?” I growl out, incensed that someone would hurt one of the girls, especially my girl. That thought stops me in my tracks. Never once have I thought about Cricket like that, mostly due to the age difference. 

In a few more years she’ll be eighteen, my brain whispers. If I could smack some sense into myself, I’d yell back but I don’t want folks to think I’m losing my mind. Shaking my head while I wonder whether or not Cricket will spill the details, I get off my bunk and grab a third beer, which will be the last one of the night.

You know you can tell me anything, right? And I’ll never judge you? The reason I’m asking those questions is because Drayven just came back from going into town with some of the guys and he’s falling down drunk, something he never does. What happened at the dance? Did someone hurt you and Fee? I think when we go on leave next, we’re coming to Odin’s Gap so me, your brother and whoever else comes with us can deal with the situation once we arrive. Again, you can tell me anything, anything at all and I won’t judge you because by now, I think of you as one of my closest friends. Next to the guys and Hulk, of course.

I don’t think I ever told you how I got my nickname, did I? Well, it’s kinda funny. The first week of basic training before all of us really got to know one another, I was working out with Hulk like we’ve always done and I heard someone say, “Damn, I think you’re as big as Goliath was in the Bible!” while pointing at me. I’m not really because I think he was a giant, but I don’t remember because Sunday school was a long time ago. 

Anguish then says, “And your brother is the Hulk. Jesus, what did y’all eat growing up? MiracleGro?”

Ever since, I’ve been called Goliath and Raiden has been called Hulk. I have to say, I like your nickname; it definitely suits you based on the pictures your brother has shown all of us. 

Well, I’m going to go for now. Thanks again for all the goodies. Don’t be shy about asking for us to send you two some money. In fact, I’m going to mention that to Drayven. 

Kaiden
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Sixteen years old

I’m so excited! Tonight is the Homecoming dance and I’m going with Knox Anderson. We’ve been dating for about three months now, something I’ve deliberately left out of my letters to Drayven. Mainly because I don’t want another letter telling me that I can’t date until I’m thirty-five and I should consider dedicating my life to the nunnery so I can serve others.

Fuck that nonsense. Not that I don’t like serving people, because I do, but those women are celibate and while I’m a virgin and plan to remain that way until college at least, a life of celibacy isn’t something I want. Nope, nuh-uh, give me all the magic that I read about in my books, dammit! 

So, Drayven doesn’t know about Knox because when I told Mom my reasoning, she agreed with me. Knox is so dreamy, too. He’s taller than me, which really isn’t too hard to happen seeing as I’m a smidge over five feet tall, but with him being on the football team, he’s got muscles. His hair is dark brown and wavy, and he’s been really understanding about me not wanting to do more than making out. Fee and I have heard the rumors about him, that he’s a player and only dates girls who put out, but I’m not in that category.

As I get everything together to take a shower, my mind starts envisioning me and Knox several years down the road, attending the same college then after graduating, getting engaged and finally married. “Don’t live your life in the clouds, Crick,” I admonish myself as I start the water. I’m one of those people who starts my shower in scalding hot water, then I turn it down so that by the time I’m ready to rinse off the conditioner in my hair, it’s more lukewarm than anything.

Mom is taking Fee and I to the salon to get our hair done, so I throw on a shower cap then giggle when I see myself in the mirror. “You look like a little old lady with that on your head,” I say to my image. Regardless, the stylist is going to be doing my hair, so I focus on exfoliating then shaving, before I loofah the hell out of my body, using the new body wash I found at this neat store that just opened in town. All of the items are one-hundred percent natural, and the owner donates ten percent of the weekly sales to the local group home. While I understand logically that it’s probably to give themselves a tax break, the fact that they chose something local to do that for instead of a big organization speaks volumes about them as people in my opinion. Fee got the kit that is predominantly vanilla, which I told her made sense since she’s always baking shit and nine times out of ten, she smells of vanilla or cinnamon. We both giggled hysterically in the store which had the owner come over to see what was going on. When I told her, she started laughing.

I couldn’t decide which scent I wanted; I just knew it had to be somewhat light. I finally settled on honeysuckle and like Fee, I bought the works; body wash, body scrub, body butter and body mist. I’m going to be layered as hell, which Mom has said helps the scent last longer. 

Finally satisfied that I’m as prepared as I can be, I get dried off then quickly dress before running through the house to get to the kitchen. “Cricket! You know better than to run,” mom chides, turning with a plate of pancakes before carrying them to the table. She already has it set so I grab the juice from the fridge then sit in my chair. I gaze longingly at Drayven’s spot while thinking of past breakfasts and how we’d laugh and joke about everything and anything.

“Mmm, these are so good, Mom,” I mumble around a mouthful of syrupy goodness. She gives me her signature ‘Mom’ look but I just shrug. I may fuck up my manners at home but when I’m out in public, her training is put to good use. 

“Fee’s driving over here, right?” Mom asks.

“Yeah, she should be here at any time.”

“It’s a shame her mother didn’t want to go with us for a pamper day. I know you girls will have plenty of dances in the future, but the first one is special. We’ll be sure to get plenty of pictures when your dates get here, okay?”

I snort at her comment because Fee’s parents are never around when something important is happening for her. “It’s gorgeous out here so I think you’ll get some good ones.” 

Mom and I finish eating then clean up the kitchen in companionable silence. I hear a knock on the door then, “Honey, I’m home!” as Fee walks into the kitchen.

“Lucy, you got some ‘splainin’ to do,” I retort, looking at the jagged edges of her hair.

“Well, you see, what had happened was I was in my feelings last night, so I decided to cut my hair to give Christie enough time to do us both,” she replies.

“I suspect you’ve given her more work,” I tease, “but she’ll make it look good.”

“Okay, ladies, let’s head out, we’ve got a busy morning,” Mom says. “Oh, and just so you both know, today is on us.”

Fee starts to protest. “Mrs. Takle, I have my dad’s credit card, plus my own money.” Fee is given a ridiculous amount for a weekly allowance. We both figure it’s because her parents feel guilty. Since Mom actually makes both of our lunches, something she’s done since we were little girls when she saw how longingly Fee was looking at the ones she was fixing for me and Drayven, Fee’s expenses are minimal at best. She uses her allowance for gas, but we take turns driving to and from school, so other than the books she buys, she saves the majority of what she gets every week. 

“You save your money, sweetie, we’ve got it,” Mom advises. When Fee begins to talk again, Mom shoots her that look and I watch as Fee’s mouth snaps shut. She looks so comical, I start laughing as we head out to Mom’s car. As usual, we slide into the back so we’re together, leaving Mom alone in the front seat. 

“To the salon, James!” I exclaim, raising my hand up. Mom laughs as she backs out of our driveway.

***
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“You look really pretty, Cricket,” Knox says, trying to cop a feel under the table. I shove his hand away again, wondering if this is how the night is going to go. We went to dinner at the local steakhouse that’s just outside of town with Fee and her date, James. There’s nothing romantic between them; in fact, James is gay. It’s not a well-known fact, but we found out and since my sister from another mister is determined that my brother will fall in love with her so she’s not interested in dating anyone, it works out perfectly. James hasn’t come out yet simply because his parents are extremely religious. Like he says, once we’ve graduated and he leaves for college, he’ll tell them then. 

“Thank you,” I murmur, sipping at the punch he gave me. It’s a bit too sweet for my taste, but we’ve been dancing a lot and I’m thirsty, so I drink it. “Are you ready to dance again?” I ask him.

“Sure, let’s go,” he replies, grabbing my hand. 

We’re in the middle of a slow dance when I start feeling a little woozy. “Knox, I need to go to the ladies room, I don’t feel all that great.” He glances down at me and nods.

“Come on, I’ll take you to the one closer to the gym since the other one is full,” he says when we pass the ladies room that’s right outside the room being used for the dance. 

By the time we get there, I feel like I’m going to pass out and Knox hasn’t helped the situation at all. He’s suddenly got eight arms as he leads me inside. “Knox, what are you doing?” I sputter out as he follows me into the handicap stall. “No, Knox! Stop!” I cry out when he rips my dress trying to pull it up.

The next several minutes are what I imagine hell is like as I fight and scream, using the self-defense moves that Drayven taught me. It’s no use. Not only is he bigger and stronger, but whatever’s going on that’s making me feel so shitty has slowed my reflexes down. It feels as if I’m underwater and my dress is holding my arms and legs hostage whenever I try to fight Knox off. 

***

[image: image]


“You’re nothing but a slut!” Seeing that note on my locker has me looking at Fee in shock. She and James are the ones who came and helped me. Knox went back out and told her I was sick or something. I swore the two of them to secrecy because as popular as Knox is, there’s no way anyone would believe me. Thankfully, I was staying at Fee’s after the dance so James drove us there and the two of them helped me get cleaned up. That may sound weird, but someone had to do it, I was obviously drugged out of my head and Fee couldn’t stop crying. 

“Are you kidding me?” Fee hisses. “That motherfucker! We should tell Drayven.”

“No! We will not tell Drayven one fucking thing,” I retort, snatching the note down and crumbling it into a tiny ball. “It’ll blow over.”

But it didn’t and it hasn’t. As I sit in my room Friday night after telling my parents I had a headache and was going to bed, I contemplate how I’m going to survive the next few years. Every day I’ve had insults hurled at me, my windows on my brand-new Jeep Compass were painted with horrible names, but worst of all is how Knox has dumped me. How did I figure that one out? He walked into class on Tuesday with his arm around Verity and when he heard me gasp, he just smirked at me. 

Sighing, I pull my notebook and pen off my nightstand, determined to finish the letter I started last Saturday before the dance so me and Fee can mail the boxes out this weekend. Everything’s ready to go except for the letter. Fee’s letter to Drayven is already in the box so I have no choice but to finish.

Dear Kaiden,

Well, I’m sure Drayven will blow a gasket, but I know I can tell you. Fee and I are going to the Homecoming dance tonight. Fee is going with our friend, James, the one I told you about. I feel sorry for him that he can’t be himself because of his parents but like he says, he only has a few years left to hold that secret. He’s a good guy, that’s for sure. Since Fee is stuck on one person in case you haven’t figured it out, it works for her as well. I’m going with the guy I’ve been seeing the past few months.

Now, before you spout off something ridiculous like my ass of a brother (don’t tell him I called him that, please), just remember that dating is a rite of passage for most teenagers. He’s been really respectful toward me, but I’m not sure if it’s because he knows I won’t put up with any bullshit, or if my brother’s threats of violence when he was still in school are keeping him in line. And worst case scenario, I can always use those self-defense moves Drayven taught me. 

Drayven said he and several of you guys are going to be coming to Odin’s Gap on leave. FINALLY!!!!!! Yes, it’s probably quite dramatic of me with all the exclamation points, but the way I see it, we’ve been writing for three years now but we’ve never met. I want to meet the guy who enjoys “Bridesmaids” as much as I do! I mean, Melissa McCarthy stole that movie if you want my opinion. She had all the best one liners, especially the one about the puppies. Oh, and the wedding boutique scene! LOLOLOL...

Okay, I’ll be back, gotta go get my glam on. Once we get pictures, I’ll be sure to send some to Drayven so you can see the dress I finally chose.

I take the time to reread what I’ve already written to Kaiden while I try to figure out how much I want to tell him. Being bullied and vilified all week has my self-esteem at rock bottom. Not only that, but I’ve had several panic attacks. While I’m not typically a morning person, getting out of bed now requires so much more. Sniffling at the memories as they crash into my brain, I realize that a week ago, I was on top of the world. This week? Yeah, I feel like I’m the lowest piece of shit stuck on someone’s shoe. 

Mom printed out some of the pictures of the dance, so I’m including a few in your envelope and the others in Drayven’s. Not going to lie, even though I’d never consider myself a girly-girl, by the time I got my hair, nails, and makeup done then slipped on my dress, I felt like a princess or something! Yeah, I know, that’s probably not something you’re interested in at all, but you should know by now how I ramble in my letters to you.

I’ll be glad when I graduate, Kaiden. This has been a hard week. Knox broke up with me, only he didn’t actually tell me. He walked into class with his arm around Verity. She’s a girl in our class and doesn’t have the greatest reputation, not that I’m one to gossip. Just sharing what I know about her is all. Anyhow, have you ever had your heart broken? I know you’ve been gone on missions more than anything, but what about in high school? It sucks. I have no appetite, food makes me sick, and if I cry anymore, my eyes are going to swell completely shut. They look like demonic golf balls right now. 

Make sure you let me know if you guys are getting low on anything. I’ve asked Drayven to do the same thing, but figured if I mentioned it to you as well, I might be able to keep y’all from running out of anything important.

Take care and stay safe,

Cricket

I grab the pictures and slide them into the envelope, then seal it, writing his name on the outside. My letter to Drayven already sits in the box. Seeing his name conjures up how he used to watch out for me when he was in school, which soon has me quietly sobbing as I gather my pajamas to change for bed. “I’m so sorry, Drayven. I tried my best but it wasn’t good enough,” I whisper before turning to head to my en suite bathroom. A nice hot bath might relax me enough to go to sleep because God knows, I haven’t gotten much of that this week and it’s starting to show. I’m also glad that the bruises Knox left are fading because Mom has started to eyeball me every day I come down with a long-sleeve shirt on, especially since Spring has sprung and the weather is warm enough I should be in regular T-shirts or even tank tops.
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Twenty-Three years old

I shake my head to ease the crick in my neck, a casualty of the workout I just finished with Hulk. Nothing like coming back from a relaxing leave only to be told we would be heading out in about two weeks to a remote destination, and we have to be ‘physically fit’ since we’ll be in a mountainous area that will require a shit ton of hiking. “You gonna live?” Hulk asks, striding to his bunk.

“Fuck if I know. Jesus, I know we worked out while on leave but today makes me feel as though I’ve never done a lick of anything exercise-wise, y’know?” He chuckles which has me grimacing.

“You got that right. Damn, what I wouldn’t give to be visiting Scorch’s hometown a little bit longer. It reminds me of home. Maybe it’s because they sound like we do, who knows?”

I shake my head before gathering what I need for a long-awaited shower. “I’ll be out shortly.”

“No problem, I’m going to run and see if we got any mail or not.”

Grinning, I head to the latrine grateful as fuck that the showers now have liners. I’m not about seeing another guy’s junk hanging out and I don’t want mine flailing in the wind for the others to see either. No hate to anyone who swings that way, it’s just not for me. Necessity at times has forced our unit to strip down around each other, but that’s different because they’ve become my brothers. We’ve fought side-by-side against the enemy, broken bread countless times and even bled on one another when we’ve been injured. They’ve got my six like I’ve got theirs. I’m looking forward to being clean and hope like fuck the water is hot so I can ease my aching muscles. I may only be twenty-three, but damn, today makes me feel like an old man.

As I shower, my mind drifts back to the first time we went to Odin’s Gap on leave. I nearly thought that Scorch was going to get arrested, but Hulk and I would’ve been right by his side. Poor Anguish wasn’t sure what to do when we called him and filled him in, but it was necessary.

“They’ve got the best fucking burgers around,” Scorch said as he opened the door to the Double M. 

The Double M is a little hole-in-the-wall diner that apparently housed some awesome food. We made our way to a booth in the back, a habit we gained during our time in the military. Thankfully, it was a round booth so we all managed to have our backs to the wall, more or less. Scorch was closest to the other booth that had a bunch of snot-nosed teenagers cutting up and being assholes. 

As we checked out the menus while waiting for the waitress to appear, I saw Scorch’s face darken in anger. Both Hulk and I scooted closer and heard, “Yeah, wonder how he’s gonna feel knowing his little sister is the school slut.”

“Are they talking about Cricket?” Hulk whispered, glaring at the fuckers through the booth. 

“Yes, they are,” Scorch growled. “Fuck that noise, I know my sister.”

“Shh, let’s get a little more intel,” I advised. I knew those assholes were talking a bit louder in order to get a reaction out of Scorch. 

Our waitress came over and we placed our orders, then went back to eavesdropping. My heart was pounding a mile a minute at some of the shit they were spewing. While I’d only just met her in person, the way Scorch talked about her and how she communicated in the letters? It was the polar opposite to what they were saying she was ‘really like.’

We ate quickly once our food arrived. While I’m sure it was an awesome burger, it tasted like cardboard in my mouth. I refused to examine the feelings that were swirling in my gut hearing about the girl I’d become more than fond of, but I knew I’d have to at some point.

After tossing money on the table to take care of the check as well as a sizable tip, Scorch stopped at their table, leaned in and stated, “Meet me outside, fuckers, and tell me that to my face. Unless you’re chickens masquerading as badasses.”

“We got your back, Scorch, but are you sure this is a good idea?” I asked as we followed him outside the diner.

“Nobody talks about my sister like that. I don’t care if she decided to sell herself to every Tom, Dick, and Harry, they will not slander her!” he roared, his fists balled up.

“Okay, let me see if I got this straight,” Hulk said. “Something happened at the Homecoming dance that involved Cricket and the guy she was dating.”

“She said they broke up,” I advised. When Scorch stared at me, I shrugged. “We’ve been writing back and forth for a long time now, you knew that, Scorch. But the letter I received before we got leave, all she said was they weren’t a couple anymore.”

“We’re about to find out what the fuck is going on,” Scorch stated. As the teens walked over to us, he asked, “So, what the fuck are you talking about with respect to my sister?”

The tallest one, who was wearing a letterman’s jacket proclaiming him captain of the football team sneered then started laughing. “Man, after the Homecoming dance, your sister has been out with at least a dozen guys. Each of them said that she puts out.”

Before he could say anything else, Scorch’s fist smashed into his face, breaking his nose. “Who started that bullshit?” Scorch yelled, throwing another punch. Hulk and I waited, watching the other two assholes to make sure they didn’t jump in, not that they had a snowball’s chance in Hell of being successful. We’re not called Hulk and Goliath for no reason.

One of the teens standing there watching his friend get pummeled stammered, “It was Knox. Knox Anderson. Her date for the dance. He was the one who told people she put out for him, man!”

“Where can I find this motherfucker?” Scorch queried, burying his fist in the kid’s gut and causing him to double over in pain.

“Probably down at the gym. Please stop, mister, he was only saying what we’ve heard and he only said it because we know you’re her brother!” the other kid screamed. 

I noticed a crowd building and pulled at Scorch. “C’mon, Scorch, we need to get the fuck out of here before they call the cops!”

Scorch glared at the three teens then stated, “You keep her name out of your mouth, ya hear me? I’m going to get to the bottom of this and if you lied to me, I’ll find you. Got me?”

The three punks all stammered that they understood then helped their buddy over to their car. “I take it we’re going to the gym,” Hulk surmised, a smirk on his face. My brother enjoyed the occasional fight, said it kept his blood pumping or some shit. 

“You bet your ass we are.”

At the gym, we found Knox and Scorch asked him if he wanted to spar. The stupid asshole grinned then said he’d love nothing more than to kick Scorch’s ass. 

The fight was over before it ever really started, to be honest. Hulk and I were outside the ring while Scorch played a game of cat and mouse with the unsuspecting fucker. “What did you do to her?” Scorch asked. Hell, even knowing my brother the way I did, hearing the tone in his voice had me worried for the kid’s safety. Hulk and I exchanged a look, each of us knowing that we might have to jump in and pull Scorch off the kid.

“To who?” Knox retorted. “Your slut of a sister?”

Bam, motherfucker, I thought to myself as I saw him hit the mat. 

“What. Did. You. Do?” Scorch reiterated through clenched teeth. While Knox was down, sweating his ass off, Scorch appeared as though he was taking a leisurely stroll somewhere. 

I could see the fear in Knox’s eyes at this point as he looked around for someone to help him. Like outside the diner, we had drawn a crowd only this time I wasn’t worried about the cops being called since they were allegedly sparring. When he realized he wasn’t getting out of this without confessing, his shoulders dropped. “I slipped her something,” he whispered.

“Say that again?” Scorch asked, his voice a bit louder. “Are you saying that you drugged my baby sister then assaulted her? Then spread around that she was easy? Are you fucking kidding me?” By now, he’s so loud there’s no way that anyone in the vicinity didn’t hear him.

“Y-yes,” Knox replied, his face pale. He looked up at Scorch and admitted, “There was no way she would’ve slept with me otherwise.”

“You sick, perverted motherfucker. I ought to put you in the ground for that. Not just because it was my sister, but because that’s not how you treat any female. What a douchebag you are and honestly, I hope like fuck that everyone in here spreads that around so the girls are aware of the shit you do. Nothing wrong with consensual, dude, but what you did was so beyond fucking wrong that I’m going to insist my sister file a police report.”

“If you do that, I’ll lose my scholarship! I promise I’ll make it right and won’t do it again.”

“It’ll be up to Cricket because I suspect she’s gone through Hell since that night.”

We left the gym with Scorch muttering about how he wasn’t here to protect his little sister. The guilt was riding him hard until Hulk spoke up. “Scorch, man, there’s nothing you could’ve done even if you’d have been here because you wouldn’t have been at the dance. Let’s see if she’s willing to file charges at least. Be there for her now because I suspect she’s felt like absolute scum since it happened.”

“I think you’re right,” he muttered. “She’s lost weight since the last set of pictures and since she doesn’t normally wear makeup yet has had it on since I got home, I suspect she’s covering up the circles from not sleeping.”

Cricket took one look at Scorch when we walked back into the house, burst into tears then flung herself into his arms. “I’m s-s-so sorry, Drayven. I tried so h-h-hard to get away, but I couldn’t. I’m so ashamed.”

“Shh, Cricket, there’s nothing to be sorry or ashamed for. Did you tell Mom and Dad?” he asked, rubbing his hands up and down her back.

“N-n-n-no. Only Fee and James knew what happened. They took me to Fee’s house and got me cleaned up.”

“Who’s James?” I growled out, incensed that another guy’s name was crossing her lips. Hulk smirked while Scorch merely lifted his brow at me.

“Mine and Fee’s friend. He’s gay but hasn’t come out so he goes with Fee to the dances as a cover. He’s a good guy, I promise,” Cricket replied. I watched her pull back from Scorch to wipe her face. Even tear-streaked, she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen and I felt something else shift deep inside.

“Cricket, you need to tell Mom and Dad, then you need to file a police report.”

“But it would just be my word against his!” she exclaimed.

“What if he’s done this to other girls?” I asked. “Not only that, but how in the hell can you deal with going to school hearing the shit that we heard today that started all this?”

Her shoulders dropped at my words, which had me wanting to pull her into my arms to comfort her. Shaking my head at where my thoughts were going, I continued. “You need to do this so he doesn’t do it to anyone else. I know from your letters and what Scorch has shared with us about some of your antics over the years that you’re a strong, capable young woman.”

“Maybe I should,” she whispered. She nodded her head once then said, “Let’s do this.”

***
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“Fucking brave woman,” I mutter, as I trim up my beard before slathering on the beard balm that she sent in one of her boxes. After she reported what happened, and Fee produced the shredded dress, pantyhose, and panties, and James forwarded pictures that were date and time-stamped he took of the injuries Cricket suffered, other victims of Knox Anderson came forward. The last I heard through Scorch was he was going to get his advanced education behind steel bars. Serves the fucker right.

I set my alarm for o’dark thirty in case I fall asleep, grab a bottle of water as well as Gatorade, then plop down on my bunk to write to Cricket. Our relationship has shifted a little bit. Not enough to be inappropriate, but after spending more time with her during this last leave, I need her to know how I feel.

She’s mine.

I don’t care about what happened; it’s made her stronger, more aware. Besides, my own past, while consensual, is far more extensive than her one terrible experience.

Dear Cricket,

Gotta say, I really enjoyed spending time with you while we were there. I know you’re worried about what happened several years ago coloring how anyone would feel about you in the future, but I want you to hear this loud and clear.

You did nothing wrong. You should’ve been able to trust the kid you went out with and everything that happened is on him, not on you. I only wish you had come forward sooner so you didn’t have to deal with the nasty comments and shit, but I can understand your reluctance. 

The man who falls in love with you isn’t going to care. He’s going to love you, faults and all, and will probably get upset once he knows what happened. And, truthfully, you will need to tell him or anyone that you decided to become intimate with because that person might do something to trigger you and cause you to freak out. Don’t be afraid to set boundaries, okay?

Fuck, this is harder than I thought it would be. But after all these years of getting to know her, then finally meeting her two years ago, my feelings have only grown stronger. Don’t be a pussy, Kaiden.

Alright, the rubber needs to meet the road. Here’s the thing. I don’t give a fuck about what happened, okay? I think you’re the most beautiful, caring, generous, kind-hearted person I know and I’d be privileged if I could call you mine. I’m hoping you feel the same, if not, we can continue to be friends. Just shooting my shot, Cricket.

We’re leaving on another mission so they have us working out hard because of the terrain we’ll be in so I’m feeling older than my age right now. All of us are, but we’ll do it since we need to be ready to have each other’s backs, ya know?

Thank you for loading us up before we came back here. We truly are the envy of everyone else, that’s for sure. I miss you and hope you’re excited about almost being done with school. Sadly, I don’t think we’ll be back in time to help you celebrate.

Yours,

Kaiden
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Eighteen years old

Sitting in my nook, I pull my notebook and pen over as I think about what to write seeing as the guys just went back. This time, it was just Drayven and Kaiden, or Scorch and Goliath as they call each other. That’s not for me, I’ll call them by their given names, and they can just suck it up. Graduation is just around the corner, thank God, and I can’t wait to get away from those assholes. Even though it’s been two years since I came forward, I still hear the occasional ‘slut’ or ‘whore’ when I walk by certain groups and to tell the truth, I might walk around with a smile on my face, but inside, I’m shattered. 

No man will ever want me now.

I’m broken.

Damaged.

Part of me thinks perhaps I should take Drayven’s suggestion and join a nunnery. While I’ve dated since then, I’m the queen of first dates. Any time a guy even acts like he wants more than to hold hands or a kiss on the cheek, I stop seeing him. Fee and James are still using one another which works perfectly since her heart belongs to my brother. I told her that when they finally got together, we wouldn’t be sharing everything anymore because I don’t want to know anything about my brother when it comes to the bedroom. No thanks.

The mail just came in and I wasn’t expecting to see a letter from Kaiden in the stack. According to the postage, he mailed it from their base. They’ve only been gone a week or so and there was no reason to believe he’d have written to me already. This is the only reason I’ve been hesitating to see his words. There are so many things he could tell me. My biggest fear is he wants me to stop writing to him after all the drama the guys got into while here on leave two years ago. Even on this trip, Drayven had to do a little ‘reminding’ as he calls it when he overheard some things. Taking a deep breath and holding it, I open the envelope and pull out the piece of paper. My eyes read through his words more than once to make sure I’m understanding what I'm seeing. I don’t want to misjudge the words he’s saying. Or get my hopes up only to be crushed down the road when he realizes he made a mistake.

Sighing, I turn to a blank page and begin.

Dear Kaiden,

I enjoyed y’all’s visit a lot, but the house sure is quiet and kind of lonely now without the two of you here. With Fee being so busy, I spend a lot of time twiddling my thumbs. B-o-r-i-n-g! Having you two here was a lot of fun. Thanks for some fun memories. Even though we sent you back loaded down, I’m sending a box since I know you guys go through things pretty quickly. 

School is school, to be honest. I hang with Fee and James or stay to myself if they’re not in my class. I’m not about to let any of these assholes (don’t tell Drayven) make friends with me just so they can tell others they made friends with the town tramp. I know, I know, that’s not who I am, but honestly, Kaiden, sometimes, after hearing it so many times in a day? I think maybe I should just give in and be what everyone thinks I am to begin with. 

The problem is, that’s not how I was raised. It goes against everything I believe in and at this point, the only solace I get is when I’m working at the Double M. Neither Maude nor Miriam will allow anyone to say anything disparaging against me. In fact, they’ve banned quite a few folks who didn’t understand they mean business. Have you ever seen two little old ladies who look so frail that a strong wind would knock them over, take on a huge-ass man running his mouth? Granted, they each had shotguns and both warned him that they had no problems filling him up with buckshot, but still. It was kind of funny, but I hate that they’ve lost business because of me. They won’t let me quit either! 

I just got your letter today. I’ll be honest and tell you it’s definitely not what I was expecting. For right now, I need to digest what you’ve said and process. You need to focus on your mission and not worry about what’s going on here with me. I want to keep writing to you, getting to know you, and help you through your time in the service. I’m not saying I’m turning you down. That’s not what this is. I’d be lucky to have a man like you at my side. Right now, let’s just keep doing what we’re doing. 

I’m not interested in going out with anyone here. I know I’ve been out on first dates and that shit since the whole Knox incident as I’m going to refer to it. They only asked me out because of one reason; a chance for an easy lay. Once they found out it’s not gonna happen, more names started being thrown around. Guys were saying we fucked around when we didn’t or that I was a cocktease. All I can say is that I’ve never thought of anyone I’ve dated in that way, if that makes sense. For now, I want to concentrate on getting my degree and healing from everything that’s happened to me. 

Are you okay with us taking this extremely slow? With us continuing to get to know one another and waiting for a little bit to see if this is what we truly want? If not, I’m sorry. This is what I need to do for me. Especially when you’re so far away and continuing to go out on missions. We both need to make sure we’re not going to be just someone to take the pain away or have a built-in pen pal for the days which are too hard to deal with on our own. 

If you’re okay with this, I will start opening up and sharing more in detail about what’s been going on and what happens in the future. That’s all I can promise you at this time. I don’t want to hurt you, but I believe this is the best way to handle this. Plus, it gives my brother a chance to get on board with whatever develops between the two of us. He can’t say we’re rushing into anything or jumping without truly thinking things through. I will understand if you don’t want to do this though and there will be no hard feelings if you opt to say no. I look forward to your next letter in response to this. 

I hope this letter finds you safe. Please keep taking care of Drayven. It’s appreciated more than you know. I’m going to go study for my Algebra II final. Still fucking letters instead of numbers! If I created math, that would be outlawed, I tell you.

Take care,

Cricket



[image: Text

Description automatically generated]

Twenty-five years old

“Man, I’m getting too old for this shit,” I mutter, picking my rucksack off the ground where the asshole tossed it, along with all of the others. Once again, we’re out on another ‘covert mission’ courtesy of Uncle Sam. The only thing keeping me from losing my shit is we got some mail. Since I’ve read Cricket’s letter more than once, I used the flight to think about what I want to say in response. The past two years have been interesting to say the least. Who knew that someone could like pudding but not yogurt? She says it’s a tactile thing but as I told her, it’s mind over matter. The same thing with oatmeal and grits, for fuck’s sake. I asked her after that confession whether she was really a southern girl or not because those are practically mainstays, at least in Kentucky. In response, she sent me boxes of each in the next box. “Definitely a spitfire,” I mumble as I fall in line with the rest of our unit to see where we’ll be setting up for the foreseeable future. 

“I’m fucking wiped,” Anguish states once we enter the tent our team has been assigned to use. “Let’s get shit sorted so we can grab some shut-eye, we’ve got a meeting at six in the morning.”

Groans fill our tent since we just spent nearly ten hours going across multiple time zones. Based on the current time, we’ve got about six hours before we have to be up again and ready to go. “Jet lag’s a bitch,” Hulk states. 

I nod in agreement. Thankfully, when I mentioned it in one of my letters to Cricket, she researched stuff that would be okay for us to use then she sent it. “We’ve got the stuff though, remember?” I remind all of them.

“Yeah, your girl takes good care of you, Goliath,” Country teases, earning himself a pillow thrown at his head from Scorch.

“I don’t need to hear this shit,” Scorch decrees. Pointing his finger at me he continues. “You just make sure that you never hurt her or brother or not, I will decimate you. I don’t give a fuck how big you are, you hear me?”

“Loud and clear, Scorch. Pretty sure the whole fucking base heard you, too.” I can’t help the grin that appears when it dawns on him that he was louder than necessary. Once I got her response to my letter, I realized that she has a good head on her shoulders, and I was proud of her for setting that boundary for our relationship. 

Not that anything has happened. How can it when I’m always thousands of miles away? It actually feels kind of funny to say I’ve got a girlfriend when we’ve literally only spent maybe a week or so total together from the few leaves we’ve been on in Odin’s Gap, and have never so much as held hands or kissed. Regardless of how hard it’s been to remain celibate since in reality she’d never know, to me it’s about showing her loyalty and respect despite us not being together. Plus, I think Scorch would crush my skull and I think it’s rather good-looking so there’s that. 

“Catch,” Wheels yells. I turn to see a bottle of water headed in my direction. Grabbing it before I’m hit, I unscrew the top then swallow nearly half the bottle. It’s hotter than Hell here and based on my limited observation as we made our way to our current accommodations, I suspect we’re not going to have an easy go of it. Thank goodness all of our bags are stuffed with the things Cricket and Fee send because I imagine it’s going to be put to good use this time around.

“Thanks, man,” I call out. As tired as I am, I want nothing more than to fall asleep, but first, I need to write a letter to my girl. Grinning, I pull my notebook and pen from my rucksack, then settle with my back against the wall.

Dear Cricket,

You’ll be glad to know that we got your last box a day or so before we were called out on a mission, so we’re all stocked up. No clue how long we’ll be here, but we’re supposed to have a meeting in the morning, so I guess I’ll find out then. We’re all wiped out, that’s for damn sure because we just came back from an advanced survival training class. Honestly, I hope like fuck we never have to use any of those skills, because it deals with how to handle being taken as a prisoner, what to do if we’re ambushed and some are injured, that kind of shit. I’m not telling you that so you can worry though, okay? We’re always safe and watch out for one another. Other than a few minor things over the years, none of us have even come close to being seriously hurt and I don’t intend for us to start now.

I know you’ve got to be excited about having your own place, you need to send pictures once you and Fee finish decorating it to your liking. Being independent isn’t always easy, but it’s a good feeling to know that you can do things for yourself. I’m proud of you for getting your degree out of the way and think it is a good idea like you said to work at the Double M to get as much business experience as possible while you plan and plot to build your bar. I’m sure based on everything you’ve told me about Maude and Miriam that they’ll gladly mentor you in any way you need. I just hate that once again, I missed a graduation. 

So the last letter I wrote, I promised to tell you one of my deep, dark secrets. Are you ready?

I like numbers. They make sense to me. There’s an order and system in place with the many formulas used. I know you hate them, but as long as I’m around, I’ve got you where they’re concerned, okay?

How are you and Fee adjusting to living together? Not that the two of you haven’t spent most of your lives with one another, but it’s different now that you’re actually under the same roof. Are you behaving? No more fast driving awards? I love how you embrace life, Cricket. Head-on, no-holds-barred, but without being a royal bitch about it. Shit, I probably fucked that up but hopefully, you understand what I’m saying.

I also tend to overthink things. That’s one of the reasons I was fine with us taking things slow, because I worried that you’d get tired of waiting for me or maybe you’d realize that you’re way out of my league. The thing is, I don’t care, I want you in my life and look forward to when I’m no longer in the military and we can figure out where we want our relationship to go.

Well, my little spitfire, I should close this letter and get some sleep since we have to get up so early. Behave yourself and write back soon. 

Yours,

Kaiden

The other guys give me shit as I proceed to prepare the letter to go in the outgoing mail. “Shut the fuck up,” I good naturedly grumble. Despite the seriousness of our current situation, I can’t stop smiling when I think of her. She has invaded every aspect of my being.

“Goliath and Cricket, sitting in tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G,” Nova sing-songs. I hear an ‘oomph’ from him and look over to see Scorch sitting on top of him and holding the pillow over his face. 

“We don’t talk about Cricket doing any of that shit, remember?” he intones. The smirk on his face lets me know he’s teasing.

“Brother, don’t smother him, we’re going to need his expertise,” Anguish advises. “I suggest everyone turn in since we don’t know what we’re facing.”



[image: Text

Description automatically generated]

Twenty years old

“This is freaking awesome, isn’t it, Fee?” I ask, looking around our living room.

“What, being on our own like adults or finally living together?” she replies.

“Both!” I exclaim, jumping up and down like a lunatic. “I’m so glad Maude thought of us when this became available.” The two women who are apparently immortal heard through the Odin Gap grapevine that this two-bedroom duplex right off of Main Street was going to be available to rent. They petitioned for me and Fee and lo and behold, we are the proud renters, as long as we make the payment anyhow.

“Me too,” she says, flopping down on our couch. Yes, our couch. Mom and Dad insisted on raiding their storage facility that holds a myriad of furniture and memories so that we could outfit our new place. The couch we have is one I loved when I was younger; it has recliners on each end and the middle section that comes down if no one is sitting there has cup holders!

“Should we do our budget like responsible grown-ups?” I ask. “That way, we know what we can spend at the grocery store.” Mom brought over several bags full of what she considers basics, but I know we have a shit ton of stuff to buy.

“We can, but you know I’ve got enough money stashed that I can take care of everything while you save for your bar,” she replies. 

“Nope, we’re splitting the costs just like we always said we were going to do,” I retort. “I know you’ve got the stash and that’s fine if we hit a speedbump along the way, but you don’t have to pay my way, Fee.”

“If I want to, I will. You’re my sister from another mister, Cricket. I wouldn’t have survived until graduation without you.”

“I’m not going to argue with you. How about this, we start a joint account for the duplex expenses and we each deposit money into it so we can pay bills. Well, so you can because you know numbers hate me.” Fee starts giggling but she knows I’m right, dammit. “I just need to know how much my share is going to be is all.”

“Okay, okay, let me get my notebook.” I nod then rush into the kitchen to grab each of us a Mike’s Hard Lemonade. We’re not legally old enough to drink when out in public, but Mom brought us a six-pack of my favorite, black cherry, to celebrate our new place. Making my way back into the living room, I curl up on one end of the couch after giving Fee her drink. 

Thirty long minutes later, I state, “I think we’ve covered everything, right?”

“Yeah, we’ve got every single contingency I can think of covered. We’re probably over-budgeting but until we get a few months of bills under our belts and see how much things are going to be, I’d rather be safe than sorry.”

“Me too. Okie dokie, I’m going to grab a hot shower then write to Kaiden.” 

She giggles a little before saying, “Yeah, I’m gonna write to Drayven as well.”

“Good night, Fee.”

“Good night, Cricket. I’ll make sure everything’s locked up.” Nodding, I take my empty bottles to the recycling bin, then grab a bottle of water to take to my room. I snicker a little bit because I’ve got a small cooler in my room that Drayven got me years ago that’s shaped like a Coca-Cola bottle. It holds the smaller-sized bottles of soda and is currently chilling some now. Seeing my bedroom, totally different from my childhood home, has me tearing up just a little bit.

Time to grow up, Cricket, I tell myself as I gather my nightclothes then head into my bathroom. That was one of the biggest selling points to me and Fee. We each have our own bathroom and there’s a half-bath between the living room and kitchen so if we have company, they don’t have to traipse through our rooms. I shudder imagining someone violating my space like that. 

While the water heats, I look at my various bath salts. I may not be a girly-girl in the sense that my hair, nails, and makeup are always done to perfection, but I love my baths. Since we spent the better part of the past two days moving then unpacking, I decide to use my eucalyptus. After adding a healthy amount to the steaming water, I quickly strip out of my clothes then ease into the tub. “Ahhh,” I murmur as the heat seeps into my aching muscles. 

Ever since what happened with Knox, I have found I like things a certain way. The clutter and chaos I used to be okay with is no more. Because despite knowing that he’s gone and cannot hurt me, stuff like that is perfect for hiding. My therapist is working with me on that, but I kind of like being able to find things quickly. “Let’s get these swamp troll legs shaved,” I mutter. Kaiden may not physically be here and even if he was, we might not be to the point of intimacy where he’d notice my legs, but I can’t stand it when they get too hairy. It probably has more to do with Drayven teasing me by calling me Sasquatch before I was old enough to shave. 

After thoroughly exfoliating the offending hairy beasts, I quickly and efficiently mow the hairs down to a dull roar. “I wonder if Fee would go with me to look into electrolysis? I’ll ask her tomorrow.” Decision now made, I continue washing myself. As thoughts of Kaiden start to intrude, I feel my body react, something that’s never happened before. 

Part of me is scared shitless, but the other part, the one that was worried that Knox’s assault on me had crippled me when it came to sex or being physical with anyone, is standing up and cheering. Maybe my therapist is right. She has been telling me that I would feel desire and passion again. Blushing now, even though there’s nobody to see, I think about the man who says I’m his no matter how long it takes me to get to that point.

He’s not overly tall, but he’s taller than me. Over the years, he’s added many tattoos and has bulked up even more than I thought was possible without steroid intervention. He’s got soft, full lips that I find myself wanting to feel against my own, something that hasn’t happened yet. Much to my dismay, even though he’s visited here every time they’ve had leave, he’s been adamant that we keep the physical aspect out other than holding hands or hugging. Of course, that doesn’t stop him from occasionally dropping a kiss on my head, but that usually happens in passing, not as a conscious thing.

Once I’m done, I let the water out then grab my terrycloth wrap so I can finish up my nightly routine of lotion, face, then teeth. By then, I’ll be dry and can put my nightgown on. I glance critically in the mirror, seeing my tattoo that I got just after my eighteenth birthday. It says Be Brave and is down my ribs in beautiful script. Gotta say, it hurt like a motherfucker, but like Fee said at the time, it will remind me that I can overcome anything I set my mind to.

“Finally,” I sigh out as I plop onto my bed. Instead of bringing my bedroom suite from my parents’ home, I opted for a brand new one. It’s gray but not solid, I think the salesclerk said it was distressed. My bedding is a soft pastel patchwork pattern that is instantly soothing. Taking a sip of my water, I reach for my notebook and pen.

Dear Kaiden,

I really love mine and Fee’s new place. It’s the perfect size for us, that’s for sure. Maude and Miriam have made me the manager at the diner so I can get a feel for how it’ll be once I can open up my bar. It’s a bit nerve wracking, but so far, I’m holding my own. Fee still makes all the yummy desserts as well as several weekly specials, but her side gig has really taken off. She’s doing custom cakes and desserts now and Miriam is allowing her to use their commercial kitchen so she has enough room to work! The diner always smells like a freaking sugar factory but it’s awesome, that’s for sure.

The one thing I was glad about with regard to college is that most of the other students had never heard of Odin’s Gap so they obviously didn’t hear about me. I know, I know, it isn’t true but you know how people can be, Kaiden! Still, I felt like I was anonymous which was a welcome change from high school.

I’m not sure if I ever thanked you for what you did. I know that Scorch was the one issuing threats and beatdowns, but you and your brother were there and had his back and that means so much to me. Not only that, but you have no idea how much your letters during that time when I was waiting for it to go to trial meant to me. You may have been thousands of miles away, but I felt as though you were beside me reminding me to speak my truth and stand up tall. My biggest regret is that I didn’t do it sooner. Seeing how many other girls he hurt like he did me was devastating, and I felt guilty for a long time. Granted, there were a few before me who didn’t speak out which would’ve saved me but I’ve always been harder on myself. 

It’s hard though because I hear those words that have been slung at me all the damn time. My therapist and I are working on it, but it’s not going as fast as I think it should, which is frustrating as hell (don’t tell Drayven). But, like she says, healing happens on its own schedule so I need to be patient. 

Ha, patience! You definitely have an infinite amount of it since you seem to want me. I almost feel sorry for you but hey, you knew the crazy you were signing on for and did it willingly, right? LOL.

Fee and I did the adult thing and set up a budget. I think she went a little overboard on some of the categories because some things are included in our monthly rent, but I wasn’t about to burst her bubble. Not only that, but hello, NUMBERS!!!!! And since you’re not here to protect me from them, I just went along with what she had to say.

You should’ve seen her mother’s face when we were getting her stuff from her parents’ house. It was as if she never heard Fee all the times she told her mother she was moving out. The thing is, and I won’t tell Fee but I can tell you, her mother said some nasty things to me when Fee was out of earshot. How she feels I’ll corrupt Fee with my whorish ways, shit like that. I swear, Kaiden, you know what bothers me the most?

NONE of the other girls he assaulted are being treated like I was and am still occasionally hearing. NONE OF THEM!!! And honestly, some of them are promiscuous, you know? It’s not rumor, I’ve heard it from their own mouths when they bragged in the girl’s locker room about ‘who they did’ the weekend before. No judgment from me, either, when it’s consensual, because they’re the ones who have to look at themselves in the mirror in the morning, not me. Yet I’m the slut and whore? Please, make it make sense. My therapist says that it shouldn’t hurt my feelings since most of the people saying it are not friends, hell, they’re not even acquaintances. She says that hurt feelings come about based on how close you are to the person that’s saying something. So for instance, Drayven, Fee, and my parents have the ability to hurt my feelings. The people I went to school with that I know but am not close to, not so much. But no girl wants to hear that about herself when it’s not true.

I’m just grateful I’ve got Fee. You and my brother too, of course, but y’all are so far away that there’s nothing you can really do. Fee, though, despite hating confrontations, has done her fair share of taking up for me. 

I’m getting another box ready for y’all since I finally got the waterproof pouches you asked for. I don’t know why you want those, but they’ll be on their way along with some other goodies. Please take care of yourself and know that I miss you and think about you all the time.

Affectionately,

Cricket
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Twenty-six years old

“How the fuck did I miss the signs?” I mumble, pain racking my body. 

“He fooled all of us, Goliath,” Anguish replies from his bed next to me. I glance down the bed to make sure I’m not just dreaming, but nope, my leg is still elevated and in a cast. The doctors aren’t sure how much mobility I’ll regain seeing as I took pretty close to a direct hit from the explosion. 

In addition to my fucked-up leg which, according to the surgeon who repaired it, I’m lucky to still have, I’m banged up pretty badly, with what amounts to road rash covering my left side. The doctors think I’ll eventually recover with minimal to no scarring as far as that is concerned, but due to all the metal that it took to rebuild my leg, I likely will walk with a limp. It doesn’t matter to me; I’ll just tattoo over any scars. Not only that, but Cricket’s not the kind of person who will let that bother her. She looks at the whole person, not just the outside.

Yeah, despite Jared being in our unit, he had apparently allowed his addiction to overrule his common sense and completely missed seeing some of the enemy come on base to plant the IED. If he had been at his post like he was ordered to be instead of getting high behind the mess hall, it probably wouldn’t have happened. As a result, all of us are in the medical tent busted up and likely bound for medical discharges. Jared, unfortunately, paid the ultimate price. 

Not that any of us were planning to make this a career except for maybe Anguish, but still. It should’ve been our decision as to whether to re-enlist or not. Nova is the only one who is still relatively mobile, although he suffered some lacerations and what-not due to flying debris. His whole left side is a hot mess and I know he’s likely hurting just as badly as we are, but because he can actually walk unlike the rest of us, he’s been fucking phenomenal taking care of all of us as much as possible. I know the nurses on staff appreciate it because with eight of us, plus the others who were injured in the blast, they’re being run ragged.

I’m honestly grateful to be alive. When I came to after being knocked unconscious by the blast, my first thought was of Cricket and how I needed to survive so I could finally kiss her, show her how she deserves to be loved. Then, I started yelling for Hulk, who had been right behind me. He’s in a bed across the room from me but at least I’ve got eyes on him. He hasn’t woken up yet which is freaking me the fuck out because I don’t know how to survive without my twin. The doctor said a bunch of medical mumbo jumbo as far as what his injuries are but all I know is he’s in a medically induced coma and he’ll wake up. Eventually. 
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