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      Nightmares and monsters are supposed to remain in the dark. Thought of, frightened from, but never seen.

      Lola Bishop has suffered more tragedy in her short time on this earth than most have in an entire lifetime. She lost her parents when she was young, consoled the members of her brother's elite team when they thought a member was dead, and finally, found her best friend's body.

      How much more could one person possibly take?

      Theo Burkhart excels at all he tries. Most sought after recon sniper in the Marines, he joined Task Force 779 with his best friend to become a part of something bigger. He wanted to make an impact on the world.

      Not fall in love with his commander’s little sister.

      When he gets the call that Lola needs him, Theo drops everything to be at her side. She’s strong, yet fragile in so many ways. The girl he’s loved for years is begging to find the good in the world, and he’s only too happy to help.

      The only question is, will it be enough when one more obstacle is thrown their way or will Lola crack for good this time?

      Just a heads up: While my stories carry their share of violence and adult situations, this one, in particular, touches on some socially prevalent issues that may be upsetting to readers.
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      For the victims,

      The survivors,

      Everyone affected by tragedy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Lola

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “To My Parents" by Anna Clendening

        Five Years Ago.

      

      

      High school.

      I don’t know whether to love it or hate it.

      Mostly, I tolerate it.

      I’ve never really fit in since moving to Charleston, West Virginia, with my brother, Nix, a few years ago. After the death of our parents, he took me in. Sort of. He’s my legal guardian, but he’s also military and gone more often than not.

      When he isn’t here, he has close friends who watch me until he returns. It’s okay, I guess. His friends are mostly nice, and they understand his conflicting obligations, but I bet they’d rather do without a teenager in their homes.

      Now, here I am, the first day of high school. Nix is gone, and we've moved, so I’m in a different district than my friends are. I’m starting over.

      Gripping my lunch tray, I turn around to look for somewhere to sit. Tables are filled with more cliques than I've even heard of.

      Jocks and cheerleaders.

      Potheads.

      Nerds. I don’t actually think they are, but it’s how they’re labelled because they’re intelligent.

      Rebels and emos kind of blend together.

      Then there’s the empty table. The one everyone ignores. It's where the loners and new kids without a faction sit. Yeah, just like some dystopian movie.

      Right now, one lone person is sitting there. A dark-haired boy I noticed in a few classes today. I get the feeling he’s the outcast in this school because he seemed to know people when I saw him this morning; he just didn’t seem to like them. Or maybe it was vice versa.

      Oh well, I’m about to discover that answer as I walk towards him. As soon as I place my tray down, I feel a dozen eyes on me. I can’t pretend to ignore them because it’s obvious after the silence that’s ensued.

      “Hey,” I say.

      Table boy doesn’t look up.

      “I’m Lola.”

      Still nothing. Lucky for him, I’m an expert at making new friends. Keeping them is the hard part.

      “You’re Sam, right?” His eyes raise, and they’re…sad. “We’re in English and Science together. I noticed you this morning and heard someone say your name.” I bite my tongue to stop the babbling.

      His eyes drop back to his tray as he pushes what I think is stew around the dish.

      New tactic, I guess.

      “I’m new here; don’t really know anyone at this school. Our audience is obviously boring since all they want to do is watch me talk to you.” I say it loud enough, so they hear me. Some avert their eyes, some glare, some move on to whatever else they find fascinating.

      “What do you want, Lol?”

      “Lola,” I say to him, and he smirks, exactly like Nix does when I correct him about something only to discover he did it on purpose. “Fine. Lol. I can deal with being an acronym if you need.” His eyes twinkle the slightest bit, so I take a bite of my stew and immediately regret it.

      “Here.” He tosses some salt packets to me. “You’ll want to stock up on those.”

      “Thanks, Sammy.” I grin as his eyes narrow.

      Tit for tat my new friend.

      It takes him a week before he starts opening up to me. Really laughs at one of my stupid jokes or seeks me out between classes.

      But Sammy and me?

      We’re cake.

      Or peanut butter and jelly.

      Friends made in high school, will fall away or follow you for life.

      We walk side by side now.

      Until we’re torn apart by tragedy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Lola

          

          “Baby Don’t Cut" by Bmike

        

      

    

    
      Distance. It’s what I need to leave all my desires behind me and move on with my life.

      Time and distance.

      I have to remember that. Embrace it. No matter how much it makes my heart cramp with agony. The man I love will never love me back, and I can’t keep waiting for it to happen.

      At nearly twenty years old, I’ve seen far more than anyone my age should have. The loss of my parents was hard, but because of my older brother, Nix, I was able to get through it. We cried together, remembered together, and healed together.

      When Ryder Morrison went missing, presumed dead, I was the strong one. Ryder wasn’t just my brother’s teammate, he was an older brother to me, same with my brother's entire team of elite operatives. I felt his loss deeper than that of my parents, I think, because he was there for my first crush. My first kiss, and my first heartbreak.

      When Ryder was found, brought home—that first time I saw him—I hyperventilated so hard, I passed out. I couldn’t believe he was real. He was alive, and the years of mourning his death rushed forward and exploded in my chest in a way I didn’t understand how to cope with.

      The next day, I met my best friend.

      Samuel Dane.

      He’s the peanut butter to my jelly.

      The Tasmanian to my devil.

      The Pinky to my Brain.

      Sam and I hit it off. We were barely fifteen, just starting high school, and completely lost in this new world of hormones and bitterness. I knew almost immediately that he was gay. At first, I thought he was trying to hide it. The way he would shyly watch some of the cuter boys in school. His tastes, in general, suggested he was different but in the absolute best ways.

      It took a few weeks for me to realize that Sam didn’t know he was gay. He didn’t know what he was. When I asked him about it, he remained silent for days. Wouldn’t return my calls, come to school, answer the door. Nothing.

      I never gave up, though. He was the boy I’d come to enjoy laughing with at the oddest things. I looked forward to sharing lunch and doing homework together. We went a week without talking or seeing each other, and when he finally showed up at my house in the middle of the night, soaking wet and in tears, we cried all night.

      Turns out, he spent the week soul-searching about the persona he felt he was projecting to the world and who he truly was. I’m the only person who knows the truth. He still tries to hide it.

      Even now, as we begin our second semester at the junior college, he masks who he is. I’m not sure if he’s ashamed or scared of the public’s reaction.

      He spent most of high school as every bully’s target, and I thought college would be different. So far, it hasn’t. He’s teased by the jocks and picked on by the girls on the cheer team. And more often than not, I’m not there to protect him.

      He was supposed to pick me up this morning for breakfast, but when he was thirty minutes late, I decided to walk the fifteen minutes to his place that he shares with his older brother, Charlie. They aren’t as close as Nix and me, but I know Charlie tries his best to be there for his younger brother.

      Knocking on the door, I wait for Sam to open it with his goofy grin and apologize a thousand times for being late. Again. I’ve gotten used to it, and I only find it endearing now.

      When he doesn’t answer, I turn the knob, but it's locked. Stepping off the carpet, I peel it back to reveal the spare key they keep there. Slipping it in the lock, I turn the piece of metal, and the door opens easily.

      The house is too quiet for Sam to even be home, but I enter anyway because maybe he forgot to set his alarm. Charlie works the nightshift in a factory while he pays his own way through school, so I know he's not here.

      “Sam!” I call out as I close the door behind me. “It’s Lol! Are you here?” Something seems off, but I’m not sure what, so I head upstairs to his room.

      Opening his door, I see the bed still made and his bag of books on the floor in front of the closet. Worry begins to worm its way through my veins as that weird feeling hits full force.

      “Sammy, answer me, please.” I can already feel tears ready to flow. Coming out of his room again, I see a light on under the bathroom door and warily make my way towards it.

      I pass photos of me, Sam, and Charlie on the way, smiling at the one from last summer at the beach. We camped near Virginia Beach for a week and spent every day in the water.

      Knocking on the door, I turn the knob and begin to call, “Sam, it’s Lola,” and break off on a scream when I see blood everywhere. The tub, the floor, the walls.

      “Sam!” I drop to my knees beside his relaxed frame in the tub and try to shake him awake. “Sam, wake up. Sam!” The dam breaks, and tears begin falling, and my jostling only makes him slip farther under the water.

      Gripping his arms before his head submerges, I drag him out onto the floor, now covered in water and crimson and feel for a pulse, but before I even touch his neck, I know. He’s gone.

      My Sammy.

      My light.

      My jelly.

      “Sammy!” I scream again. My heart cramps as I fumble for my phone in my pocket, needing to call for help.

      “9-1-1, what’s your emergency?” The operator's monotone voice breaks the silence.

      “It’s Sam, he’s gone,” I croak.

      “Ma’am? You have a missing child? Can you tell me what he was wearing?”

      “No. He’s dead. Sam’s dead, and there’s blood everywhere.” The horror in my tone is its own entity as she takes a minute to process my words.

      “What’s your address, ma’am?” I give it to her without thinking. “EMS and police are on the way.”

      “Why would he do this? He left me. He just…left. What am I supposed to do now?” Sorrow penetrates every piece of my soul as I hold Sam's head in my lap, brushing dark locks away from his face.

      “Ma’am, are you alright? Are you hurt?”

      “My heart is broken.” Shattered into a million tiny shards of glass.

      “What’s your name, honey?” The dispatcher sounds kind.

      “Lola Bishop. He called me Lol, thought it was funny.” I’ll never hear his infectious laugh again.

      “Can I call someone for you, Lola?”

      “Nix. He’s my big brother. He’ll try to fix this. But he can’t. Sammy’s gone. He was my best friend.”

      “Police are arriving now. Don’t be alarmed. Is there anyone else in the house?”

      “No. Just us. Charlie’s at work. Oh God. Charlie.” Fresh teardrops begin to fall, and I release the phone as I hear thundering footsteps come upstairs.

      Shadows announce their presence as two men look in the bathroom and are met with a broken woman holding her best friend's exsanguinated body.

      “Miss Bishop?” one of them asks, and I can only nod my head. My throat is so tight I can hardly breathe. “How about we get you out of here?” His suggestion makes my entire body revolt.

      “No!” I scream at him, and he raises his hand. “I can’t just leave him! He’s all alone now. He needs me!”

      “Lola.” His quiet tone makes me look up. “We have a team here to take care of Sam for you. They’ll treat him right.”

      “I can’t leave him,” I choke out even as the officer gently takes my hand as an EMT enters the room to hold Sam’s head, so he doesn’t hit the floor. “I don’t…”

      I can’t form any more words. The pain is agonizing as I leave my best friend soaked in the water he died in and the blood that pumped out of his veins because life was too much for him.

      “Sam,” I whisper as I’m led down the hall to the stairs.

      “We aren’t able to reach Nix. Is there someone else we can call for you?” the kind officer asks.

      Shaking my head, I try to remember what’s happening outside of this house. “He’s in Brazil again, on a mission.” Oops.

      “A mission?”

      “My brother is secret service.”

      He nods. “Is there someone else I can call for you?” I want to say Ryder, but what comes out is, “Theo Burkhart.” Only Nix and Weston are in Brazil right now. Theo, Ryder, and Foster got a few furlough days.

      “We’ll get in touch with him.” As I stand outside, the sun shines down on me, glowing with its radiance while the once beautiful day turns dark and grim. “The paramedics are going to take a look at you now, make sure you aren’t hurt.”

      I don’t tell him I’m not, I only nod, because protesting would be exhausting. Sitting on the back step of the ambulance as they check me over, take my blood pressure plus a hundred other things that probe and prod my body, I grow too tired to stay sitting up. Resting my head against the doors, I feel someone drape a blanket across me, and white noise fills my head as I keep picturing Sam lying dead in a tub full of his blood.

      “Lola!” I hear my name, but I can’t be bothered to open my eyes. I don’t want to. “Lola Bishop!”

      “Whoa, sir, who are you?” The same officer as before asks the person. I recognize his voice.

      “Lola, baby, look at me.” It’s not until the man says baby that it registers who is screaming my name.

      Sluggishly, my eyes open, and Theo’s overwhelming appearance fills my visions. “Theo,” I whisper brokenly, and he rushes forward.

      “Baby, what the hell happened? Why are you covered in blood? Are you hurt?” I shake my head as he scoops me up into his arms, and I try to embrace his heat because the world is dimming as my eyes cloud over with exhaustion.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Theo

      

      

      For fifteen years, I’ve given my life to this country. I’ve suffered loss, injury, indecision, and still, I continue to wake up every day and devote my energy to making the world a better place.

      Today, I question all my beliefs.

      “Mamá, really?” The woman has been driving me insane for a week. I come from a very Greek-American family, and my mother, the fucking holy grail of the Burkhart's, has been pestering me about babies and marriage for years.

      “Theo, o gios mou, when will I get the babies? Hmm.” Her voice in my ear as I walk into the grocery store is every bit as demanding as if I were home in Queens right beside her.

      “Why are you pushing for this so much now? Are you badgering Reed about babies yet?” I've been getting texts and calls from my mother at least once a day lately. As much as I’d like to tell her I’m waiting for a special girl, she won’t accept that. The stubborn woman will demand to know who and then put pressure on me. And that’s not what I want for Lola.

      I need to be careful with her. I don’t remember when my feelings for the young woman changed, but I know Nix won’t be happy about it.

      “Reed is still young. Besides, your friends are having babies, Theo. I want grandchildren before I am too old to play with them.” Her tone is a little sadder than usual.

      “Mamá, what’s going on?”

      I can almost see her swipe her hand through the air as she answers me. “Nothing, Theo. I had a scare, and I want to spoil my grandbabies before I am too old.”

      “What scare?” I pause in the middle of the frozen food aisle as my phone beeps with an incoming call.

      “Nothing to worry of now.”

      My phone beeps again. “Shit,” I mutter, pulling it away from my ear and seeing Charleston PD flashing across the screen. “Mamá, I love you, but I’ve gotta go.”

      She sighs. “Babies, Theo, and a strong woman.” She hangs up before I can respond.

      Answering the incoming call with a snapped, “Burkhart,” I can hear ringing phones in the background.

      “Theo Burkhart?” a woman says.

      “Yeah, what’s going on?”

      “Do you know a Lola Bishop?” Placing the basket I’d grabbed on the ground, I turn around and start running for my car.

      “What happened?” It can’t be good if the police are calling.

      “There was an accident this morning, and we can’t reach her brother; she gave us your name instead.” The woman rattles off an address for me to go to, and I’m already in my car, speeding down the road and calling Ryder at the same time.

      “Hey, man.” He answers on the second ring as my tires squeal out of a sharp turn.

      I’m a block away, but I can see lights flashing. “Something happened to Lola. Don’t call Nix yet; I’ll keep you updated.” Slamming on the brakes, I’m barely out of the car when I start screaming her name. “Lola!”

      Officers, bystanders, EMTs, they all look at me like I’ve lost my fucking mind. “Lola Bishop!” I yell again.

      Spotting a girl wrapped in a dark-colored blanket with her head resting against the doors at the back of an ambulance, I do a double-take when I see her hair is covered in blood. Streaks of crimson are all over her face, and I feel sick.

      “Whoa, sir, who are you?” An officer stops me from going to her.

      When her eyes open and she looks dazed, I respond, “Theo Burkhart. I’m Lola’s man,” and rush to her. “Lola, baby, look at me.” I hesitate to touch her until our eyes meet, and I see the torture in her stare.

      “Theo?” Her voice cracks, and the flood gates open. She begins to hyperventilate and grows pale from lack of oxygen. An EMT comes running over and places a mask over her face.

      “Is she injured?” I ask him.

      “Physically, no.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?” My words are clipped with irritation as I pick her up and cradle her in my chest.

      Before he can answer, a gurney with a black body bag is slowly being led out of the small house I’m just now noticing. “What happened in there?” I growl.

      “She found someone.” Son of a bitch. “She tried to revive him. It’s why she’s covered…” He waves his hand at her body, indicating the blood.

      “Excuse me, Miss Bishop?” A man in a suit, likely a detective, interrupts us. “I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

      “No,” I snap. “Lola’s in no shape to be answering anything.” I don’t need all the gory details to know my kind-hearted girl is broken up about whoever that is and whatever happened. “Give me your card, and I’ll call you in the morning to set something up.” Standing with Lola in my arms, the EMT takes the mask off her face as I hold a hand out to accept the card.

      He huffs before reaching into his wallet and giving it to me, with instructions. “I’d like to see Miss Bishop first thing in the morning. I’ll expect your call at eight.”

      “I’ll call you at ten.” I walk away before he can try to detain us. It wouldn’t work, but he could cause a hassle Lola doesn’t need.

      Ignoring the looks from everyone as we pass by, I head straight for my car, opening the passenger side and placing Lola in the seat. Her cobalt gaze is wide open and staring off into space. She’s become detached from whatever horror she witnessed in that house.

      “I’m taking you home, my girl. I’ll help you,” I whisper in her ear before placing a kiss on her temple.

      I've imagined this moment a million times over the last year, but not once did I think the reason I'd bring her home would be because of a dead body and the need for a safe place to decompress and recover.

      Quickly rounding the hood of the car, I slide in the driver’s seat and begin the twenty-minute drive home and call Ryder back.

      He picks up immediately. “She alright, man?”

      “She’s not hurt,” I say, glancing over at Lola's still form. I worry about her mental health, though. “I’m taking her home now. She’s gonna spend the night with me, but can you and Foster be here for ten? She’s gonna need all of us.”

      “Yeah, of course. Call me later and let me know if she needs anything.” I can tell he wants more info, but I don’t even know what happened, so I can’t give him anything.

      “Will do, man. Let Nix know that she’s alright, but the sooner he’s home, the better. For her sake.” I gaze over at my girl, eyes closed, curled up in the seat. My heart breaks for her.

      Hanging up with Ry, silence fills the car as my worry amplifies for the normally happy, bombastic, optimistic girl Lola has always been. She’s had so much tragedy in her short life that maybe this could be her breaking point.

      Whatever this is.

      “I’ll take care of everything, Lola. Just rest,” I murmur, unsure if she even hears me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Lola

          

          “Soft Dark Nothing" by Lily Kershaw

        

      

    

    
      Blood. So much blood. It’s all I can see behind my closed eyes. It’s a mirror in my vision I can’t break. I want to answer Theo as he talks to me, tries to reassure me, but I can’t. The words won’t come. My throat is so tight I can barely swallow.

      “Lola, we’re here.” His townhouse isn’t far from my tiny apartment, but it feels like years have passed from the time we left Sam’s to when the engine goes silent in Theo’s car. “Let’s get you inside.” I don’t move as I hear him exit the vehicle, nor when the breeze of my door opening hits my back, and he picks me up.

      I feel weighed down. My body has just given up any pretense of usefulness. All I have is my mind and the pictures of Sam’s lifeless body in the tub. Soaked in his own blood.

      I used to think Sam was the strongest person I knew, outside of my brother's team, because he never allowed anything to bother him. Or so I thought.

      I thought a lot of things about Sam.

      Now he’s gone.

      “Why would he leave me?” I whisper again. Nobody has answered that question, and I can’t comprehend it.

      “Sweetheart, look at me,” Theo’s husky voice whispers in my ear.  With my head still resting on his shoulder, I open my eyes and realize that we've made it into his house, and he’s carrying me up the stairs.

      “Was I not good enough for him?” My chest seizes as I think of all the ways I’ve never been good enough for anyone. I’m always left behind.

      As we enter the bathroom, Theo leaves the lights off as he sets me on the counter, the marble cool against my bare legs.

      “Lola.” His eyes darken as he drops his fists on either side of my hips and leans his forehead against mine. “Fuck.” His breathing is deep as I struggle to find my own breath. “The truth is, you’re too good for him. For anyone.”

      I don’t get to retort as his lips slam over mine in a rough stealing of what little air remains in my lungs. He crowds my body as his hands grip my hips and drag me closer. His tongue slips between my lips, and for the first time all morning, I feel my heart beat again. Life flows through my body.

      Just as swiftly, it’s taken away and melts into an abyss of nothingness because this is only a physical reaction for him. I’ve loved Theo Burkhart since I was sixteen. But to him, I’m still his friend's little sister. This kiss, this first time of caressing this man's lips with my tongue as he retreats, cursing, is a fluke my fragile heart can’t bear right now.

      I feel cold without him touching me as he slowly backs away to turn on the shower. Steam immediately begins to fill the room and gives me a pseudo cloak to mask my tears as they flow freely down my cheeks.

      I watch every move Theo makes as he closes the sliding door, pulls a towel down from the tall rack that it’s neatly folded on, and places it beside me on the counter. When he begins to remove his shirt, I hold my breath.

      As he reaches for me, undoing the tiny buttons of my once pale-yellow blouse, now blood-encrusted, I have to close my eyes again. I can’t see it. Not yet. I’ll be dreaming of red rivers the rest of my life now.

      “I can do it by myself.” My words are quiet as he helps me off the counter and starts undoing my shorts.

      His voice is still husky, and his eyes are heavy as he meets my watery stare. “I know you can, kitten, but I’m going to do it anyways.” My clothes drop to the floor in a stiff, bloody mess until I’m standing in front of him in nothing but my underwear.

      The rest of our clothes fall away, and he’s guiding me into the warm water of the shower spray. “Eyes closed,” he directs as his hands gently work through my long blonde locks. The curls tangle when they’re wet, but he doesn’t pull through, his firm fingers begin to massage my scalp.

      As relaxation filters through my bones, my emotions begin to pour out of me, and I lean on Theo for strength as I sob against his muscled chest. His steady heartbeat is the only thing keeping me grounded and curling up into myself.

      “Count my breaths, Lola. Count and don’t stop.” The words come out soft, but I hear the growl in his chest, and I hold onto his take-charge attitude because it’s what I need right now.

      I get so lost in counting that it’s not until I feel bubbles sliding down my cheek that I realize he’s washing my hair. My mind is so fogged, lost in my own pain that I can barely focus.

      When the water shuts off, and the door opens, the cooler air attacks and before I can let out a full-on shiver, Theo’s wrapping a cushy body towel around me and stroking my arm. My eyes are blurry as they try to focus, and I drink him in for the first time.

      He’s almost as naked as me. Soaked boxers are plastered to his hips and thighs, but it doesn’t hide what he’s packing behind them, and my mouth waters a little. His entire body is tan and muscled. Only a dusting of dark hair covers his chest.

      I suck in a sharp breath as he swoops me up into his arms and carries me out without drying himself off. Gently placing me on the edge of a bed in what I assume is his room, he strides towards a dresser, opening the middle drawer and pulling out a large t-shirt that has Navy written across the front.

      He doesn’t say a word as he pulls me to my feet, drapes the shirt over my head, allowing it to fall all the way down to my knees before he takes the towel from underneath. I’m so focused on everything he’s doing that I momentarily forget all that’s happened today, and guilt immediately swamps me as he guides me into his bed.

      My body begins shaking violently as I silently cry, trying to hide my pain because he’s done enough for me.

      “Hey, hey, kitten, what’s this?” I’m facing away from him in a ball, and he leans over to see my face. “Ahh, Lola, baby, you’re killing me.”

      I try to stop, but the more I do, the worse it becomes, and soon, it’s all that I am. Slamming my eyes shut, I pull the blanket over my head and pray that he leaves to save myself the embarrassment of completely breaking down in front of him.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Theo

      

      

      I knew she was trying to hold it together. Just like I knew, eventually, that the dam would break. And break it fucking did. Her entire life, she’s had to be strong. Her parents' death, Nix leaving on frequent missions, Ryder dying, Ryder coming back to life, and now? Now, she's found her best friend dead.

      I can’t even begin to imagine what she’s going through, but I do know she must feel lonely. So even though my plan had been to get her to rest so I could make arrangements for her over the next few days, I find myself switching out my boxers for dry ones and climbing into bed behind her.

      Even though her sobs are silent, they’re body-racking. She shakes fiercely with stuttered breaths, and I know she’s going to hyperventilate soon if I don’t get her under control.

      Flipping her frame over to face me, I pull her into my chest, “You have to calm down, or you’re going to pass out, kitten.” I don’t think she hears me. “Fuck.”

      Gripping her thigh, I drag it over my hip and tangle my legs with her free one. Wrapping our bodies together, I hope she will start mimicking my breathing.

      “Baby, you’re gonna have to breathe easier, or I’m taking you to the hospital.” Her head shakes, and her hands wrap around my back, gripping me with bruising force. Her nails dig into my flesh as she buries her head into my chest.

      “Is it always going to hurt like this?” she whispers, her breath warm against my skin.

      I want to tell her no. That tomorrow will be easier. But tomorrow will be worse. Tomorrow it will hit that the one person she was able to count on for every minute of every day isn’t going to be there.

      I want to tell her that it won’t hurt when she goes to call him only to realize he won’t be answering. I want to tell her that next week she’ll be able to breathe a little easier and the tears won’t come as frequently.

      But the truth is, I can’t.

      And I can’t because I’ve been where she is. The loss of a best friend is nearly as bad as, or worse than, a family member. Because they weren't just friends. They were brothers and sisters, confidantes, and when she realizes she no longer has that, she’s going to experience the hurt all over again.

      “I wish I could say no, kitten.” I gaze down at her as she lifts her head to meet my stare, understanding in her sorrowful eyes. “I wish I could take your pain away, Lola.”

      Fresh tears surface, and her chin wobbles as she nods her head.

      “Get some rest, and we’ll figure things out tomorrow.” It’s barely mid-afternoon by the time her respiration slows, and she stops crying enough to rest. I know that when she wakes, she’s going to need me again, so I slip out of bed and grab a pair of grey sweats on my way out of the room, a plan already forming in my mind.

      Silently heading downstairs, I reach for my phone and give Ryder a call. “How’s our girl doing?” he asks.

      I don’t sugar coat my answer. “She’s a wreck. She found Sam in the tub, his wrists slit, fucking blood everywhere.” I can’t imagine how she felt seeing that.

      “Jesus Christ,” he mutters.

      “Understatement. She dragged him out and tried to save him, but he was long gone.” I stare back up the stairs, wondering all over again how to fix this for her. “I need a favor from Codie, man.”
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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.
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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