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This book is dedicated to my handsome oldest son. C, you have made leaps and bounds in your life dealing with everything that’s been thrown your way. You are an amazing young man, and I can’t wait to see where the rest of your life takes you. I love you to the moon and back!

~ 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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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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Thirteen years old

Today is a sad day for Cricket and me. Her older brother, Drayven, leaves for boot camp and we can’t go with their parents and him to drop him off. We still have a week and a half left of school. Cricket will be staying with me while her family is gone. She spent all of the last week with her big brother, and I’ve barely seen either of them. I did, however, go to their house for dinner last night and gave him a letter to take with him. Well, I slipped it in his bag, so he’ll find it. Eventually. 

I have had the biggest crush on Drayven Takle for as long as I can remember. It’s not just because, in my eyes, he’s sexy as hell. He’s strong, protective, and so good to his little sister. Most guys his age would find two girls five years younger than him nothing more than annoying pests. Drayven makes sure we feel included and doesn’t send us away for the most part. 

Cricket knows about my crush on her brother since we keep no secrets from one another. Instead of getting mad or upset with me, she has let me have my crush and teases me relentlessly about it. Or gives me a shoulder to cry on when I see him with other girls. It’s more often than I’d like to admit. 

My best friend is the only one who knows how hard Drayven leaving is hurting me. I’ve kept it hidden from everyone around us. Especially him. My tears are cried at night in the sanctuary of my bedroom as I listen to sad songs on repeat until exhaustion takes me. At thirteen I can say my heart has not only been owned by one person but also crushed by the same person. Still I don’t see myself ever falling for another guy. 

Dear Drayven, 

Today is the day you leave for boot camp. It’s a hard day for your entire family, but especially your sister. Cricket is taking your decision to enlist very hard despite the happy facade she’s trying to keep locked in place for you. I want you to know I’ll keep watch over her in your absence. She’s my best friend and I’ll make sure she doesn’t get too out of control with you not being here to step in and save her. 

I’ll miss you too. You’ve always been there to step in and make sure no one hurts us. Our trips to the park and out around town will be put on hold since you’re not here to take us with you. That was always the highlight of my day or weekend. Just getting out without a care in the world. Thank you for including us, including me, when you went out as much as you did. 

Our summer vacations won’t be the same without you there. You always made us laugh and got your parents to let us do things we won’t be allowed to do now. Like explore on our own. Your family has become a major part of my life and every memory made with them includes you. That’s what I’ll miss most of all. 

Take care of yourself while you’re gone. I know you’ll be adjusting and getting used to a different type of life but don’t forget your baby sister. She’ll miss not talking to you daily. Even if it’s just to push your buttons. I doubt I’ll see you when you manage to come home. That time is for family and not your sister's best friend. Know I’ll think of you and hope every day you’re okay. Cricket and I are already planning on sending care packages as often as we can and will write to you too. Just so you have a small piece of home with you. 

I’ve rambled on enough. I just wanted to let you know I’ll have Cricket’s back and won’t let her get into trouble. She’s saved me more times than I can count, and I’ll always have her back. Have a good trip to meet up with the rest of the guys you’ll be meeting. 

Miss You,

Ophelia
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Eighteen years old

I’ve been at boot camp for almost three weeks now. At least three times a week I manage to get a letter from home. Mainly from my sister and her best friend, Ophelia. Those two girls made my life hell growing up. Well, I should say Cricket did. My baby sister knows how to get her ass in trouble. I spent most of my time looking out for them and protecting them from little assholes who wanted to take advantage of two young girls. My friends always helped me watch over them. Everyone in school knew you didn’t go near Cricket and Ophelia unless you wanted your ass beat. Now, they have no one to look after them. My friends have all scattered, either enlisting in some branch of the military or heading off to college. Well, they will be once they finish school.

Cricket and Ophelia were in summer school this year. Not because they failed, but because they wanted to get ahead in their studies and take a few classes our school is offering to those who want to have the opportunity to graduate early. My sister jumped on the chance because she hates school and will do whatever it takes to get out of there as early as possible. I can’t say I blame her if I’m being honest.

Anyway, I was here for a few days before I found the letter Ophelia slipped into my bag. I’m not sure when she got into my room, but she did. I still have yet to read it though. The only letters I open and read as soon as I get them come from Cricket. I’m just too damn tired after the days we have here and then trying to hang out with the new friends I’ve made. We’ve connected over our shared hatred of the shit we do on a daily basis. This is the life we chose though, so we suck it up, eager to get done with the necessary bullshit so we can get on with our desired jobs.

Today, I’m going to sit down and read all the letters I have sitting by my bunk and try to get some letters written and sent back home. Picking Ophelia’s letter up from the pile with my towel still draped over my shoulders, I read her words and can’t help the smile on my face as I take in her words. Fee is so damn smart, and I know she’ll watch over my sister. That’s one of the main reasons I felt safe enough to leave home after enlisting. Ophelia is Cricket’s opposite in every single way.

Picking up my notebook, I begin to respond to Ophelia. 

Dear Fee,

Thank you for your letter. I know you’ll take care of Cricket. She’ll need you by her side no matter what happens to me while I’m gone. You’re the only one who can rein her in when she gets those crazy as fuck ideas in her head. No one else, including our parents, know how to get her ass to calm down and see all the things that can go wrong in whatever scheme she’s cooking up. It’s all you. Don’t let her change you though. With me not there to keep you both out of trouble, I don’t need you to go along with her plans and get crazy right by her side. You’re too sweet and innocent for her to corrupt any more than she already has. 
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