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Colt

        

      

    

    
      2001 Age 7…

      

      Numbers are the worst. Being in first grade is even worse. School just stinks. All I want is to be at home, hanging out with my older brother, Alex, and his friends. Alex is done with school now and laughs at me all the time about how much school I have left. He’s eighteen and I’m seven. My mom likes to joke about how much of a surprise I was. I never minded having an older brother. I always got to see his baseball games and he’s been showing me how to throw a football. I don’t care that I can’t share his clothes or that we can’t watch the same movies. He watches what I want anyways. Alex lets me hang out with him and his friends. Some of them have college classes that don’t start until noon and Alex is taking a semester off while he saves money. So they’re at our house all the time, drinking my juice boxes and playing poker. Now that summer is over, my mom put the kibosh on how late I can stay up with them.

      No offense to Ms. Butterfield, but numbers are not my strong suit. All my friends agree with me that having math first thing in the morning is horrible. I’m not even sure my brain is awake half the time when I first get here. She’s at the white board with her back to us and misses the crossed-eyes’ face I give to my best friend Zane Thompson, who then pretends to flick boogers at me. He’s disgusting. My hand covers my mouth to hide my laugh. The desk shakes from holding it in. Zane’s face is scrunched up from trying to hold his own laugh in.

      I’m about to burst when Mr. Cobb, the other first grade teacher next door, comes flying into our room. His shirt is unbuttoned at the collar and he looks upset. Are those tears in his eyes? Ms. Butterfield looks startled. He walks up to her and they talk in whispers. Our classroom starts to get antsy, everyone shifting in their seats. I have to fight the urge to turn to Zane and start talking.

      Ms. Butterfield’s face turns pink and her head falls to Mr. Cobb’s chest; she makes a noise that sounds like what my mom does when she’s watching Steel Magnolias for the hundredth time. Mr. Cobb pats her on the back, before she steps away and grabs her purse from under her desk.

      “Ah class, Ms. Butterfield is going to be leaving for the rest of the day. I will be sitting in until your substitute can arrive.” Mr. Cobb is talking, but I can’t take my eyes off Ms. Butterfield. Red splotches are decorating her cheeks and tears are just running down her face. With her bag over her shoulder, her free hand twists the ring on her finger over and over while she walks past all our desks and leaves the room. The door smacks shut and the room quiets.

      “Well, I need to make you all aware of what is going on. Something terrible has happened in the state of New York. This may be hard for you to understand, but it’s going to be something you hear about all day. Someday your children will learn about it in a history book.” He paces in front of our class, before pulling down the huge United States map from above our white board.

      “Now,” he takes a look at us, “which state do we live in?”

      Cherise Mobile, our class know-it-all, raises her hand first. I roll my eyes when she’s called on. “We live in Tennessee, Mr. Cobb,” her sickeningly sweet voice answers.

      He nods his head. “We do. And can anyone point out on the map where New York is?”

      To my surprise, Zane’s hand flies up in the air next. Mr. Cobb raises his brow, like he’s about as unsure as I am that Zane actually knows the answer. “Come point it out for us, Mr. Thompson.”

      My friend whispers “yes,” under his breath, and swaggers his way to the front of the class. Yes, for a seven-year-old, he has swagger. I think it looks like he’s limping, but he gets touchy about it when you ask him. When he gets in front of the map, his eyes trail over it before he jumps off his feet and his hand slaps the top right corner. “There.”

      Mr. Cobb nods his head approvingly. “That is correct, Mr. Thompson. Please head back to your seat.”

      With a giant smile on his face, Zane sits down next to me. Cherise looks over at him and rolls her eyes in frustration, just jealous he got the answer I bet. Her hand shoots up again.

      “Yes, Miss Mobile?”

      “What happened in New York? Why did Ms. Butterfield leave?” she asks. It’s an innocent question, yet Mr. Cobb’s face becomes grim. He looks sad and I swear I see tears in his eyes too.

      Mr. Cobb lowers his head. “This morning two airplanes crashed into the twin towers of the World Trade Center. People are hurt, and the news is broadcasting this heavily. As you move about the school today, you’re going to hear more and more about what happened. My job as a teacher is to make sure you’re safe and protected. If you have questions, I will try my best to answer them. I also encourage you to talk to your parents when you get home.”

      Mr. Cobb ends his speech, his chin to his chest; the man looks defeated. I heard every word he said. My brain is scrambling to picture a plane crashing into a building. In the next minute, our classroom television is turned on to the news station.

      The rest of the day passes by like normal for me. I don’t remember learning much. I also don’t understand why everyone is so sad. The TV in our class stays on all day. Each hour, the news reports something different. Teachers are in and out of our classroom all day, covering for Ms. Butterfield, and using their lunchtime to sit with us. A few of the teachers attempt our lessons, but they can’t hold our attention. Seeing a plane crash into a building over and over again is not something I can forget. My eyes widen. I feel instantly terrified for my dad who works in a tall building downtown. I keep hearing words I don’t understand. Terrorist. Death. Patriotism. I know my goldfish died once, and my mom said it went to heaven. Are these people like my goldfish? What if they don’t believe in heaven like my mom? At the end of the day, our principal comes in to tell us that Ms. Butterfield’s father worked in one of the towers in New York. She will be on leave, and we will have a substitute teacher until she returns.

      Zane is just as quiet as I am by the time our bus picks us up to take us home. His brow is tense, like he’s thinking really hard. I hand him half of the granola bar I had saved and he takes it, eating without speaking. His eyes just remain focused on the ground. I cannot wait to get home. My mind is screaming with questions. I hope Alex is around.

      I jump off the bus as quickly as possible and run into the house. The door closes loudly behind me. I wince, waiting for my mom’s reaction, but I don’t hear anything except for the television coming from the living room. Walking quietly into the room, I see my mom standing in front of the screen, a dish towel wrapped in her hands.

      “Mom?” I say quietly, almost afraid I’ll spook her.

      She turns to me, wiping tears off her cheeks. “Hey honey.”

      “Why are you crying?” I ask, concerned. My head swivels to the table where I usually have a snack waiting for me.

      “Oh honey.” She moves to me and her arms pull my body into a hug. “I just can’t believe this. I’m so happy you’re okay.”

      I shift back and see she’s crying again. “Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

      She sniffles and stands up, a watery chuckle leaves her lips. “How about a snack?”

      “K.” I nod before she walks to the kitchen and disappears behind the fridge door. My eyes move to the TV. More footage from earlier this morning of the Twin Towers is still on the screen. People are running around, covered in ash, and helping others off the street or moving them into buildings. There are piles of metal where the buildings once stood. Firemen and police officers go back and forth from the pile. Some people are crying while others stand with their mouths open in shock. A sludgy feeling moves in my stomach.

      “Here you go, Colt,” Mom says and lays a plate on the table for me. I sit in my chair and eat the cheese stick and grapes while I take out my football cards. The phone rings and my mom answers. I hear her talking about the news. By the time my snack is gone, my dad comes home.

      He’s dressed in his mechanic suit and still covered in grease. The creases around his mouth are prominent, like he’s been frowning all day. He doesn’t speak as he walks past me to their bedroom in the back of the house. I hear the shower turn on like usual. My dad isn’t the overly affectionate type, but it’s rare for him to walk past me without commenting on my card collection or ruffling my hair; he must not be feeling the best today.

      “I’m about to start dinner, Colt,” Mom says, turning to hang up the phone. “Why don’t you go outside and play.”

      I nod and jump off my chair. Grabbing my football, I run out the door. I hope Alex comes home soon. I hope he’ll throw the pigskin, as he calls it, before we have to go inside and wash our hands. I pretend to throw lobs and run-in touchdowns until my mom calls me in. I couldn’t tell you how much time has passed, only that the sky is turning pink and orange and the street lights across from our house have popped on.

      I make sure to take my shoes off at the door, so I don’t get yelled at and I leave my football on the bench. When I pass through the living room to wash my hands, I notice my dad sitting in his recliner with a drink in his hand. He looks tired. His eyes are drawn together while he stares at the screen. They still have the news on. Now they’re showing pictures of people they are calling ‘hijackers.’ I don’t know what it means exactly. They look like normal people I’d see at the grocery store.

      “Four planes,” I hear my dad say to my mom over the sound of the running water.

      With my hands washed, I feel it’s safe to head to the kitchen. Mom sits at the table and motions for me to join her. She gives me a small smile, but I can see the tension in her features. Her eyes dart to where my dad is sitting. “Eat your carrots, Colt,” she mummers.

      “Where’s Alex?” I ask, taking a bite of the orange vegetable like she asked me to.

      “I’m not sure,” she answers, scooping herself some chicken before putting some on my plate. “Hey Wes,” she calls to my father, “have you heard from Alex?”

      He doesn’t answer and her lips mash together. “He usually is done with class by now. He didn’t call this afternoon though,” she says. I don’t know if she’s telling me or my dad. We eat our dinner in mostly silence. The only sound is the ice cubes in my dad’s tumbler, clinking the glass every now and then. The room feels tense, something I’m not at all familiar with.

      After dinner, I help Mom clear the table and put aside a plate for Alex. My brother is tall. Maybe not professional athlete tall, but he’s big. He and his friends lifted weights all through high school. Alex claimed it helped with his batting for baseball. It must have too because he was good. His team won state one year even. It’s unlike him to miss a meal. Chicken and potatoes are his favorites, so I make sure to make his plate extra full, before putting tin foil on top and setting it in the fridge.

      Headlights flash in our front window and I smile. “Oh thank goodness,” Mom mutters under her breath. She must have been really worried.

      Alex and his friends Jesse, Russ, and Shawn come barreling in the door, laughing and whooping loudly. Dad stands from his chair slowly, taking them in. My eyes zone in on the shirt my brother is wearing. The Marine Corps EGA is front and center. I’ve seen it before on my dad’s old baseball hat that he keeps on his dresser. Alex’s face is flushed and his brown eyes are bright with excitement.

      “What’s going on, Al?” Mom’s voice carries over the ruckus they’re causing.

      He pauses and faces my mom with his legs apart and hands behind his back. Parade rest, how dad has made us stand many times before. Dad goes still. Jesse, my brother’s best friend since grade school, steps up, throwing an arm around my brother. “We joined up!” Alex announces, his blond head thrown back, while his hands are cupped around his mouth.

      My head swings from my brother and his friends, who are elbowing each other and laughing about getting revenge for the terrorist attacks, to my parents who are both starting to look scary. My mom’s face is pale and her eyes are wide while she watches the guys. My dad’s face is red and the vein in his temple looks like it might explode.

      “Dad,” Alex speaks, “say something. I thought you’d be proud I’m following in your footsteps, old man.”

      My eyes swing back to Alex. “What does ‘joining up’ mean?”

      “It means, little dude,” he says bending down to my level, “I’m a Marine now like Dad was and I’m going to go kick some ass overseas.”

      “That’s a bad word,” I tell him, shaking my head. He laughs and his hand shoots up to ruffle my hair. Before I can blink, I’m lifted in the air and swung on his back. The guys howl and start trading barbs again before Alex turns back to my parents.

      “Seriously guys,” he laughs, “What’s up?”

      “Alex,” my mom breathes out and a whole new wave of tears slide down her cheeks.

      I slide from Alex’s back and he walks over to her. “Mom, everything’s going to be okay.” He tells her smiling, “I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life. Today was the kick-start I needed. When Russ called this morning to tell me about the towers, I turned on the news right away. I’ve never felt so angry and emotional about anything. I can’t not do something. The guys felt the same way. We drove to the recruiting station and started the process.”

      “So you aren’t fully in yet?” my dad asks.

      “Just have to wait for some testing,” Alex nods, smiling.

      “Then you can back out,” my dad replies, turning to my brother.

      Alex’s face falls. “Dad, I’m not backing out. Did you see what happened? Thousands of people lost their lives today. Is that not something I should care about? You were a Marine, I thought you’d get it.”

      “This isn’t just joining up to hang out and play games, Alex.” My dad’s voice rises. “What happened today means war for the United States. You think our president will just let this go unpunished? You just signed up for war, boys!”

      Alex steps away from our parents, his arm sliding around my shoulders. “I know. You think I didn’t know that when I walked in there today? I’m prepared for that.”

      “Alexander.” Mom starts crying into her hands. Dad steps next to her and wraps his arm around her. I grimace because she used his full name.

      “Do you boys actually think you’re ready for this?” Dad’s voice is exhausted, his face drawn. Mom’s breath hitches in her throat.

      “We do, Sir,” Jesse answers, his voice full of conviction. I peer up at their faces and see nothing but determination. Their bodies are radiating with suppressed energy and a fierceness I can’t understand. I knew what happened today was not okay. I understood that people were hurt and that everyone was mad or sad.

      My gaze shifts to my brother, my protector and my whole world. I want to be just like him. He’s the coolest person I know. I don’t want him to leave, but I can see how excited he is. Even though I’m going to miss him, his excitement is contagious. I smile with them, not against them. My brother’s going to be a soldier. A hero. A warrior.
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Colt

        

      

    

    
      Age 10…

      

      I race my bike down the driveway, pumping my legs until my calf muscles burn, determined to hit that jump higher than Zane. The minute my tire hits the board, I feel a second of panic and know there is no way out of this now. I force my eyes to stay open and focus on what is ahead of me. I feel my body go airborne, and my heart swoops into my stomach.

      “Show off!” I hear Zane yell from behind me and a smile tugs at my lips. I land perfectly on the ramp as my handlebars jar under my palms. Laughing, I turn back around to face him.

      “Want to go again?” My brow rises. My adrenaline is pumping overtime and I can’t help that my words sound a bit winded.

      Zane shakes his shaggy blond hair from his eyes. “Nah, man, I got to head home. My mom and dad are going out tonight. I have to be home for the babysitter.”

      “Eww.” I scrunch my nose just thinking about it.

      “Hey, who’s that?” He nods his head to someone behind me. I turn around just as a huge orange moving truck pulls up to the curb, with a van full of people behind it. They must be excited because their voices can be heard from outside the vehicle.

      “No idea,” I answer my friend, shrugging. A flash of heat sears the back of my neck, and my hand instantly rises to soothe it. My head turns back toward the van where a man, woman, and three kids, two girls and a boy, are now standing and looking at the house. I eye each of them and determine they must be the new family my mom said would be moving in this weekend. One of the girls and the boy look younger than I am. The boy has a blanket clutched in his fist even. The other girl, though, looks like she could be my age. I watch her for longer than I mean to. She’s dressed in a pair of jean overalls and a red tank top. Her long brown hair falls to the middle of her back and is in one of those fancy braids my mom is always trying to do with her hair. A French braid, I think she calls it.

      “Must be new,” I hear Zane mutter next to me, bringing my attention back to him and off the new family.

      “Guess so,” I reply and nod for him to help me bring the plywood into our shed, so I don’t get in trouble for leaving it in the driveway again. Last time Dad threatened to whip my butt, and at ten years old, I do not want to be getting a spanking anymore.

      “Are you guys still heading to Motley tomorrow?” Zane asks. I nod in response, while leaning my bike against the outside of the shed.

      “Yeah, Mom is really excited to see the baby again.” I lift my shoulders, not really understanding her adoration for Alex’s son. He’s two weeks old now and all he did the last time I saw him was cry, poop, and sleep. He’s cute with a full head of hair like his mom’s but that’s about it.

      When Alex left for boot camp, his girlfriend, Caitlyn, cried every day, and became a permanent fixture at our home for the first thirteen weeks he was gone. When he got back, he found out he would be stationed at Camp Pendleton in California. Caitlyn cried again and they left the house to talk. For almost three hours, my parents were in and out of the house, acting nervous and giving each other weird looks. Alex and Caitlyn came back and announced they were engaged and were going to wait to have the wedding until after Alex was home. Caitlyn was in college and wanted to finish school as well. My parents seemed relieved the rest of the night and I was told that Caitlyn was going to be my sister.

      Two years later, Alex finally came home for the first time between his deployments. He’d been to Afghanistan and was going to be heading to Iraq. He and Caitlyn had a huge fight while he was home. Everyone kept saying Alex was different, but I didn’t see it. He wouldn’t listen to his music very loud anymore, said his ears were sensitive, but that was it. He spent more time with me than anyone else, so I wasn’t complaining. We played catch most nights and he taught me how to build the jumps for my bike so that I could get the most air. It was harder when he left after that time. I miss Alex. I miss hanging out with him and listening to him and the guys talk. Even though I never know what they’re talking about. Since they all enlisted, I haven’t seen them around either. Jesse stopped by one year at Christmas to drop off gifts but that was it.

      Even though Alex and Caitlyn had been fighting, they still were together and going forward with planning their wedding. Almost a year ago, Caitlyn came to our home with a gift for my parents. She and Alex surprised them with t-shirts that announced they were going to be grandparents. My mom was happy and cried non-stop while hugging Caitlyn. My dad just patted her shoulder. Now I have a nephew named after my brother. I call him AJ for short, so it’s easier not to get mixed up. Caitlyn and AJ live in a small town called Motley, not too far from where we are. She moved in with her parents, so they could help care for AJ while she finishes school.

      “Is it weird being an uncle when you’re ten?” Zane asks, smirking. “My uncles are all old. I think my mom said Uncle Dan was thirty.”

      My shoulders lift again. “I don’t know. As long as I can teach him to play football someday, it’s fine.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” Zane agrees with me. We walk back out to my driveway before he hops on his bike and peddles off down the road.

      I take a few deep breaths. It’s fall and the leaves are scattering all over the ground. I love this time of year, though. Football season is always my favorite. Dad and I watch Sunday Night Football every weekend. Since Alex left, it’s become our tradition.

      I peek at our new neighbors again. This time, the girl is riding her bike in circles in her driveway, a huge smile plastered on her face. The younger girl is trailing behind her and shrieking with laughter. I fight a smile that is threatening to tug at my lips, watching them. I notice her bike is turquois and glittery with band stickers covering the frame.

      My feet start to move toward the house. I have a crazy idea to say hi and introduce myself. We live in a small town and I’m eventually going to see her at school anyway. My body stops abruptly when a black town car pulls up in front of the house. The windows are tinted black and I can’t see who’s inside. My feet shuffle back instinctively. The collar on my faded baseball t-shirt feels too tight.

      Two guys dressed in their Marine blues step out and walk around the front of the car. I instantly recognize Jesse, Alex’s best friend. The minute our gazes meet, I see the tears swimming in his eyes. He looks to the other guy, nodding, before getting down on one knee in front of me, so we’re eye level.

      “Hey, Colt,” he says, his voice scratchy.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, peering around his shoulder looking back to the car. “Is Alex with you?”

      “I’m so sorry, buddy,” he answers, his head lowering, while his whole body visibly shakes. I want to run into the house, but instead, I reach out my hand and rest it on his shoulder, right as a sob escapes his mouth.

      “Jess,” I say his name, my own eyes threatening tears just watching him breakdown in front of me.

      “No!” I hear my mom yell behind me. My head whips around in time to see her collapse against my dad’s chest. She’s crying hysterically, clutching her worn dishrag in her fingers. My dad holds her, his head bowed, while the other Marine talks to them in low voices.

      “What’s wrong?” My voice catches in my throat. It burns. A pain in my chest starts, as if an invisible hand has reached through my skin to grip my heart and squeezes.

      “Colt,” Jess’s hands rise up to hold my shoulders. Tears flow down his cheeks and he makes no move to hide them. “Alex was on a mission to help some of our friends. They were ambushed. Alex didn’t make it. He’s gone.”

      “No.” I shake my head. My eyes sting and my nose turns warm. “He’s a good soldier, he wouldn’t die.”

      “I’m sorry, buddy,” Jesse keeps saying even while I shake my head. “He was the best soldier, he’s a hero.”

      Hero. Alex is my hero. He can’t leave me. He has a son. What about my mom? What about my dad? How are we supposed to move past this? All he wanted was to save people who couldn’t save themselves. He was so sure every time he left that he knew what he was doing. He had a cause he believed in. He did a job not many would volunteer to take, knowing he could pay the ultimate price. My ten-year-old mind can’t put into words the anger and aggression that rises inside my body. Jesse understands it, though. He tugs me to him, holding on with both arms, while I shake and sob into his shoulder. My tears bleed into the blue material of his jacket and over the patches that cover his chest. He never stops holding me. He never stops telling me that my brother was a hero, a good man, and that he fought until his last breath to save innocent lives. That he loved me. That I was his best friend, too.

      My eyes flick up briefly, over Jesse’s shoulder, and clash with the bluest pair of eyes I’ve ever seen. Her bottom lip trembles while she watches the scene in front of her. In that moment, tears slide down her cheeks as if she’s silently mourning with me. I don’t know what it is about her. I should be mad. She’s a stranger and watching one of the most painful experiences of my life. Something about the way her eyes hold mine, though, makes that painful grip on my heart ease a little.
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        * * *

      

      A month passes before we are able to have Alex’s funeral. His body was returned stateside and brought home to Tennessee. Another week passed while everyone was notified when his service would be. ‘Honoring Those Who Served’ is the running theme around our house and town today. Mom bought me an all-black suit to wear; it itches my neck like crazy. Dad tells me not to argue with her today, so I keep out of the house and out of her way. A car picks us up to drive us to the church where the closed casket sits at the front of the pews. An American flag is draped over it and a few of Alex’s friends stand off to the side, all dressed in their blues.

      I pick Jesse out first. The minute he notices me, I glance away, unsure if I’ll ever be able to face him again. I cried into his shoulder like a baby instead of the ten-year-old I am. I’m embarrassed. Much to my relief, he nods at our family as we make our way to the front where the reserved seats are. A low murmur of voices chatter in the crowd. Occasionally a small sob breaks out. A baby whimpering causes my head to turn. Caitlyn is holding AJ in his carrier and sits next to my mom. I notice the way my mom’s body goes stiff and my brow rises. It’s not like her to not immediately reach for AJ anytime he’s in her proximity. I turn to my dad who has his eyes locked on the casket. He’s sitting stiff, his expression the same as the past month. He doesn’t smile, doesn’t frown or laugh or cry. The minute he heard about Alex, it’s as if a mask slipped into place, and all emotion left his body.

      I try to keep focused on the service. Jesse speaks, Caitlyn speaks, and a man I never met before addresses us all about the type of soldier Alex was. Silent tears stream down my mom’s face the entire time. I fight to keep my own tears from spilling over. They play “Knockin on Heaven’s Door,” and I struggle to picture my brother smiling and laughing with me. I don’t want to think about him closed up in that box. My eyes dart around the room, taking in the ladies patting their eyes with Kleenex and handkerchiefs, and the men with their heads bowed. Almost everyone in town who ever knew Alex and my family is here today. All of our distant relatives, people I haven’t met before, came as well. It’s the most packed I’ve ever seen this church. Caitlyn asked them to play “Leaving On A Jet Plane,” her and Alex’s song since he left for his first deployment, and she sobs uncontrollably. My dad moves for the first time to sit between her and my mom, and Caitlyn collapses into his side. How AJ sleeps through all of this, I have no idea. But I’m relieved that he’ll never remember this.

      After the service, we exit the church and line up at the top of the stairs to shake hands with people as they pass. Sorry for your loss. He was a great kid. Let us know if you need anything. I’ll bring a pie by later. Everyone has something to say in hopes that they’re making my parents feel better. After the last pew is emptied, Alex is carried out the doors and placed into a black hearse. We get in the next car and are driven to Knoxville National Cemetery. Our car never goes over 20mph as we are led through the streets of town by our local police officers. At the highway, they pull off and we pass under a bridge where the fire department has a flag hung as well. I glance out the back window and see a parade of vehicles following ours. My chest tightens from all the emotions I feel but can’t name.

      Seven shots crack the air through the silence. My heart leaps in my chest with each shot. Taps is played by a lone bugler after. As tears continue to slide down my cheeks, they start to feel chapped from the cold air. Everything around us is quiet. The man I didn’t know, who spoke about Alex at the church, stands in front of my mom and hands her a folded flag. He says a few words, but I can’t hear them. Her shoulders shake with every sob she tries to hold in. Then everyone bows their head in prayer for my brother’s soul.

      I barely remember leaving the cemetery. A black sludge fills my chest, shutting down any flicker of happiness inside me. He’s really gone. My best friend, the guy I hoped to be like someday isn’t coming home again. My breath stutters when I try to inhale and my fists clench. I want to hit something. Anger courses through my veins. It’s not fair. I pull away from the arm that’s slung over my shoulder and run to the car. I can’t hold onto the sob in my throat. I want to be alone and away from the hole in the ground where my brother’s casket is being lowered.

      We beat the traffic home, and my mom darts inside to pull out the trays of food that a catering service dropped off earlier. My dad walks slower to the house. As if he can feel my resistance to enter our home, he turns over his shoulder to look back at me.

      “Colt?” he says my name as a question, and I read everything he’s trying to ask. Am I okay?

      “Fine, Dad,” I mumble, kicking a rock with my shoe.

      “Okay,” he mumbles, his hand rubbing over his jaw. He leaves me standing in the middle of our driveway and heads inside the house.

      Chills reach my skin through the material of my suit and I shiver. The sun is already sitting lower in the sky, meaning it will be dark soon. A yellow ribbon wrapped around the tree in our yard blows in the slight breeze. I wrap my arms across my chest and look at the house. I don’t want to go in. It’s not going to be the same. Death and heartbreak are now present. A grief so suffocating that even as a kid, I can feel my throat choking on it.

      “Hey,” I hear a small voice behind me and I turn to look. My eyes widen when they land on hers. I haven’t seen much of her in the past few weeks with everything going on. I found out our first day back that she doesn’t go to my school. I can see now she’s wearing a light blue sweater with the private school’s crest on it.

      “Hi,” I tell her, nodding my head.

      “I’m Lyric,” she says, holding her hand out for me to take. I slide mine into hers, thinking she has to be the most well-mannered ten-year-old I know.

      “Colt,” I say my name, clearing my throat the best I can.

      “It’s sad about your brother.” She looks past me to the yellow ribbon on the tree. “I bet he was a great guy.”

      “He was,” I confirm, my words strong. I like that she isn’t telling me how sorry she is for us.

      She holds my gaze with hers, and I feel heat creep over my cheeks. “So,” I say, breaking her gaze to look away, “you go to the private school? I haven’t seen you in the hallways of mine.”

      Her nose scrunches slightly. “Yup,” she answers, drawing the word out slowly, “I hate it, but my parents say I need to finish middle school there. My mom is a new teacher there, too. My dad teaches at the public high school, though.”

      I nod my head at what she’s saying. I have no idea what to say to her. I’ve never been tongue-tied around anyone, let alone a girl. I usually don’t hang out with girls unless we’re forced to for gym class. Lyric seems cool, though, so I stay where I am.

      “Maybe we can hang out sometime. I saw you jumping bikes. I like to build them for my bike too,” she says, taking me completely off guard. I shift my feet, not sure how Zane would react if Lyric comes rolling up to jump bikes with us tomorrow. I end up nodding my head yes anyway and her smile gives me butterflies. Zane will just have to get over it, I guess.

      “Well, I better head home,” Lyric tells me, her head tilting back toward her house.

      “Yeah,” I agree. “Thanks for coming over.” She smiles again and walks over to her yard. I turn toward my house, noticing people have started to arrive for the meal. I take a mouthful of cold air in my lungs and steel myself before heading inside.

      “Hey Colt!” Lyric calls suddenly, and I turn back to look at her.

      “Yeah?”

      “You know, the Lakota have a saying that a warrior isn’t someone who fights. A warrior is someone who sacrifices himself for the good of others. I didn’t know your brother, but I heard he died protecting innocent people. He was a warrior and a good person. Don’t forget that,” she tells me, before spinning back around and disappearing from my view.

      My mind spins over her words, and I conjure up everything good I can remember about Alex. It’s not likely I’ll ever forget him, but it does make me happy to know everyone else remembers him as not just a soldier who died in battle. He was also a brother, a son, a father, and a fiancé. He was a baseball champion and ate chips on his sandwiches, liked pickles in peanut butter, would only drink the blue Gatorades, and he excelled in English class while he struggled through science. He laughed at everything and he liked my dad’s old rock records. He always looked out for me. I can’t help but think that maybe Lyric being here today is just another way Alex is still watching over me.
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Lyric

        

      

    

    
      Age 16…

      

      “Lyric Taylor!” My dad’s voice calls from his usual chair in the living room. I put my eyeshadow down, eyeing my mom warily, waiting for the argument I knew was coming. His feet stomp up the stairs until he’s standing in my doorway, his gaze fleeting from Momma to me.

      “Hey Daddy.” I smile, giving him as innocent of an expression as I can muster.

      “Why is Colt Street at my front door saying he’s here to pick you up for a date?”

      “Sam.” My momma’s voice calmly breaks through the tension. We’ve been preparing him for this all week, since Colt first asked me out on Sunday.

      “Don’t Sam, me, Haley,” he huffs, his arms crossing over his chest, “you girls are the ones who plotted this even when I said she isn’t ready. She just turned sixteen a month ago. I don’t think that means she’s just ready to start dating.”

      “And when will she be ready, Sam? When she’s thirty?” My momma’s eyebrow quirks, and I notice a smile tugging at her lips.

      “Preferably when she’s not living under my roof and I don’t have to know about it,” he answers, his gaze sliding to me. I hunch my shoulders and try to hold my own smile in. I love my dad to death, but ever since I’ve hit puberty, it’s as if I have a whole new set of rules I never knew existed. He’s definitely stricter with me than Kyler, my fourteen-year-old brother. I feel horrible for Posey when she starts dating. Good thing she’s only ten!

      He eyes my outfit and the makeup pallet in my hand, which only makes him frown more. I’m hardly dressed inappropriately. My jeans are new, but they cover what they should. I opted to wear a tank top with lace trim and matching cardigan sweater over it, instead of my usual graphic t-shirts.

      Sam Taylor looks mean with his tall build and broad shoulders. After years of being a high school English teacher, he’s perfected a stony face and gruff voice that keeps kids in line. Most of my friends are scared of him. Only my family and I know how much of a teddy bear he actually is. The tough guy facade he’s fronting right now is for Colt’s benefit more than him actually being mad at me.

      “It’s just pizza and a movie, Daddy.” I tilt my head to meet his gaze.

      “Colt’s a good kid,” my momma reminds him gently, placing her hand on his forearm.

      “The kid runs around with hardly any adult supervision. His dad is never home, and Colt gets to school late more days than on time. I’ve seen him and his buddies camping at the lake almost all summer. I swear they even had beer bottles, Haley,” he harrumphs.

      “That hardly makes him a criminal,” my momma argues and man do I love her even more. She is actually the disciplinarian in this household and the fact that Colt somehow has her wrapped around his finger is amazing to me. She had zero qualms about my first date when I asked her if I could go.

      “You know he’s had a rough couple of years. To lose a brother then his mother so young…he may be late to school, but he is in the top of his grade. He has a part-time job, plays after-school sports and he is always nice to adults when I see him.” I beam at her appraisal of Colt. Even though she left out how devastatingly handsome he is, I can’t deny everything she said is true.

      Ever since that day of his brother’s funeral, we’ve been glued at the hip. His best friend, Zane, finally came around and now he’s one of my closest friends, too. Since we went to different middle schools, I only saw them on the weekends or a few hours in the evening before dinner. Colt’s mom passed away two years later and we all became closer. After Colt’s brother passed, his mom was never the same. She became depressed and distant until she completely lost her will to live. It was the first time I’d really seen Colt cry. He sat between Zane and me, shoulder to shoulder, while his chest heaved with silent sobs. I cried silently with him. Zane teared up as well, even though he’d never admit it. It was a time that truly bonded us. Zane and I became the family Colt needed, the people he counted on to be around. I made it my personal goal to make sure he smiled every time I saw him.

      This past summer, though, things began to change. Colt grew up. And when I say grew up, I mean he grew. For a sixteen-year-old boy, he looks more like an eighteen-year-old. He towers over my average five foot six. I swear even his arms became longer and his hands…I’ve never been intrigued by or studied someone’s hands before, but Colt…the first time he held mine, they were swallowed by his. I’ve never felt safer than when his hand wrapped around mine. Strong and warm, and just rough enough that it sent shivers down my spine. His face thinned out and became longer, his jaw sharp and the bridge of his nose angular. His long dark hair is messy and always hangs over his forehead. I’ve seen him after his football practice without a shirt on and I can’t believe a boy my age could be as cut as he is. His tan skin stretches and moves over his abs. The veins in his forearms ripple and bunch every time he grabs a football. My eyes practically fell out of their sockets when I realized my friend was hiding all of this under his baggy t-shirts and jeans. I wasn’t the only one who noticed. Half of the girls in the school were noticing as well. That’s when the first flare of jealousy erupted in my chest and I knew I was never going to see Colt the same again. Suddenly riding and jumping bikes wasn’t enough anymore.

      Apparently, he felt the same way about me. Our first week back at school for our sophomore year, he sat by me in all our same classes. He started meeting me at my locker in the mornings and offering to walk me home after. It didn’t matter that Zane also tagged along because Colt had asked me. After church this past week, we stopped at the grocery store to pick up chicken dinner and ran into Colt. He brought our groceries to the car and on the way out asked if I’d want to get pizza and go see the new comedy movie at our local theater. Hook, line and sinker…he had me.

      “I’m not happy about this. You’ll be home by nine,” Daddy says, directing his words to me. I frown. It’s already six.

      “Sam!” my momma scolds and laughs, “be home by eleven, Lyric.”

      My dad opens his mouth to say more, but the look momma shoots him keeps his lips zipped shut. I slam my own lips together to stifle my grin.

      “Anyways,” my dad says sounding defeated, “the boy is here. You better go.”

      “Thanks, Daddy.” I jump to my feet and wrap my arms around him before doing the same to Momma. Grabbing my small purse, I quickly sprint down the stairs. To my surprise, Colt is helping Kyler play his video game. He stops when he sees me and a slow, lopsided grin pulls at his lips.

      “Hey, Taylor,” he calls, using my last name like always. I roll my eyes and move closer to them.

      “I’m ready whenever you are,” I tell him, hoping he can’t detect the nervousness in my voice. I’m going on my first date and with Colt of all people. It feels like a dream and I hope nothing horrible happens like getting pepperoni stuck in my teeth.

      “Sure.” He nods, pushing a jumble of buttons on the controller until Kyler’s team wins and ‘Mission Complete’ flashes on the screen.

      “Woah!” Kyler’s mouth drops open in awe. His gaze falls on Colt and I can see the hero worship in his eyes.

      “See you later, bud,” Colt says, before standing and taking my hand to lead me out of the house.

      His light blue truck sits in our driveway. Colt surprises me by walking me to my side and opening the door so I can climb in. I’m instantly thankful I decided on jeans for this date and not the skirt I had been toying with. He shuts the door behind me and rounds to his side.

      “So there is a six-thirty movie and an eight. Do you want to eat first or see the movie first?” he asks, while starting the ignition and backing out of my driveway.

      With my lip clamped between my teeth, I quickly toss the options around in my head. “How about eat first?”

      His smile widens and he nods his head. “Food first, it is.”

      Colt drives us into town and past the school. He waves every now and then when we see people in our grade. My cheeks tinge pink because I swear everyone knows we’re on a date and not just hanging out like normal. There’s a shift of emotion in the air and I wonder if he can feel it too. Or am I just being a girly-girl about it? I take a few deep breaths to try and calm myself. I’ve eaten with Colt many times. Usually Zane or a group of people is with us, but it can’t be that much different. Right?

      I don’t know if Colt can sense my nervousness or not when he pulls into the parking lot of the Pizzeria. Again he opens my door for me and takes my hand while we walk in. It might be my imagination, but I swear the loud chatter dials down to a muted murmur while the hostess walks us back to a smaller booth. We live in a small town. Everyone knows everyone else’s business, even if you don’t want them to. It can be nice and sometimes it can be super awkward, like right now. By Monday at school, everyone will know Lyric and Colt were on a date Saturday night. Once we’re seated, I can see the smirk on Colt’s face and a small chuckle escapes his mouth.

      “What’s so funny?” I ask, peering around us.

      “I think we’re the talk of the town tonight, Taylor.” He leans over the table, those coffee-brown eyes of his holding my blue ones. Butterflies nosedive in my stomach. I’ve never felt nervous around Colt, but for some reason, my hands feel sweaty and I’m tongue-tied.

      “Is this weird?” I ask suddenly, my thoughts too jumbled in my own mind.

      Colt’s lips tug into an easy smile and he shakes his head no. “I’ve been waiting a long time to ask you out.”

      “You have?” The idiotic questions just keep coming. I hope the filter between my brain and my mouth decides to make an appearance tonight.

      He laughs. “Can you tell me you haven’t thought about it?”

      I have to look away because the answer on my tongue is going to cause a whole new round of girly blushing. Of course I’ve thought about it. I’ve had a crush on Colt before I even knew his name.

      My eyes creep back up to his and sure enough, he’s staring at me waiting for an answer. “I have.”

      “See,” he grins, reaching under the table to pull my hand into his, “it was meant to be.”

      My mouth quirks into a smile and we both exhale past the weirdness. It’s been five years that we’ve been hanging out as friends. He knows me and I know him. Still, I can’t help but feel my heart beat faster, knowing he’s been wanting to take me on a date for a while. He definitely hid his interest well.

      When our server returns, he orders my favorite pizza, which I know he secretly likes too, and we get two Cokes. The longer we sit, the more natural everything feels. As if we’re meant to be right here, right now in this moment, just the two of us. Time seems to stop. Every smile and laugh shared between us is a new string tethering our souls together. I know in my blood that I will never be the same after this date. I also know I never want to date again. I don’t care if this is my first one, I never want another. I only want Colt.

      “Oh shoot,” he says suddenly sitting back, checking the watch on his wrist.

      “Everything okay?” I ask, my eyebrows kicking up.

      He chuckles. “We were on a roll talking about old man Tomlinson’s cat, and I lost track of time. The movie started thirty minutes ago!”

      I snatch his wrist to look at the time. Sure enough, we’ve spent way too long just catching up that we may as well skip the movie. My smile falters. I was looking forward to spending more time with Colt. Missing the movie just cut off another hour and a half of our date.

      “Well, my dad won’t hate it if I’m home early.” I shrug, trying to keep it light, even though I’d do anything right now to spend more time with just Colt.

      His eyes dip to the table, suddenly very interested in his fork that’s lying in front of him. “Would you want to get ice cream instead? We could get it to go and take a walk around the park…”

      His voice trails off as if he expects me to turn him down. Little does he know my heart just jumped in my throat with excitement. “I never say no to ice cream, Street.”

      His lips pull into a lopsided smile and I don’t miss the small flash of relief in his eyes. My cheeks tinge pink. He finishes off our pizza before reaching for the check right when our server drops it on the table between us.

      “I can cover half,” I tell him, reaching for the spare cash floating in my purse.

      “Lyric,” he says my name and it sounds like a warning, “don’t even think about it. I got it.”

      I slide my hand out of my purse and sit quietly waiting while he throws down some cash. He stands and offers his hand to me. Mine slides into his as if it’s meant to be there, and I follow him out to the truck. We drive farther into town and pull off the main road and find a parking spot. This time I jump out before he can open the door and skip up to the front of the building. Addy’s Malt Shop is a local gem. They serve twenty different flavors of ice cream on any given day and during holidays, she always makes a special new recipe. It’s never the same twice and that’s part of the charm.

      “Hi Lyric,” Addy calls to me from the register and I wave. I see her do a double take when her eyes land on Colt, only to find our usual trail of friends aren’t with us. A knowing look passes over her eyes. “Hi Colt! That was some game last night,” she says, while walking over to us.

      His head dips and he flashes her a full smile. “Thanks, Add. Glad you and Jeff could make it.”

      “We never miss a Wolverine game,” she tells him. “The usual for you two?”

      We both nod as we make our way through the line, watching Addy’s magic as she smashes and rolls our ice cream into pretty masterpieces. In no time, she hands me my sundae, before handing Colt his waffle cone. This time I get my money out before him and pay. Colt frowns at me and I laugh. “I can treat you, too. Come on.” I gently tug his shirt sleeve, motioning for him to follow me out the door before he gets a crazy idea to argue with me. Addy waves goodbye to us as we head back out the door.

      We walk in comfortable silence, eating our treats, and follow the lighted path into the park. I lead Colt to my favorite red bench under my favorite maple tree, the one with the brightest colored leaves this time of year. The sun is almost completely set by now, yet the twinkle lights strung up throughout the park cast a warm, yellow glow. September weather is still pretty warm, with lows in the mid-sixties. With Colt’s body right next to mine, I can’t suppress a shiver.

      “Maybe we can see that movie next weekend?” He turns to me.

      “I’d like that,” I tell him, smiling.

      “I’m sorry we didn’t make it tonight,” he says, before taking another bite of his cone.

      “It’s okay,” I shrug, “this is pretty great too.”

      “Always looking on the bright side, Taylor,” he says, bumping his shoulder with mine.

      We eat again in silence. My stomach starts to dip and swirl when I notice only a few bites remain in my cup. Our date is coming to an end. Disappointment flows in my veins and for some stupid reason, my eyes prick with tears. I don’t understand it. I only know I wish this moment could last forever.

      We stand at the same time while I dump my bowl in the trash can nearby. I can’t bring my eyes to look at Colt. I’m overwhelmed with nerves, not sure how to end this date, while also being ready to cry that it is over. Instead of talking, I take a step to move around him in the direction we came from.

      “Lyric?” My name on his tongue sends my heart soaring, while the warmth from his fingers sinks into my skin where they are wrapped around my wrist, pulling me to a stop. My feet shuffle until we’re standing chest to chest. I feel his intake of breath when our eyes finally meet.

      My head tilts in question, then words die in my mouth. In one second Colt’s staring at me like I’m his world and the next his large hands are cupping my face, before his lips crush against mine. Kissing him is nothing like I thought it would be. It’s way more, and a thousand times better. I can taste the strawberry from his ice cream on his lips, which are still chilled, while they glide against mine. I breathe in his intoxicating smell of citrus, spice and fresh air, before moving closer into him.

      I’ve never been kissed, but suddenly I know what everyone is talking about. Why some people would trade their lives for one more kiss; why others would complete impossible tasks; why song writers would dedicate whole ballads to commemorate it. I swear there’s a pause in the beat of my heart while my brain screams his name at the same time. My blood rushes to my head and every sense I possess goes into overdrive. By the time Colt pulls his lips from mine, I know I’m changed. I know my heart, my soul, and my mind will never be the same again.
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Lyric

        

      

    

    
      Age 17…

      

      My pulse thumps in my ears the faster I push my legs. I’m late. Colt and I were supposed to meet up twenty minutes ago, but my boss needed extra help at the flower shop. I couldn’t tell her no, as tomorrow was another busy Saturday for weddings. “Crap,” I mutter to myself again after looking at my phone. I’m officially twenty-two minutes late.

      Tearing down the sidewalk, I’m thankful at least it is late enough that it isn’t congested with people. Today is our one-year dating anniversary. Three hundred and sixty-five days have passed since Colt gave me my first kiss then asked me to be his girlfriend. It had been his idea to meet up at our bench, the same one we sat at on our first date with our ice cream. I want to kick myself for almost ruining what should be a romantic moment. I did text him saying I’d be late, but I never heard back from him. I hope he isn’t mad. Colt and I barely ever fight. Our biggest argument was after he gave Jackson Pruitt a black eye for grabbing my butt at a party. I didn’t like the grab, but the last thing Colt needed was to get in trouble for fighting or worse for the football coach to find out.

      Colt is making a name for himself as the Wolverine’s youngest team captain. Despite being a junior, everyone on the team looks up to him and thrives under his leadership. He is versatile and can play both sides of the ball. He is already sitting at over 1,000 rushing yards to go with his 10 touchdowns, 250 receiving yards in 17 passes, and he also has 50 tackles. His coach and several bigwigs in the community are already saying it is only a matter of time before colleges start scouting him seriously. Everyone is talking about Colt having an NFL career. Of course this only makes Colt work harder. He wants to play at Alabama then on a pro-team. He’d never say it out loud, fear of what his dad thinks stands in his way of voicing what he wants; plus, he is beyond modest. He is the guy who is always first to praise his teammate or jump in to offer help when someone’s struggling. He accepts praise with a slight head nod and a practiced smile. No one but me, and maybe his best friend Zane, know how much Colt hates the hero worship. He shows up each week to play his favorite game and if that leads to an NFL career then he’ll cross that bridge when, and if, he gets there.

      Colt treats every part of his life with the same optimism as he does the game of football. When we disagree, he is the first to try and look at it from my perspective, which often humbles me and forces me to open up to him. After our first date, Colt and I became even more inseparable. It helped that we started out as friends and had the same friend group, so no one felt like we were leaving them out. It just became a thing that we arrived together and left together, holding hands and often sharing some PDA. I still get butterflies every time I see him and each time we kiss and go maybe a little too far in the back of his blue pick-up, I only fall for him more. He’s my addiction. The one person I think of before I drift off to sleep and whose face I want to see when I wake up in the morning.

      By the time my feet hit the paved walkway, beads of perspiration are forming on my forehead, and my cheeks have been kissed with windburn. My neck is damp with sweat while my eyes swing around, trying to catch a glimpse of him. When our bench comes into view, my smile falls instantly. He isn’t waiting like I expected.

      “Shit,” I mumble, taking my phone out of my jacket pocket and dialing his number. Of course it goes right to voicemail, so I shoot him a text message next. My heart drops to my stomach. It’s our anniversary and I stood him up. My body turns in a circle and I crank my head down other paths to see if he’s just walking around. The wind kicks up, instantly brushing my exposed skin with goosebumps. Shivering, I shove my hands in my pockets, then kick a nearby rock in pure frustration.

      “I’m sorry, Colt,” I whisper into the air, wishing he could hear me, wishing he was standing with me. Tears burn my eyes and nose, causing me to sniffle.

      “You know, it’s a good thing I’m a patient man.” His voice jars me into action. My body jerks around as he steps out from behind the large maple tree.

      “You were here the entire time?” I ask, my brow quirking. I try to give him an irritated look but can’t. I’m just so happy he didn’t leave.

      Colt watches me, his eyes sliding from my messy ponytail to the work uniform I still have on, since I ran right here instead of heading home to change. I fidget under the intensity of his gaze. It’s new, the way he’s looking at me, and it makes my stomach stir with emotions I can’t quite place. My skin heats, and my mouth suddenly forgets how to make words. “Come here. I want to show you something.” He motions for me to take his hand. I easily slide my chilled fingers into his warm grip. Colt leads me over the curb and behind the bench. I glance over my shoulder, making sure no one else is around, before following Colt around the maple tree.

      “Happy Anniversary, Lyric,” he tells me, one hand wrapping around my waist and the other pointing to the tree. I glance from the tree to Colt then back again. My chest squeezes and I step out of his embrace to run my fingers over the bark. A deep, heart-shaped design has been cut right into the middle of the tree with the letters C+L carved inside.

      “Colt,” I say his name, my lips wobbling, and I can’t stop my fingers from running over every groove and cut of our names.

      “Do you like it?” he asks, stepping up beside me again, his arms folding over my shoulders.

      “I love it,” I tell him, breathing out a shaky breath while tears run down my cheeks. His arms pull back until his hands rest on my shoulders. Gently, he turns me to face him.

      “Then why are you crying?” He chuckles and I grin.

      “Happy tears, Street, happy tears.” I lightly punch his chest. His thumbs swipe under my lashes, before cradling my cheeks and tipping my head back so our eyes meet.

      “You know I’d do anything for you, right?” he asks, and I nod.

      “I’d do anything for you, too.”

      “Come with me to Alabama,” he says, eyes boring into mine.

      “For college? Did you send in your application already?”

      Colt nods his head, his eyes flaring with excitement, the same way they do before a big game. “I did. A lot depends on this season and obviously where my grades end up next year, but Coach says it’s a for sure thing if I want it.”

      “Oh my god, Colt!” I jump into his arms, my own wrapping tightly around his neck. “I’m so proud of you. That’s a huge decision.”

      “So, come with me,” he repeats, setting me back on my feet. “I want you to be there. I can already picture picking you up from your Crim or Psych classes and going out to a local wing diner after games.”

      “Colt.” His name leaves my lips while my brain scrambles to answer. Have I thought about following him to college? Yes. Did I actually think it was something he wanted as well? No. I’m completely thrown. Alabama isn’t one of my top choices of schools, even though I know it’s his. The size of the campus alone freaks me out. I could do it, though, if I had him.

      He leans forward, his forehead touching mine gently. “I love you, Lyric.”

      My breath hitches in my throat while my lips form the biggest smile. “I love you, too.”

      “Yeah?” He grins, and pulls my body closer to his, those large hands settling on my hips. Biting my lip, I nod in response. Every bone in my body is a mushy puddle of love and giddiness right now.

      “I’ll go with you,” I tell him, wrapping my arms back around his neck. Colt whoops before picking me up under my legs and spinning us in a circle.

      “I promise you won’t regret it,” he tells me, our eyes meeting, his filled with promises, love, and so much heat.

      “If I’m with you, there’s nothing to regret,” I answer honestly. Finally after so many months, I can voice the feelings I’ve been harboring in my heart. All the emotions I can now identify make my soul feel lighter. The fact that Colt Street loves me and wants to be with me in the future is my wildest dream come true.

      Our lips collide in a kiss full of passion, the intoxicated feeling of first love and the innocence of new experiences. Colt’s fingers dig into my hips and I feel him start to walk. I don’t bother asking him where we’re going or why we’re leaving. I can’t tear my lips from his. This connection between us right now is so new and fragile, another first in our relationship. His breaths are mine; my pulse beats only for him.

      My feet don’t touch the ground again until we’re in front of his truck. My lips tingle, the sensitive skin around them feels puffy. Smug satisfaction ignites in my chest when I realize his are red and puffy as well. Without breaking eye contact, he pops open the passenger door for me. My brow quirks. “My curfew isn’t for another couple hours.”

      “I’m not taking you home,” he answers, flames igniting in the darkness of his eyes. Colt closes my door and rounds to his side. The minute he’s inside the cab, he fires up the engine and we cruise out of town and head toward our neighborhood. His fingers find mine, pulling my hand to his mouth where he lays a gentle kiss on the inside of my wrist. Aerosmith’s “I Don’t Want to Miss a Thing” plays gently on the radio during the drive. Neither one of us speaks much, yet we never stop touching. If possible, I try to get as close as I can while also remembering we don’t want to crash. All I can think about is having his lips on mine and our limbs tangled around each other. Colt and I have been messing around and taking many of each other’s firsts since we started dating last year. My hands have slid over every muscle, dip, and surface of his chest and back. I’ve tasted him and he’s made a meal out of me. We haven’t crossed over into sex yet though. Mostly because I haven’t voiced being ready quite yet, and despite some other douchie guys in our school, Colt respects not crossing the line until I’m ready.

      The drive feels like it lasts forever while also feeling like it went too fast. Colt parks his truck in his driveway, and I notice that the lights are out inside his house. I thank the stars above that my parents are away tonight at a parent/teacher social, and I’ll be home before them. Colt takes my hand and leads me up the front steps to the door where he takes out his keys and lets us in. The only light is a soft glow from the small light above the kitchen sink. It’s been years since I’ve been in Colt’s house. The last time being right after his mom’s funeral. He always preferred to play at Zane’s house or mine. I also noticed at that time his father stopped coming home during regular hours, and when he was home, he was mean to Colt, not caring that Colt’s friends could hear everything that was said. I quickly understood that Colt was embarrassed and we never played there again. Glancing around, I can see nothing inside has changed. It’s as if the past has never moved on from that day, except for the shrine of pictures on the mantel of Mrs. Street and Alex playing baseball, Alex in his uniform, Alex and his group of friends from high school. Not one picture of Colt is displayed anywhere. His medals and certificates are not placed in any spot of honor. Swallowing, I grip his hand tighter. His eyes glance to mine, giving me a reassuring nod with his head as if he’s used to it. My heart breaks for him and all he’s lost. I make a vow that from now on all of Colt’s accomplishments will be celebrated by us.

      Colt leads me down the stairs and into his room. Even though we’re the only ones here, he still slips the lock on his door. The minute he turns back to me, my body crashes into his, my legs winding around his waist. One of my arms wraps around his neck while the other cradles his head, my fingers sinking into his long locks, curling them around my fingers. Colt groans into my mouth and it’s the sexiest sound I’ve ever heard. I love that I make him feel that good.

      His fingers skate over the exposed skin between the top of my jeans and where my shirt has ridden up, before sliding up my back and unclasping my bra. He takes us down to his bed, only breaking away to pull my shirt and scrap of lace over my head before dropping it to the floor. Straddling his lap, I grab the hem of his sweatshirt and rip it off of him quickly. His bare chest collides with mine and I startle from the heat contrast of our skin. Colt always runs hot and I always need him to warm me. We’re perfect that way.

      Our eyes meet, silently communicating what our mouths are too busy to say right now. I move to stand between his legs while his hands impatiently tug down my leggings and underwear. My mind briefly touches on the fact that I’m completely naked in front of him for the first time before I hear his intake of breath. In the next second, my body is twisted so I’m underneath him, while he kicks his jeans off and onto the floor. I use my forearms to push myself back until my head touches his pillows. Colt’s body drapes over mine like a warm blanket, as he trails kisses over my skin that create a tinge of pink in their wake.

      His hand slides between my thighs, two fingers easing into me, where I’m already aching for him. “You first, baby, I need this from you first.”

      I don’t get a chance to answer before his lips are on mine again, stealing my air and taking my words. His tongue dances with mine while his fingers dip in and out, curling to rub in the place that will set me off. My body shudders under his touch, my hips lifting to grind against his hand. He groans, then his lips slide down my neck, kissing and biting before he nips at my earlobe. I shiver, the blood in my veins warming, while he continues making his way down my body. When his mouth closes around my clit, he hums in his throat, the vibrations instantly tipping me over the edge. My torso lifts from the bed, thrashing and clenching down on his fingers, while he holds me still.

      Colt pulls away, a smug as shit grin on his face, and if I hadn’t just experienced an earth-shattering climax, I’d probably want to slap him. He crawls back up to me, taking my mouth with his. It should be weird, but it isn’t. I’ve already given him that first.

      “I want you,” I tell him, finally able to speak. Our eyes lock. He smiles while adoration, love and a hint of nervousness pass through his features. For a moment, I almost forget this is a first for him as well.

      “Are you sure?” he asks, nipping at my bottom lip lightly. I nod, completely speechless. I may have worked up the gumption to say I wanted him, but now I feel like the inexperienced virgin I am. My cheeks heat slightly and I’m instantly thankful it’s mostly dark in here, except for the glow from his desk light.

      Colt raises himself above me and reaches his hand into the nightstand to grab a condom. Even though I’m on birth control, we’ve already talked about being extra safe. The fact that his brother had a kid young, a nephew he never sees, has made Colt extra cautious about preventing pregnancy and I’m on board for that. In no time at all, he shifts his hips, lining himself up with my entrance and slowly pushing in.

      My mouth opens in surprise at the uncomfortable stretch and twinge of pain. I knew this would happen. My hands clutch any part of Colt’s skin I can find, while I pull him to me. His kiss distracts me from the fullness and slight burn of having him completely inside me. As if sensing my body needs a moment to adjust, Colt kisses me slowly, each drag of his lips against mine is intoxicating until I start to relax around him. I feel his body start to move away, and on instinct, I pull him back in. This time, he glides in smoothly and the pain has dwindled to barely anything. We move together, in sync, both our heartbeats and our breaths. Every rock of his hips is met with a thrust back. Each stroke becomes harder, building and building. I hold onto his back, his shoulders, anything I can, and he doesn’t stop.

      Colt shifts to brace himself on one arm while his other hand slides between us. The second he touches my clit, I’m gone again. I swear my eyes see stars, while my whole body warms. My eyes struggle to regain focus and when they do, Colt’s gaze locks with mine. He’s watching me, like I’m his reason for being, his lips partly open, a flush deepening across his cheeks. “Babe,” he grunts, before his hips stop thrusting, grinding into me three more times, before he stops and his head drops to my shoulder.

      I have no idea how long we lay like that, my legs twisted around his hips, our chests stuck together with sweat. I can feel every beat of his heart against mine. The only thing my mind can focus on is just how perfect everything was, how deliciously sore my body feels.

      “My heart’s racing,” Colt says after a while.

      I chuckle softly. “Mine too.”

      Eventually, Colt slides to my side, pulling me close and holding me. He plays with my hair, while the time I have until I have to get home ticks down. I breathe him in and push in closer. A sense of wonder and disbelief hangs in the air around us. Another piece of my heart leaves my chest and embeds itself in his, molding them together. In this moment, everything is perfect.
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      Age 18…

      

      “I’m telling you,” Zane leans closer, his eyes animated, “we show up buck naked under our gowns, and instead of throwing our tassels, we moon the entire class. No one will forget the class of 2012.” He laughs the loudest of everyone at his own idea. After almost half a bottle of whiskey, I’m not surprised.

      I smirk at my best friend while he sits across from me. It’s spring here, which means warmer weather during the day and slightly colder weather still in the evening. Like every Friday night, we met at the lake and made a bonfire, our first of the season from now until we leave for college at the end of the summer.

      “Nah dude,” Mason, one of our friends shakes his head, “it isn’t Principal Harvey I’m scared of either. If my mom sees that I’ll be in a shit-ton of trouble. She won’t care that I’m going to college shortly after that.”

      “Next idea,” Lyric calls from where she’s sitting between my legs. My chin rests on top of her chestnut hair, while my fingers run up and down her arms. I can never keep my hands off my girl when she’s around. Since the minute she said yes to dating me two years ago, she’s been my obsession. If she’s there, I’m touching her; if she’s away from me, I get jumpy. My eyes pick her out in any crowd and track her movements until we’re together again. I can’t shake it and the longer we’re together, the stronger this connection grows. It’s partly why I asked her to go with me to Alabama this fall and why we’ve spent the last year making sure we each hit the prerequisites that the college requires while also studying our asses off. When Lyric got her acceptance letter, I felt such relief. There was no way I was leaving town without her.

      “Can’t we just do the tire burnout when we all leave?” Camryn, Lyric’s best friend, asks from next to me. Her boyfriend, Tim, is sprawled out next to her on a blanket, eyes darting from Zane to Camryn.

      “It’s been done,” Zane whines and complains.

      My mind spins for something new and original. A prank for everyone to remember our class by. Right now, we’re two months from graduation. This weekend starts seven days of spring break. Zane and I are heading to Tuscaloosa tomorrow for me to check out their football team and meet the coach again and see if the team is a good fit. I’d been scouted and offered a scholarship pretty early on in the year. Despite my father’s constant reminders I could never make it. When I put that acceptance letter on the fridge, he quit coming home for almost a whole month. Needless to say, I never found the time to visit the campus or meet any potential teammates. The coach finally convinced me this would be a good weekend and helped out with accommodations.

      “What’s something that’s easy to conceal but a pain to get rid of?” Zane asks, tipping the whiskey bottle back.

      “Glitter,” Lyric answers, shoulders shrugging.

      Zane’s head whips to her. “Now you’re talking, Taylor! You guys, what if instead of our hats, we toss up glitter. They’ll still be cleaning that off the gym floor five years from now. Colt, your girl is an evil genius.”

      I feel Lyric’s body shake with laughter. My arm wraps around her, pulling her body back into mine. “Her mind is a dark and dangerous place.”

      Mason rolls his eyes and pretends to scoff. They’re used to being around Lyric and me by this point. They know I go where she does. It hasn’t stopped us guys from hanging out, but they all know if Lyric can be there or if I haven’t seen her because of our busy schedules, then I make the time for her. It helps that she’s laid back, so they all love her, and she is truly one of their friends too.

      I lose track of time while we chat about our futures and plans for break. I hate leaving Lyric for the week, but I know she has plans with the girls and is picking up extra shifts at work. Unlike me, Lyric only has a partial scholarship, which means she has to pay for the rest of her tuition expenses. Her parents are giving her some money, but they also have two other kids to pay for in a few more years. They made the decision to give them each a certain sum to keep it fair.

      “It’s one,” Lyric says, her head tilting back, those blue eyes connecting with mine.

      I smirk. “Better get you home before you turn into a pumpkin.” It’s an ongoing joke between us. Even though Lyric is eighteen and a senior, her dad has kept her on a curfew. Her mom lengthens it for us, though. Tonight I was told to have her home by one-thirty. She snorts and stands, hands running over her jeans and wiping off the dirt and grass.

      “Heading out?” Tim asks, and we nod.

      “Curfew.” Lyric rolls her eyes and smiles.

      I grab her hand and take the now folded blanket from her. “See you tomorrow?” I look in Zane’s direction, and he nods.

      “Take care of him, Zane,” Lyric warns him, sarcasm dripping in her voice because we all know it’s going to be the other way around. Zane has declared this week the college experience he’ll never have. My best friend enlisted in the Army this past fall, after being undecided for years about what he wanted to do.

      Zane scoffs, his eyes sliding between Lyric and me. “Are you guys going to get married?”

      Lyric lobs her half-eaten beef stick at him while I laugh. “Bye Zane,” she calls, when I tug her behind me and over to where my truck is sitting. As always, I help her in before rounding to my side. Once the key is in and we’re heading back toward our neighborhood, she finally talks to me.

      “Are you nervous to go?” Her voice is timid and not at all like the confident girl I know.

      I glance at her. “Nervous to visit or to go there this fall?”

      “To visit.” She chooses her answer quickly, which instantly makes me relax. I know I sprung my idea on her. Sometimes when we talk about leaving this fall, I see the hesitancy flash in her eyes. I get being nervous to try new things. I know the campus is huge and that I will be busy the majority of the time with football, so Lyric taking such a leap of faith in our relationship means more to me than anything. What bothers me is that if she does have any conflicted feelings, she never talks about them. I’m hoping that means she will eventually get over it once we get there.

      “No,” I shake my head, letting an easy smile fall on my lips, “It’s just a meet and greet. I’ll also play with the guys a little and get a feel for the school. As for this fall, I have absolutely no concerns at all. I can see everything perfectly. You and I grabbing your favorite iced coffee before class. Sneaking into your dorm, well not sneaking really, because, let’s face it, I’ll have your dorm advisor sorted in no time.”

      She laughs. “Yeah, because you got that charming personality.”

      “It always works, baby.” I wink at her, which makes her laugh again. After that, our conversation becomes easier as I tell her about all the plans Zane has for us in-between the team activities and scrimmages I’ll be attending. We laugh the whole way home.

      When I pull up in her driveway, the house is quiet and dark, except for the outside lights that are still on.

      “Promise you’ll call me at least twice,” Lyric asks, her body angling to face mine.

      I slide my fingers through hers and bring her wrist to my lips. My eyes catch the instant goosebumps that rise on her flesh, and I smirk. “I promise.”

      “And don’t forget to ask about the updated meal plan brochure. I can’t believe it’s not on their website yet. I need to plan.” She reminds me and my smile grows. Hearing those words is a huge relief.

      “I won’t forget.” I shake my head. Out of the two of us, Lyric tends to be the forgetful one. Unless it was something I happened to say four years ago that made her upset. Funny how that always happens, but the girl can’t remember the days she works in a week without writing them down.

      “Thank you.” She smiles and leans over to place her lips on mine. My chest instantly goes still from her nearness. Despite being around a bonfire for a few hours, I can still smell the sweetness from the body wash she uses.

      My hand instantly shoots out to cup the back of her head and hold her lips to mine. No matter how many times we’ve kissed over the past couple of years, it never gets old. If anything, it only gets better. She kisses me like she wants to consume me, like I’m her world, and I keep kissing her back harder. I feel desperate and the feeling knocks me back on my feet. We’ve said goodbye to each other before for things like this; yet, something feels different. I can’t quite place it. Instead, I stuff the feeling in the back of my mind and cradle her face in my hands. Her blue eyes are shining and look somewhat tired. Her cheeks are flushed and her lips swollen. She leans in and gently places one last kiss on my lips before pulling back.

      “I love you,” she tells me once more for good measure. My eyes track over her face. I can see her truth, and my body feels her sincerity.

      “I love you more,” I answer, like always. She smiles and the small twinge of fear I felt earlier completely dies away.

      Lyric opens her door and hops down. I wait until she steps inside her front door before backing out of her driveway and driving the ten feet to my own. Unlike Lyric’s home, my house is completely dark. A ghost house amongst the living and breathing families in our neighborhood. My jaw clenches. No matter how old I get, I wonder if I’ll ever let go of the resentment I feel toward them. The day I lost Alex, I also lost both my parents. Neither of them was strong enough to want to continue on for me.

      Climbing out of my truck, I run up the stairs and step into the house. In the dark, I move toward the kitchen light above the sink and flip it on. If I’m home first, then that means Wes will need a guiding light to find his way around. If he even comes home. My eyes find the shrine, as I like to call it, hanging over the mantel in the living room across from me. All the picture frames are dusty, the box containing Alex’s folded flag is the only object that looks as if it gets any care.  My chest pinches whenever I see it. Not a day goes by that I don’t think about my brother or wish that he was here. If he had lived, would Mom have decided life was good enough to keep living?

      “You honestly think throwing around a football means anything?” my dad hollers, his voice slurred. Judging from the numerous empty beer bottles set out on the sideboard, he’s had more than a few. My head lowers, listening to his words. “That,” he points to my brother’s pictures, “that is doing something. That is something that makes people take notice. Your brother is a hero!”

      I nod, because yeah, Alex was a hero. My hero.

      “Don’t you nod at me like that,” my dad says. Only this time, his voice cracks. My eyes slam shut. “If you had tried even half as hard as he did, maybe she’d still be here.”

      He says it all the time, and by now, I’d think I’d be used to it. But every time his words still cut like a rusty knife, digging into my skin. He blames me for her dying.

      “I am trying, Dad,” I tell him, hating how desperate my voice sounds. “I’m going pro someday. Colleges are lining up to give me a shot. I know I can do it.”

      “It’s a stupid fucking game, Alex,” he yells.

      “I’m Colt!” I yell back, my eyes filled with tears and rage. Why can’t he see me? How did I become invisible just because I’m living?

      “Don’t talk back to me, boy!” He rages, suddenly climbing to his feet. I watch as his body sways forward slightly, looking for balance.

      I scoff. “I’m not a boy, Dad. I’ve been more of the man around this place than you and you know it.”

      “It should have been you. Throwing around a ball and you think you’re something special. They took the wrong kid!” Spit flies from his mouth. I watch while his skin becomes purple from all the dark rage he carries under his skin.

      “Yeah, well they took the wrong parent too!” I mouth back, a second before there is a disturbingly loud crack, and my head flies to the side. The sting burns my skin, but it’s tame in comparison to the pain gripping its hand around the heart in my chest.

      My chin drops to my chest, the grief threatening to eat me alive from the memories. My fingers dig into my pocket and whip out my cell phone.

      “Miss me already?” Zane’s voice flows from my speaker and into the quiet space.

      “Okay if I crash at your place tonight? Then we can just leave from your house.” I wait a split second for his response. Zane isn’t stupid. He knows the piece of shit my dad has turned into. Even on the night before an important trip about my future, the lazy drunk can’t be bothered to be home.

      “Good plan,” Zane answers, “I’ll leave the door unlocked. I’m just heading through town now.”

      My mom was never the same after losing Alex. She quickly fell into a depression. Refused to leave the house or even to see AJ. He was a reminder of what she lost and nothing or no one could bring her back. I was the last one to leave home the day she died. I was twelve and desperate for her to be normal again. To cook a meal, to help me with homework, to even want to hug me goodnight. She called me into her room and had me sit with her. Her eyes were clear and I stupidly thought she was getting better. She held my hand and told me she loved me and she was sorry for being sad. When I got up to leave, hope spread through my chest, so much so that I didn’t even second guess when she asked me to hand her the bottle of her prescription medication. I left the house thinking my family was on its way to healing, only to come home to the coroner’s truck in my driveway while my dad broke down crying in his chair. She left us without looking back. Without even second-guessing her decision. The loss of one child outweighed the will to live for the other.

      I tell Zane I’ll grab my stuff and be over soon. My feet hit the stairs with a little extra noise. In my room, I throw some clothes in my bag, before pulling up my floorboard to find the stash of cash I hid. I take out as much as I’ll need for food, gas, and the extra activities Zane has planned. Before leaving, I grab my suit from the back of my closet. The coach mentioned one team dinner with collegiate sponsors that he wanted me to attend. When I told Lyric, she made me go shopping for a nice suit then ironed it for me. The girl is an angel, I swear.

      With one last look around the room, I head back upstairs and let the door slam on my way out. I should have told Lyric the real reason I have no fears about leaving the state for college. I’ve already been on my own for years. Putting some miles between that house and myself actually feels more like freedom than anything else.
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      “Oh shit, you got to turn this one up.” Zane leans forward to turn the volume higher while belting out the words to Motley Crue’s “Home Sweet Home.” I join him when he gets to the chorus.

      “I love road trips.” He shakes his head smiling. I glance at my friend, and for the first time, I notice the tightness in his smile.

      “Are you okay, man?” I ask, turning the volume down a notch while we drive down another small-town road with the windows open.

      He nods, looking around before shrugging. “It’s just weird how fast things are going, you know? We graduate in two months and then I literally leave a few days after that for basic. I will only be home for a day or two before you all leave for college, then who knows what will happen.”

      “It’s not like we can’t talk still, Z,” I say to reassure him, “I’ll call when I can and text daily. If you can answer great, if you’re out in a forest looking for the other team’s flag, I’ll understand. You’re going to be busy too.”

      He punches my shoulder. “Ass. You should just be glad you got our girl to come down here for school. That’s all you need to worry about.”

      I scoff when he says our girl; he knows Lyric is mine, but we were all best friends first. “I know. I plan to do everything I can to make sure she likes it here. Besides, you know Lyric. Sometimes she needs help being pushed out of her comfort zone. Do you really think she would have been happy going to a smaller state college in Tennessee with all the same people we went to high school with?”

      “No,” he answers and sighs because he knows I’m right. “I get it, just watch out for her, man. You’re going to be super busy, and if she can’t call me then who will she have? Camryn won’t be there either.” He bites his lip. I glance at him, noticing he’s genuinely worried about this.

      “She’ll be fine. I’ll be fine. And if anything happens or I need your help, I promise I’ll let you know. You just be worried about keeping yourself alive,” I say, looking him up and down.

      Zane laughs. “I’ll be at basic. I’ll be lucky if they even let me hold a rifle right away.”

      “Shit happens,” I remind him, my brow lifting. “I still can’t believe you enlisted.”

      He shakes his head, a smile pulling at his lips. “I knew if I talked to you first, you’d try and talk me out of it.”

      “Damn straight,” I tell him.

      “Colt, what happened to Alex was tragic, and I will never forget when you found out. But besides being sad for my friend, I was proud of him. He stood up for something he believed in and wanted to defend a country he loved. That feeling never left me. College, grad schools, being stuck in a job I hate…none of that was making me feel anything. I couldn’t get excited when college recruiters were at our high school; I was bored just listening to them. This is the right thing for me right now,” he explains the best he can.

      I hear the excitement in his tone and decide to drop it. I’m not against the military because of Alex. I’m just worried about my best friend being in potential danger every day. “Yeah, man,” I respond, clapping him on the shoulder with my free hand. The rest of the drive flies by, us jamming to music, eating Pringles and gummy worms, and slamming energy drinks.

      We’re just in time to check into our hotel when we reach Tuscaloosa. I park in the parking lot where Coach made our accommodations. We check in, drop off our stuff, shower and change before my first meeting. I let Zane drive to the campus because the excitement is starting to set in. This is real now. All the talk and planning that has been leading up to this and it’s finally here. I’ve never been outside of Tennessee, much less my hometown. Now I’m here, states away, and looking at a campus that houses almost forty thousand people. It’s insane.

      Zane parks outside the stadium, where I’ve been told to go. For the first time since I received my letter almost a year ago, my stomach rolls with nervous energy. I flex my hand and grip my backpack.

      “Well,” Zane says, keeping his eyes on the towering building, “I feel a proud parent moment coming on.”

      “Dude, shut up.” I laugh and open my door. He also gets out.

      “Ready for this?” he asks, nodding forward. My feet are stuck in place and I can’t move. Am I ready? All I’ve been talking about is escaping home and coming to Alabama and playing football. I have a whole future mapped out that I’ve never actually seen in person.

      “Are you?” I turn and nudge him with my elbow.

      “Hell yeah, man,” Zane laughs, “my poor military ass is going to defend our country then ride your coattails all the way to the NFL.”

      “Someday,” I respond, laughing with him.

      We walk over to the entrance, my eyes eating up our surroundings while Zane flirtatiously checks out the different girls that are walking by. Inside, we’re instantly greeted by the coach and a member from the admissions office. For the next few hours, we get a campus tour. We eat lunch off grounds but close enough to campus that we took a golf cart to get there. I go all out on the ribs, coleslaw, homemade macaroni and cheese and biscuits. I can’t remember the last time I ate this good. After lunch, we head back and I go over potential classes with a senior teacher’s assistant. Zane goes off with the trainer to check out their gym, after shooting me a thumbs up. He’s been entranced hearing all the information we’ve been given today. His brain melts when they mention perks of being a college athlete.

      “So, what do you think so far, Colt?” Coach asks, his hand cupping his jaw.

      “It’s amazing, Sir,” I answer, my throat working to swallow. I feel like I haven’t even come up for air after diving into the deep end. This experience is one I’ve only imagined and it feels too good to be true. It also overwhelming and I’m lost on which questions I should be asking.

      “Usually potential players have the opportunity to see this beforehand, but I know your case has been somewhat different,” Coach continues and I nod along with what he’s saying. My mind flashing to the house waiting for me to come back to.

      “Yes, Sir,” I answer.

      “Well, how about meeting the players? You could go through a practice with them,” he announces, and I instantly feel more focused.

      “That would be awesome, Sir.”

      I follow him into another wing, where we walk through a separate training and weight room. A few players are already using the equipment. They tip their heads in acknowledgment and I do in return. Some of these guys may be only a few years older than me, but I instantly take in their intensity and build. This is definitely not a high school team.

      I get to a locker room before we arrive at the field. I can see Zane sitting in the stands along with another person from the school. He talks animatedly, hands flying in different directions. I don’t think he’s noticed me yet. Coach waves over one of the players, and he heads our way and introduces himself. We talk about what positions I play on my team and where my strengths and weaknesses are. Coach goes over my stats with the guy and then I’m led to the field.

      I can feel Zane’s eyes drill into my back with every pass I drop and every player that makes it past me without being touched. Finally able to breathe, I unsnap my helmet and take the mouth guard out. What the fuck just happened?

      The guy from earlier runs up to me. “Hey man, don’t take it too hard. We’ve all been playing at a different level for over two years together. This is not personal. It’s good to see where you’re at and where you need to be if you start playing with us.”

      I catch his drift and I get what he’s saying, but it doesn’t do anything for my confidence. I’m shaken. My entire high school career, I’ve been lifted up, praised, coached specifically to get here and I feel like I just failed an extremely important test. My skillset feels inadequate. I’m a newborn amongst giants. I couldn’t tell the difference until I stepped onto the field with them. My chest tightens, fear clutching at all my vital organs. I’m either going to puke all over this guy’s cleats or pass the fuck out.

      “Yeah,” I tell him, nodding my head. He gives me a sharp slap on the helmet and we run through a few more of their drills. By the end of the afternoon, I’ve sunken so far into a pit of self-pity, I can’t see the top anymore.

      “Street!” Coach calls to me, before I follow the other players into the locker room. I wait for him to catch up, feeling wary over what he’s going to say. “There’s always room for improvement, kid. I like for players to experience this because this is the level where I need new players to be and fast. I think you have potential, but you need to have the heart to push to that level. You get what I’m saying?” I nod my head, even though, no, I have no clue what that means. Can I make this team or not? Have I organized my entire life around the assumption that this was easy and I worked hard in high school so this would be no problem? Did I make Lyric give up her college dream to follow mine only for me to fail? I never pictured anything other than coming here and playing, thinking she’d just be there with me.

      I can feel the pit in my stomach growing and expanding until I literally can’t breathe. I rush out of there, ignoring the showers, and return the borrowed equipment. I think I hear someone call my name, but I keep moving. Adrenaline, pain, embarrassment flood my blood stream and push my legs to flee. I run out of that space while my dream laughs at me, mocking the things I had built-up in my head until all I hear is his voice, reminding me I’m not special. Throwing a football will never make my father respect me or make him proud. Nothing I ever do, nothing about me will ever be enough for them.

      By the time I reach my truck, Zane is sitting in the driver side. I jump in and buckle, even though I keep having morbid thoughts about not caring at all if something were to happen to me. Zane ignores my sweat and the smell I didn’t take time to wash off. He says nothing while driving both of us away from the campus and back to our hotel. He lets me move past him to get into the bathroom and doesn’t even give me shit when I slam the door closed. I know the steady sound of the running water does little to hide my dry heaving. With my head buried in the toilet, tears clinging to my eyelashes, I have a moment of clarity. I need a new plan. I need to get out of my town and out of the state. I want to remove myself from the country, if possible. I can’t go back and face my coaches, the town or Lyric. All I’ve done for a year is talk up Alabama to Lyric, convincing her she would be happy there. And if I’m not playing ball, I’ll let everyone who has been backing me since Freshman year down. I can’t be a failure to any of them. Most of all, I don’t want my father to be right.

      I step out of the bathroom, and Zane sits up on the bed, his eyes assessing me. Avoiding his gaze, I put on the suit I bought for the dinner I had thought would cement my place on the Bama football team. I leave the red tie, though. I slide into the dress shoes I spent a whole paycheck on, hoping they were enough for me to appear as put-together as this suit.

      “I need to take a drive. You coming or not?” I throw out, my tone glacial, my eyes pleading for him not to ask questions. Zane slowly nods his head and pockets his cell phone. We make it back into my truck and I start the engine. Lee Brice’s “I Drive Your Truck” starts to play on the radio.

      “I need you to do me a favor, yeah?” I turn to my best friend. He opens his mouth to speak, but whatever he sees on my face, has his mouth closing real fast. His jaw works against his emotions. Usually we’d be having it out right now. For some reason, though, he’s actually keeping quiet since we left the college.

      “Yeah, okay,” he responds, and I watch while his fists tighten.

      “You can’t tell her anything,” I say, my gaze turning to look out my window; I can’t see if he looks disappointed that way. I know I’m asking a lot of Zane, considering she’s his friend too and what I’m about to do will be detrimental to all of us. I can’t make myself care though. In the end, she’ll thank me. When she realizes she wasted so much time on me and our relationship, she’ll be thankful I did this.

      My eyes slide to Zane who is also looking out the window. His skin is reddish. He’s battling his own emotions, but I don’t miss the way he slightly tilts his head. I’m selfish for asking this of him. I know it.

      “How did you know you made the right decision?” I ask him, once I park in front of the long strip mall. Zane’s eyes bore into the side of my face.

      “It felt like a calling. I had no other choice,” he answers, shaking his head.

      I bolt from the truck and make my way inside. I’m way over dressed, looking more like I should be going to a job interview at the insurance agency next door.

      “Can I help you?” The uniformed man at the front desk rises and greets me with a handshake. He’s taller than me, broader, and blank-faced. His eyes are sharp as they take me in. I wonder what he sees when he looks at me.

      “I wanted to talk to someone about enlisting,” I tell him, eyes making contact, and my hand shaking equally as firm.

      His eyes slide over my attire, before coming to rest on my face. His brow lifts. “What makes you think you’re good enough to join our team?”

    

  







            Chapter Six

          

          

      

    

    






Lyric

        

      

    

    
      He’s lying to me. The realization hits me square in the chest and rattles my heart around in my rib cage. Ever since they got back from spring break, two months ago, Colt and Zane have been twitchy. Zane barely meets my eyes and refuses to study with me after school. Colt is guarded. He answers my questions with non-answers or his own open-ended questions. We’ve been fighting more too. Lately, all he wants to do is workout after school and on the weekends. He’s bulked up, and my stomach twists, hoping he didn’t decide to start taking supplements because of college football. His behavior is erratic and now I can add lying to the list. I wanted to spend time with him today after school and he said he couldn’t because he had something important to ask his old coach about. I may sound like the crazy girlfriend, but I’m worried. This isn’t like him and, with graduation tomorrow, I’m jumpy.

      I palm my forehead, unable to believe I actually snuck into the gym where the coaches have their offices and stalked the door, waiting for him. I feel like an idiot. He never showed and when Coach caught me, he said he never had plans with Colt.

      My brain flies over every bit of information. All things go back to spring break. Dread layers my gut. Is he cheating on me? I would be less worried, except that would explain Zane’s behavior, too. I was stupid to think he was my friend, enough to tell me if something was going on, then I have to remind myself he was Colt’s friend first.

      Biting my lip, I cross my arms over my chest, as if I can hold in all the anguish my body is fighting to let out, and I speed walk to my car. Tears blur my vision and I swallow repeatedly to keep my sobs locked down. I need to speak to Colt. I want answers. Even if it’s the worst thing possible and he cheated on me, I need to know. It’s the unknown in this situation that freaks me out. Colt’s never been secretive. Graduation is tomorrow, and we literally leave for Alabama in three months. I can hear my dad’s warnings, about following my boyfriend to college, blaring in my mind. He wasn’t happy about my decision. He didn’t want me that far away. The look in Momma’s eyes, the one of happiness but also guilt because she wasn’t happy for me either, is still like a fresh slash to my heart. She knew I based my plans on Colt and that I wouldn’t have picked Alabama if it wasn’t for him. She reminded me gently to not lose myself by going with him. I had to plead my case to both of them so much over Christmas break this past winter that we ended up barely enjoying the holidays. I don’t want to be wrong about Colt. I can’t afford to be.

      I take my cell out and try calling him again. This time, it goes right to voicemail, and I barely restrain my arm from chucking the phone on the ground. I’m turning into one of those girls completely fueled by emotion and making choices I’ll probably regret later. Once I’m in my car, I lose it. Tears and sobs flow in the silence. I can’t breathe and everything, everything hurts. My cheeks sting with embarrassment. I need to drive home and find a way to turn my mind off for a while. I just need to survive tonight.
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        * * *

      

      Graduation is like nothing I had built up in my head. After failed attempts at getting ahold of Colt yesterday, I went to bed with a headache and my stomach twisted in knots. He never called me back. At one this morning, he sent a text saying we would talk after graduation. One moment I was blissed out to finally hear from him and the next I’m pissed he thinks it’s okay to act like this and make all the decisions. He’s had zero regard for my feelings.

      I’m keeping my distance. With our names being far apart in the alphabet, I watch through tears as he accepts his diploma. His eyes touch briefly on mine and I swear I see regret in his. It doesn’t make sense. My head bows. When our caps fly in the air, I don’t even take in the glitter that swirls around me after. Nothing is as it should be.

      I don’t wait for Colt after, instead choosing to get in the car with my parents and head to Roadside, our local BBQ joint and event center. Instead of a grad party, we had all chosen to eat here with our families and have a combined party. It had been something I was looking forward to all year, but now it feels like a social obligation when all I truly want is to be home and hiding under my covers. As much as I want to have it out with Colt, I’m terrified.

      I make small talk with our group of friends, even while I feel Colt’s eyes on me from across the room. He stands off to the side with Zane and Tim. To my surprise, Colt’s dad came as well. I wonder if Colt is happy about it or frustrated like always. I don’t want to think about him right now. I try to smile and laugh instead. My body makes its way around the restaurant, stopping for pictures or signing yearbooks. Momma attempts to get me to eat, but I can’t. Her lips turn into a frown and I see the questions in her eyes, so I stay away from her too. The only other person in the world who could pull the rug out from under the façade I’m running with right now would be her. And it hurts too much to lie to her.

      My mind is running around so much that I flinch when he grabs my wrist. My eyes dart up to Colt’s, who’s watching me, and I wonder if he can see that he’s slowly breaking my heart.

      “Come outside with me?” he asks, his head tilting toward the side doors. I feel my spine straighten. My stubbornness bubbles to the surface.

      “Just say it here,” I tell him, looking around the room and gritting my teeth together.

      His head hangs down, but he moves closer to me. “I enlisted.”

      “Repeat that,” I tell him, tilting my head to hear him better. There’s no way I heard him correctly.

      “I enlisted,” Colt says again, his eyes snapping up to meet mine. “I’m not going to Alabama.”

      My mouth drops open before I snap it closed. Tears sting my eyes and threaten to spill. “Enlisted, as in joined the military?” He nods slowly. I suck in air, needing to get oxygen to my brain before my body decides to shut down. Anger simmers in my blood. “Are we going to talk about this? Do I get a say?”

      Colt steps back from me and I shudder. “It’s already done. Zane and I both leave in two days for basic.”

      I can’t move. Blood rushes through my ears, my heart spasms in my chest, while the pain starts to seep into my bones. It hurts to breathe, to think, to talk. Colt steps around my frozen frame and moves to the center of the restaurant.

      “Hey everybody!” I hear him yell, and Zane steps up next to him, whistling between his fingers. The room quiets and everyone turns to watch Colt. I feel eyes land on me as well. My arms wrap around myself, trying to hold myself together.

      “Ah, I just have a quick announcement to make. I wanted you all to be the first to know,” he starts out, a half-smile on his face, but he looks nervous. I hope that nervousness eats him alive. “Awhile back I made a decision that changed my life. I know for the past four years ya’ll have watched me every Friday night and everyone in this town has always supported our Wolverine football team…”

      “Here-Here,” shouts someone in the crowd. A few others start howling.

      Colt’s hands come up to gain their attention. “I know a lot of you were looking forward to watching me play college ball as well, but I’ve had a change of plans. I joined a bigger team. A team of incredible men and women that fight for freedom and for our country. I’m now a soldier in the United States Army.”

      The silence is deafening before a slow clap starts. For the first time I look up at Colt. He doesn’t look smug or cheerful. He knew this would be the outcome, and he still went through with it anyway. Slowly people start to come forward to congratulate him. Most of them are wearing shocked expressions and a few known veterans look proud. My parents stand in the back, and I pretend to ignore the looks they’re shooting my way. Obviously, with one look at me right now, they have to know I did not expect this or know anything about it.

      Boots stomping across the room, followed by a slammed door draws my attention. I see Mr. Street walking away from the building. I bite my lip right as Colt moves next to me.

      “I have to go,” he nods to his dad, “we can talk more later.”

      I want to stomp my foot and demand that he talk to me now, except I can barely find my voice. He moves past me and leaves. A hushed murmur goes around the room. I feel exposed, left out and abandoned.

      “Lyric,” Zane starts to say next to me and I hold up my hand to shut him down.

      “You knew,” I say, rather than ask. Zane at least has the decency to look at the floor while he nods his head. Another pierce of betrayal to my heart.

      “He asked me not to say anything---“

      “Stop!” I hold my hand up again; this time, a few tears escape. “I know he was your friend first. I just thought I was your friend too.”

      “You are,” he starts to argue back.

      “Friends don’t lie to each other! Do you have any idea how lost I’ve felt these past months? Like I did something wrong? I would have cheered him on if he had told me. At least I wouldn’t look like an idiot being blindsided like everyone else!” My last words come out louder than anticipated. I hear Momma’s voice call my name, but it’s too late. I’m already humiliated enough. Without thinking, I run for the door.

      I kick off my wedge heels and run barefoot down the sidewalk. I don’t run home but to the place that, for the last two years, has become my favorite. I run to the park in the center of town. I need our tree, I need the sentiment, I need the memories in order to push everything else away. I want to plan and figure out how I can make this better. I fold myself up and sit under the branches of the huge maple. I want to puke at the same time I want to laugh. Everything is a mess. What started out as what should have been one of the best days in my life is a complete nightmare.

      I don’t want to go to Alabama without Colt. All he has to do is ask and I will go wherever he is. I never truly had a plan for college, like some kids my age do. Until two years ago, I had been fine believing I would go to community college here or even a state school. The minute Colt brought up Alabama, I started building my future around the classes and majors they offered. Not having a plan before Colt didn’t scare me. Going there now, alone, does.

      
        
        Lyric: Can you meet me? I need to talk to you.

      

      

      I text out the words and hit send before I can stop myself. My eyes pinch shut while a wave of shame ripples through me. My cell phone twirls in my fingers. Minutes pass before I get a response.

      
        
        Colt: Sure

      

      

      I slide my arms around my knees, hugging myself and staring at the deep indentation of our initials. After two years and the changes of the seasons, it hasn’t faded. Time ticks by and the sun sinks in the sky. The park’s lights pop on, creating a yellow glow, warming my surroundings. Footsteps crunching on gravel pull my attention.

      My face tilts up to his. Colt’s button-down shirt is rumpled, a few of the buttons popped off. His long locks fall over his eyes.

      “What happened?” I ask standing, my hand reaching out to cradle his face, to trace the red bruise that is already turning purple around his eye.

      “Difference of opinion,” Colt mutters, and I notice his lip looks split as well.

      “Your dad did this?” I ask, stepping forward again, only this time, Colt pulls back.

      “Like I said, we don’t agree on my life choices.”

      “That’s not a reason for a father to hit his son, Colt,” I tell him, my voice rising an octave. My hands ball at my sides. I blame Mr. Street for the way Colt feels about himself. For the way Colt always is trying to get his approval when he doesn’t need it.

      “What did you want to talk about?” he asks, his eyes on anywhere else but me.

      “Seriously?” I ask. “How about the bomb you just dropped. Were you even going to tell me?”

      “Yes,” he huffs, “I tried to. It was hard though. I knew you would be mad if I told you and I didn’t want to ruin the rest of your senior year.”

      “Colt, I have done nothing but worry about you and what’s happening to us since you came back from spring break. That’s when you should have told me. Not minutes before you announce it to a room full of people. You think I haven’t noticed the deflection or the change in your behavior. I’m not stupid!” I don’t care that I’m ranting. It feels too good to get this off my chest. How could he possibly hide this for months?

      “I know you’re not. This was something I needed to do for myself. After we got to Alabama, it just didn’t feel right. The calling I thought I’d feel to the football field wasn’t there. Listening to Zane talk got me really thinking that maybe I was made for something different. It runs in my blood,” he answers, his face slowly shutting down. I barely recognize the person in front of me.

      “Fine,” I tell him, my shoulders shrugging, “I’ll support any decision you make. So what about us?”

      Colt’s eyes snap to mine before roaming over my face and down to my shoes, the color deepening, and I get a fearful feeling it’s as if he’s trying to take this moment and store it in his memory. “You should still go to Alabama. They have a great program for the classes you wanted. Don’t change because I did. You should still go.”

      My hand swipes the tears that start rolling down my cheeks. “Fine. And then what? Can I write you? Can we visit each other when you’re on leave?” I’m bargaining at this point. My stomach wants to roil at how clingy I sound, but I’m desperate. I love him. And love does stupid things to people who think they’re about to lose someone or something very important to them.

      His head turns, and I watch his throat bob. “Yeah. We can write.”

      “Okay,” I sniffle. “Can you hold me now?”

      In two strides, Colt’s arms wrap around me. My own hold tightens to his middle as if I can anchor him to me and stay in this moment until everything is better. Until the sadness and betrayal evaporate, and I’m not left feeling torn apart. I need Colt. For once, I actually understand what The Weeknd was talking about, love does “fuck you up more than drugs ever will.”
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Lyric

        

      

    

    
      10 weeks later…

      

      Colt.

      His last letter arrived, and at the bottom, he only signed his name. A piece of my heart cracks, breaks off then dissolves into ash in my blood stream. He’s pushing me away. It’s been over two months. The summer is gone, and autumn is starting to make itself known. Time has become a literal clock with every colorful leaf that pops up and the temps that start to get lower at night. Some friends have started leaving for college and are holding last hurrahs at our favorite places.

      Like Colt asked, I’m keeping my spot at the University of Alabama. Momma’s been packing for me all week before shipping all my things down there. Since they frown on freshman having vehicles, my dad bought me a one-way ticket. My plane leaves in two days. That was the absolute last flight I could get. Part of me was still hoping to see Colt before I left. Even though it makes me feel weak, I’m only keeping this plan because he asked me to and it was our plan together.

      Right after he and Zane reported for basic training, I started writing him. His first few letters were long and he explained that mail had to be earned and takes forever to get. He told me not to expect things to move too fast. In the past few weeks, his letters became nothing more than a few sentences. He never responded to my question about where he’ll be stationed either. I made sure to tell him I decided to still go away to college, even though the idea gives me nightmares. I haven’t slept since Colt left. Anytime someone mentions Alabama, I break out in hives. But I keep it all to myself. My parents have expressed their resentment toward Colt while Camryn coddles me as if my puppy ran away. Things are better when his name is just not mentioned. Even my siblings are tiptoeing around me these days.

      Wiping under my eyes, I shove the letter into my bag and walk faster to meet the girls for brunch. Tonight we’ll go to the bonfire party with our group of friends, our last time getting together before we head off in different directions. Of course I’m the last to arrive. Camryn and Jamie Lynn already have their iced lattes and are looking over the menu. I hope I can fake eating enough without them questioning me.

      I sit and we order. My smile never falters while they talk excitedly about their respective universities and move-in weekend plans. The pile of stones in my stomach builds higher and higher until my knuckles turn white around my mug of tea. My tongue feels like sandpaper in my mouth and my eyes threaten to water again.

      “Have you heard from Colt this week?” Camryn asks, shooting me a knowing look. My best friend is too smart for her own good sometimes.

      I manage a small smile. “He finished basic and will be stationed in Colorado,” I repeat back the information I’ve received in my letter today before the cold send off.

      “Girl, I don’t know how you’re doing it. If Mason did that without telling me, I’d have chewed him out and made him grovel.” Jamie Lynn flicks her wrist. My heart squeezes at her words. I don’t know why I’m so worried about what my friends think, but I can’t help thinking they make sense at the same time.

      “We did fight. I just know this means a lot to him, so I’m trying to be supportive,” I answer, biting my lip against the pain these words cause.

      “You are the world’s most supportive girlfriend,” Camryn responds, her hand touching mine gently.

      “Besides, it’s not like I can’t ever transfer later,” I shrug, trying to keep things light on my end. They share a look between them.

      “Did he ask you to transfer yet? If he knows where he’s going, maybe you could head there next semester.”

      My smile falters. I don’t recover quickly enough for them not to see it. Slowly, I shake my head no. Jamie Lynn gets up to sit in the booth with me, wrapping her arms around me. I crumble. The rest of our lunch is spent cheering me up and I carve another notch in my growing totem pole of guilt.
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        * * *

      

      “What time will you be home?” Momma calls from the kitchen while I’m putting my shoes on. After brunch today, I’ve done my best to shake off my mood and still want to go to the bonfire party tonight. I’ve wallowed the whole summer. I deserve to have fun tonight and relax. Maybe even dance. It will be months until I see my friends again for the holidays.

      “I’ll try and be home by one,” I tell her, pecking her cheek, while I slip on my jean jacket.

      “Don’t rush,” she laughs lightly, “just enjoy tonight, okay? This time goes by so quick.”

      I nod at her and give her the best smile I can, before grabbing my keys and heading out the door. My phone beeps in my pocket, right as I get in.

      
        
        Camryn: We need chips. Can you stop?

      

        

      
        Lyric: Yup! I’m just leaving now so I have time to stop.

      

        

      
        Camryn: Perfect! See you soon.

      

      

      Sighing, I turn toward town and head out of my driveway. In my rearview, I see lights on at Colt’s and my heart thumps painfully. Mr. Street is rarely home these days. I’ve heard rumors about his drunken escapades at the local bars. I’ve thought many times about checking in on him, then I remember the shiner and bloody lip Colt was sporting that night and I change my mind.

      The grocery store is quiet, with only a few cars parked in the lot. I run in quick and grab some of the known favorite chip flavors off the shelves. For my favorite cheese ones, I stand on my tiptoes to reach the bag. Right before my balance gives out, I feel a hand on my back.

      “I sometimes forget how short you are,” Zane says behind me. I whirl suddenly, and almost topple over. I haven’t heard from him since graduation. While Colt has been easing out of my life, Zane made himself scarce from the beginning. The little fuck didn’t even write while he was at basic, even after I wrote him.

      “I’m not short, you’re just freakishly tall,” I say, before remembering my righteous anger. I turn on my heel and begin to walk away. He catches up to me in three strides, his hand cupping my elbow. This time I turn and really look at him. In the past few weeks, he’s bulked up. His hooded sweatshirt stretches across his chest and his skin looks tan like he’s spent hours outside. His usual blond locks are gone, the hair on his head shaved short. He looks mature and older than when he left.

      “Lyric, I’m sorry, okay?” His voice goes gentle. “I know I should have said something. I just didn’t know how at the time. I didn’t know how to help Colt when all he had asked me for was to keep quiet.”

      “If you didn’t want to betray him, fine, I get it. You could have helped him tell me then. I felt like an idiot not knowing everything we’d planned just flipped and no one seemed to care that I got hurt,” I tell him, weeks of frustration coming back in full force and knocking my intentions to put it behind me for the night go out the window. Maybe I will be drinking tonight.

      “You’re right,” Zane nods his head, chewing on his bottom lip. “I was wrong. I could have done more. At least you guys can talk about it tonight, right?”

      My heart stops. My eyes jump up to Zane’s. “What?”

      His own gaze flies over my face, the color slowly draining from my complexion must clue him in to how I’m feeling. “I thought he told you.”

      “He’s home?” The question falls out of my mouth and hangs between us. Zane’s shoulders bunch, and for the first time, he looks angry.

      “I thought he told you.” He shakes his head, eyes falling to the ground. “We got back this morning. We get a week before we have to report to our bases.”

      “Where are you being stationed?” I ask, curious, and, once again, the last to know.

      “Texas,” he replies quietly. I look up to see he’s watching me carefully.

      I nod, and despite the tears clouding my vision, I manage to walk away. Zane doesn’t chase me this time. I pay for the chips and get in my car, my foot a lead weight on the gas pedal the whole drive out of town.

      The party is in full swing when I get there. Tim and Mason have outdone themselves with the bonfire. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was a fire hazard. People stand around chatting and holding red Solo cups. A few girls dance off to the side while other groups chill on their tailgates. Camryn rushes up to me. One look at her face tells me all I need to know; Colt’s here.
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Lyric

        

      

    

    
      Like a whipped puppy, my eyes search him out. It doesn’t take long to find him. He’s holding court next to the fire, a crowd of people gathered around him. Most of them are girls I don’t recognize, and my jaw clenches. From here I can see that, like his best friend, my boyfriend has also filled out and muscled up. His jaw looks sharper, his face hard like granite. The tan on his skin makes him look even more delicious and I silently berate myself for lusting over him. His hair is also shorter. Not as buzzed as Zane’s, but the long pieces that used to fall in his eyes are now gone.

      Time and distance are meaningless to Colt and me. He feels my gaze on him, and right away, his midnight eyes find mine. I startle at the void staring back at me, and my feet inch forward. Colt’s gaze snaps away from mine when one of the girls steps close to him and points to his arm. He lifts his sleeve and examines the tattoo that is now etched into his skin. My brow rises at the change. I move closer to him, needing to be in his space so this empty feeling will go away.

      “Colt,” I say his name, trying to grab his attention from the bimbo between us. In the past, no girl has ever held his attention if I was around. Dread fills my stomach.

      He finally looks at me and nods his head. “Sup’ Taylor.”

      Taylor. “When did you get back?” I ask, forcing him to say the words.

      His eyes flicker briefly with regret before he shuts it down and stares back with the same lifeless looking gaze as before. His shoulders lift. “This morning.”

      “Were you going to tell me? Your letter didn’t even mention it,” I keep going. I’m not oblivious to the small amount of attention we’re getting. I see Zane slide up next to Camryn and Tim, concern pulling at his lips.

      “There isn’t much to say,” Colt responds, pushing the knife deeper into my heart, all the way to the hilt.

      “Guess I’m just not worthy of your time then,” I say, nodding to the other girl he was talking to earlier. Anger like I’ve never felt grows in my chest and I need to get out of this space before I do something I’ll regret.

      Red clouds my vision yet somehow, I make it to the edge of the trees and then make a break for my car.

      “Lyric, wait,” Colt calls, as he catches up to me.

      “What are we doing, Colt?” I demand, spinning back to face him. I don’t bother to hide the emotional breakdown that’s been brewing in the weeks he’s been gone.

      “Look, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I just,” his hands come up to his head and slide around his neck, “I think it’s best if we break up now. We’re in such different places in our lives. It’s best for both of us if we don’t hold on any longer.”

      “You don’t mean that.” I back up, my head shaking in denial. I swear I feel my heart split in two, the pain inside my chest so intense, that it’s difficult to breathe. “What happened? How did this happen? We had plans, Colt! You asked me to change my life for you and I did because I love you. What are you scared of? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Lyric, stop!” He pulls away and it’s then I notice my fingers are holding the front of his shirt. “I just can’t, okay? I need to be on my own. I want to be away from everyone’s expectations. This town is nothing but shadows for me. I don’t need it. I don’t need anyone. I want to break up.”

      My feet shuffle back and away from the person in front of me. Gone is the man who loved me unconditionally. Who trusted me, who I gave every part of myself to, thinking we were going to be together forever. Shock. I think that’s what I’m feeling. I scramble to get into my car and drive off before he can say more hurtful things. I need this part to be over, so we can move on.

      I put as much space between my taillights and Colt as I can before I break down. These waves of emotions have become almost as familiar as breathing to me now. My back bows and my shoulders hunch, as if my body is physically trying to protect my heart from the pain threatening to eat it alive. I make it back to my house safely, despite the mascara running down my face and the shuddering in my stomach. I’ve never been happier for the house to be completely dark. Sliding into my bed tonight is the escape I’ve been looking for.
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        * * *

      

      “Lyric, breakfast is ready,” Kyler calls from the bottom of the stairs. I slip my hand out from under my comforter and reach for my phone. My eyes burn from crying myself to sleep, yet they still manage to sting again when I see no missed calls or texts from Colt. Stupidly, I had thought he would come after me last night. We rarely fight. But everything has changed now. There is something I’m missing and I refuse to walk away without knowing what it is.

      I roll out of my covers to shower. There is no way I’ll be able to stomach breakfast, so I take my time and hope my family doesn’t wait for me. One look in my bathroom mirror is enough to make me aware that I look like I’ve been run over by a freight train. My eyes are puffy, my cheeks red and raw from being wiped, even my nose is tinged red and flared.

      My gaze stays locked on my packed suitcase waiting in the corner, taunting me, while I throw on some leggings and the hoodie I stole from Colt last winter. My fingers itch to grab my phone, but my mind is telling me this needs to happen in person. I can’t leave for college without answers, without the truth. I’m not buying Colt’s break-up speech. Maybe that’s just me being over emotional or clingy, but I know this boy better than I know myself. I felt his love. I was the focus of his attention in every scenario while we planned a future together. He better be ready for a fight because I refuse to get on that plane without his truth.

      Somehow I manage to slip past my family and into my car. I can’t deal with their questions or the talks about moving on. I love them, but they don’t get it. They don’t know how I feel or that Colt and I are different. His truck isn’t at home and I’m guessing everybody stayed at Mason’s last night since his place is within walking distance. I head back toward where the party was. Seeing Colt’s truck still parked there gives me instant relief.

      The door opens easily and I let myself in. Bottles and cans litter the floor; it smells like stale beer and bad decisions in here. I instantly recognize Zane passed out on one of the couches, snoring loudly, and hold in a laugh. Voices carry from the kitchen. I hold my breath, ready to head into battle, when movement at the bedroom door catches my eye. Colt steps out. My eyes widen because he’s wearing only his boxers, and so much skin and muscle is on display. I miss him. I miss lying under all that while he plays with my hair and kisses me until I can’t breathe. My brain melts. My eyes don’t do anything but stare.

      “Lyric,” he says my name in surprise, laced with a tinge of guilt that makes my eyes jump to his face, before sliding behind him. The girl from the bonfire slides out of the room, stopping to look between us. She’s wearing the t-shirt he had on last night and her hair is messy. Her eyes drop to the floor and she scurries to the bathroom.

      Heartbeats pass between us, but I can’t bring myself to look at him. I’m crying again and pissed at myself for coming here.

      “You slept with her?” My voice sounds hoarse and not at all mine. I hate it. I don’t want to feel weak in front of him right now.

      Colt opens his mouth to say something before closing it. His head drops down and that’s all the answer I need.

      For the third time, I walk away from Colt. Only this time, any hopes or dreams of him coming after me, chasing me, burn up in flames. I think I might die from this broken heart. Somehow, though, I make it back to my house.

      “Lyric?” Momma stops me on my way up the stairs. “Sweetheart, are you okay?”

      I should smile and put on a brave face, only I can’t. Everything in me crumbles with every sob that tears out of my throat. Momma moves fast, catching me in her arms and walking me up to my room. I don’t stop her as she removes my shoes and cradles me on my bed. Her fingers comb through my hair while she lets me just be.

      “I feel like I’m dying,” I whisper into her shoulder, where my fingers grip her shirt tightly.

      She chuckles softly. “You aren’t, I promise.”

      “How can he leave me? Why did he end things this way after everything?”

      “I wish I could make this better for you, love. I wish I had the answers. All I can say is that Colt has had demons for a long time. I like the kid and I’m happy he was your first boyfriend. He treated you right, which is all your dad and I could ask for. Whatever his reasons are, it has nothing to do with you, Lyric. You are smart and funny and beautiful. You’re kind to everyone and you work hard in everything you do,” she croons into my hair.

      “It hurts so much,” I sob, pulling my legs into my chest.

      “It will stop.” She kisses me. “It will get better, I promise.”

      “What if it doesn’t?” I huff, snuggling deeper into her.

      She laughs. “It will. Just keep going. Go to school. Meet new people and study hard. As time goes by, you will see, things will get better. It just takes time.”

      We sit like that until my body finally relaxes and my eyes close to sleep. Momma must have calmed my dad down because he doesn’t try and talk to me the rest of the night. Even Kyler and Posey stay clear of my room. Camryn texts me and we exchange a few boy bashing memes before my stomach hurts again. Clearly getting over Colt Street is going to take all of my strength.

      I grab a bowl of fruit from the fridge and lay back on my bed plotting. I make the choice then and there to harden my heart. I’ll go to Alabama for a semester, and if I hate it, I can transfer to my choice of schools or maybe I’ll join Camryn or Jamie Lynn. My options are endless and open. I plan to join a club or two. I may never make it to the football stadium, though, and I just need to be okay with that. I pray that eventually this pain will go away. Someday I will wake up and not miss Colt Street. Until then, I’m taking that plane ticket out of this town and finding my own life, no matter how scary and terrifying that sounds. Never again will I beg a boyfriend to stay with me.

      



  






      
        
        Eight years later…
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      Present…

      

      I’ve heard taps being played at a funeral more than I care to. I’ve lost people I loved, people I worked beside, fought alongside, and each time, I shoulder guilt that they’re gone and I’m still standing. This funeral hits harder today than the rest. I haven’t been to Tennessee in over six years. Not because I didn’t want to, but the memories are just too much. Everywhere I look, I’m reminded of cool blue eyes and tears.

      Staring at another box holding the body of one of my best friends is a burn in my chest that leaves a wake of ashes in my throat. I can’t do this.

      “I can’t believe we’re here,” Zane echoes my thoughts when he slides up next to me. His hand touching the coffin gently.

      “This isn’t right.” I nod in agreement. A year after I was in, I spent time overseas training and working when I met Tric, only to find out he grew up in a city not far from my hometown and was a year younger than me in school. We hung out, and when we were all able to get together, we hung out with Zane. It had been nice knowing that wherever I ended up, I had buddies stationed all over in the same boat as me.

      For Christmas one year, Tric had us make t-shirts that read ‘I Hate Sand’ on them to commemorate the nine months we spent in Iraq. He was the jokester and the one who kept us all chill, even when we were carrying heavy arsenal into enemy territory. I will never hear “Hells Bells” again and not think about him. He’s been as close to me as Zane for the past seven years.

      I would have shed blood for any of my brothers in combat, and Tric sacrificed his life for me. It was a mission we shouldn’t have been involved in. His death was ruled a casualty, only there was nothing casual about it. It was a mistake that could have been avoided if the right people had been watching. I spent the past few nights going through everything in my head and nothing makes sense.

      Zane clears his throat, his head nodding toward the parking lot. “There’s a suit waiting for us. Wanted to talk about Tric.”

      “To me?” I ask, confused as hell.

      “That’s what he said.” Zane nods and looks around, stalling.

      My chest feels tight and I take one more look at the blown-up picture of Tric off to the side. My feet step back and I offer one more salute to one of the greatest men I ever knew. Being back in my home state continues to feel like a death sentence.

      Zane and I walk away and head toward the man waiting for us. Behind my Oakleys, I notice he’s clearly military or law enforcement. His black hair is cut short, his gaze never wavering from where we are standing. His suit is pressed and clean, but not overly expensive. When we get closer, I notice he pulls a business card from inside his jacket. I’m about ready to explode, suspecting him of selling life insurance or some bullshit when he opens his mouth.

      “Gentlemen, I’m Brody Barker. I work for Cole Security.”

      “How can we help you?” I ask, my brow raised. I’ve heard of Cole Security in passing over the years and the work that they do.

      “We were contacted by a third party with information regarding your friend, Tric Wilder. I’ve also spoken with your superior officers who said you had knowledge of the mission Wilder was on when they were fired upon,” Brody explains to us, pausing to run his eyes over us. “I’ve been given clearance to approach you both. Cole Security has been doing intel on the group that was responsible. I’m hoping you’ll consider joining us in Virginia to discuss a potential opportunity to work with us.”

      “We’re still enlisted and active,” I reply, even while my pulse thrums in my temples. I have so many questions. I’m also not sure this is legit yet.

      “As I said,” Brody hands over his card, “I’ve spoken to your superiors. Give me call after you talk with them and we can discuss moving forward.”

      Zane’s hands reach out and he pinches the card between his fingers, studying it. “We’ll let you know.”

      Brody nods once before turning on his heel and marching back to a dark vehicle parked nearby, the windows completely tinted.

      “What the hell?” Zane blows out his breath.

      My gaze follows the vehicle until it reaches the main road before I’m able to reply. “Are you going to reach out?”

      His shoulders shrug. “Yeah. I’ve heard a lot about Cole Security. I was actually considering applying if they were hiring once I’m done with this last enlistment.”

      “I thought you wanted to make a career?” I laugh lightly.

      “It’s Cole Security, Colt. I’d be stupid not to consider working for them. They’re a bunch of badass Navy Seals.” Zane’s eyes flare with excitement. I laugh a little louder at his enthusiasm. It’s not that I’m not excited or intrigued by avenging Tric’s death. Years of being in battle and always watching my back has made me wary and cautious. I lost the carefree, jump on any chance without asking questions attitude when I was eighteen.

      “Are you heading home tonight?” I ask instead, changing the subject.

      His hand grips the back of his neck. “Yeah. Ma made lasagna. I think one of my sisters and her family are coming too. Are you?”

      His eyes flick to mine. “Yeah, I probably should. My dad’s been asking since we learned about Tric.”

      “How’s that going to go?” He turns to me, concern written all over his face.

      “Haven’t seen him in eight years.” I shrug. “He writes me all the time and says things are different. I’m trying to let it be water under the bridge.”

      “I can’t believe you haven’t been back since we left. I thought for sure you stopped in at least once.” Zane’s head hangs down. I know who he’s thinking about.

      A name we haven’t spoken in years. A person who sits at the front of my mind and I use alcohol to numb the guilt. Knowing she hates me makes things easier. When I look back on it now, I know it was the cowardly way out to let her think I had slept with someone else. That I pushed her away that hard instead of being honest.

      Over the years, I’ve never sought her out, and she’s never reached out to me either. For all I know, she could be married with a handful of the kids she always wanted. Even though those thoughts make my heart twinge, I know I brought it upon myself.

      “Some things are better left in the past,” I lie through my teeth. With the exception of my dad, if I had the chance to see Lyric again…I’d give up my life for it.

      “Call you later,” he says, before jumping in his rental car and driving away.

      My body is slower to get into my own. Dad said he’d have dinner ready at six and it’s only quarter past five. I would get there with plenty of time. I just don’t care to spend time chitchatting. I fly out tomorrow and I’m already itching to get out of this town.

      I decide to take the backroads to get there, hoping that will eat up some of the time. I pass our old hangout places, pass the backend of town by the Pizzeria where I took Lyric on our first date, pass the school and the football field where I shed blood and tears, back when I thought I had the world all figured out and let my dreams grow beyond their capacity. Back when I was young and naive enough to think that being a professional athlete was within my grasp only because I played well in a small town. The mistakes I made with the people who always cared about me the most is never far from my conscience. I refuse to think back on it, though.

      By the time I pull into my old neighborhood, I feel as if the whole town knows I’ve rolled into town. I get a few stares and a few people stop to wave. I can’t stop my gaze from wandering over to Lyric’s old house. The place looks closed-up and I wonder if her parents even live there anymore. Dad’s house is lit up and another car I don’t recognize is parked in the driveway.

      I get out and walk up the front path like I have hundreds of times before. The old flower bushes have been taken out and replaced with rock and flower pots. It’s familiar and different at the same time. My hand hesitates at the door, unsure if I should knock or just go right in. Considering the old man swore at me and told me to never come back again, I choose to knock instead.

      When the door swings open, it feels like someone took a boulder and threw it at my chest, knocking the wind from my lungs and piercing my internal organs. Brown eyes stare back at me.

      His brown eyes.

      My eyes.

      My mind is thrown back to a time where the other person with those eyes smiled and threw me one more pass, taking the rap for us being late to the dinner table.

      “Hey, Uncle Colt.” AJ stands before me, tall, almost as tall as me, looking just like his dad, except for Caitlyn’s black hair.

      I can’t speak or move. He’s the image of the one person I’d wished I had around throughout the years to go to for advice. My brother that I prayed to every time I wasn’t sure if I would make it back home. Every time I ran into danger, rather than away, I felt his protection, his presence shouting for me to keep moving. It was my dream of him that stopped me from volunteering for the mission Tric was on.

      “Well, don’t just stand there,” Dad’s gruff voice says from over by the kitchen area.

      I blink. “Sorry,” I mumble and move to step around the kid, who clearly isn’t a kid anymore, and into the home I ran from. The home that held more painful memories than good. My eyes must be masochist because right away they seek out the fireplace mantel where Alex and my mom’s shrine should be. A shield slides up to protect my heart only to falter instead.

      Alex’s folded flag is still there along with mom’s picture. It’s my picture from basic that’s next to it that has me pausing. Next to that is AJ dressed in a college baseball uniform.

      “You play baseball?” slips out of my mouth before I can stop it.

      “Plays for Vanderbilt,” Dad answers.

      My gaze swings to AJ who looks uncomfortable with the praise. His shoulders lift in a shrug. “My ma says the first thing I learned once I could stand was to throw a ball. Guess I got it from my dad.”

      “You look like him too,” I reply, wondering where the hell my filter went. Thoughts just becoming words and passing my lips without my permission.

      “That’s what I keep hearing,” he says, eyes looking down like he doesn’t quite know what to do with himself.

      “Dinner is ready if you want to have a seat,” Dad interjects, saving us all from these agonizing moments of awkwardness.

      I walk to the table, and my eyes widen. “You cooked?”

      Dad’s eyes roll and he huffs, “I’ve been taking a class or two the past couple of years. Wanted to have more than barbeque or pizza available if you boys ever showed up.”

      “You took a cooking class?” I scoff. The man never took care of himself and we lived off frozen meals when mom died.

      Dad stays quiet and so does AJ, while he passes the dishes around. I’m handed something that looks like eggplant in parmesan, a platter of chicken with mushroom sauce next and a salad bowl last. Each helping onto my plate makes my blood boil. I keep my mouth clamped shut this time though, while AJ fills my dad in on the classes he’s taking.

      “You two do this often?” I grit out, my fork clamped between my fingers. This isn’t about me being upset about their relationship. It has to do with the fact that Dad made all these changes and never shared with me that he’s been close to AJ.

      After Alex passed, we saw AJ only a handful of times before Mom passed away. After that, Caitlyn refused to bring him around when my dad became a drunk with a shit-poor personality. I purposefully stayed away from him, so we didn’t ruin his life.

      “I got sober about a year after you left. I worked hard, Colt, to make peace with the shitty father I was and knew I wanted to change. I reached out to Caitlyn a few years after that and she slowly started bringing AJ around for small visits. I wrote you about it,” Dad explains, his hands folded in front of him on the table. AJ’s eyes bounce back and forth between us.

      “I didn’t read them,” I answer, swallowing my own shame. I purposefully pushed him further away, resentful of how things were left between us and damn angry about how I grew up.

      “I can’t say I blame you there,” Dad rubs his hands together, clearing his throat, “I never heard back from you, but I learned from Zane’s parents that you were in Iraq a few times, South Korea, then stationed out in Colorado again. Moving around so much must make it hard to get mail too.”

      “Pops filled me in on your career,” AJ interjects, “I feel like I know you without actually remembering much. I also know about your football days. I think the football coach was bummed when I decided to play baseball instead.”

      I can’t fight the grin that tips my lips at that one. My eyes rake over my nephew. A young man I never had the chance to see grow up. “I’m glad you’re here, kid.”

      He smiles and looks to my dad. “I told you a meal would help.”

      I shake my head at both of them and we finish up the meal. I laugh harder than I have in a long time. AJ’s stories of college and antics his mom is up to in order to spend more time with him keep us rolling. He and my dad have an easiness to their relationship and I realize I’m actually grateful the old man has had someone around him while I’ve been gone.

      When he walks me to the door at the end of the night, guilt is rooting around in my chest, burrowing into the muscle and flesh, threatening to flay me alive.

      “I don’t blame you for hating me, Colt,” Dad finally says, his head lowering. “I fell apart when Alex died and then your mother. I know the mistakes I made, but my biggest regret is the way I let you leave that night. I never should have raised my hand to you. That’s not how a parent should treat his child.”

      “It’s in the past, Dad.” I shake my head, fearing the burning in my eyes.

      “Be that as it may, you and I both know I have a lot to make up for. I don’t expect to just become a part of your life again, but I do hope you might want to stop by more often. This was the best night I’ve had in years. Both my boys,” he tells me, his eyes burning brightly into my own.

      “I can’t believe how grown up he is.” I nod back to the house.

      “I can’t believe how grown up both of you are,” he chuckles, “I’m proud of you, Colt. You scared the living shit out of me with your decision to enlist, but I respect it. It took me a long time to realize my own fears were normal. I don’t know what I would have done if I had lost you, too.”

      “You have AJ.” I shrug, trying to push the emotions that his words are stirring away. I am nothing to be proud of. My enlistment came on the heels of my biggest disappointment and then I hurt the one person who loved me above all else.

      “AJ is AJ. You are you. I love you both,” he replies, voice gruff, and I swear he may cry too.

      “Let me know when you make that chicken masala again. I’ll make the time.” My hand clasps his shoulder and he nods. A small tear falling down the stubble of his cheek before he wipes it away.

      “You staying in town tonight?”

      “Probably crash at Zane’s after we go out,” I tell him. I see him grimace. “What?”

      “Ah, it’s probably nothing,” his hand rubs the back of his neck, “just stay out of the park, maybe.”

      “Okay,” I laugh it off and get in my truck. One look in my rearview and I can see him still standing outside watching the vehicle drive away. I don’t know how it makes me feel. Everything that happened tonight conflicts with what I’ve believed for the past eight years.

      I pull my phone out to call Zane and let him know I’m on the way.

      “How did things end?” Zane asks, laughing with me about how bizarre this night turned out.

      “He told me to avoid the park,” I laugh again. After a beat, I realize Zane isn’t laughing with me. “Z, what’s up?”

      “Ahhh,” he sighs into the phone, “look something happened after we left. I only know about it because my mom wrote me. It’s about Lyric.”

      Now he has my full attention. I sit up further in my seat, “What about her?”

      “You know your tree? The one you carved your initials in?”

      “Yeah,” I tell him, “I remember.”

      “She hacked the thing apart. Broad daylight, just took an axe to the whole trunk. City fire department had to come in and use a chainsaw to take it out before it became a hazard.”

      I hear his words even as the buzzing in my ears grows louder. I can’t picture my Lyric doing it. That was our spot. The place I asked her to be mine, the one I first told her I loved her. Lyric was always sentimental; I just can’t picture it, her doing that to our tree.

      “You left her a mess, man. I will always regret we didn’t tell her the real reason you enlisted.” Zane’s words slip out slowly.

      “You and me both,” I answer before hanging up. I don’t feel like partying tonight. I can’t think about being around anyone. My time with Lyric flashes in my mind, replaying like a movie trailer, and each frame is another punch to the gut. It ends with that look she gave me that day. I hear her words accusing me of sleeping with that other girl. I can see the pain amplified in her blue eyes while tears trailed down her cheeks. I did that to her. I ruined the girl I loved.

      It becomes clear I need to get the fuck out of Tennessee. All the good I felt by being at home is now replaced with the feeling I’m being stabbed by a knife in my chest. My fingers quickly pull my cell phone out and I call the one number I’ve been thinking about all night.

      “Street,” he answers on the second ring.

      “I wanted to ask about this job with Cole Security Forces, Sir.”
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      It did not take long after the call to my superior for my time off to be approved and I was scheduling a flight to Virginia. So far I like the area. There is less hustle than in the larger cities, which suits me. My plane landed last night, and even with my usual lack of sleep, I was happy to be gone. I got out as soon as I could.

      Despite my dad or Zane’s warnings, I did go look at where the old maple tree had stood. The space around it looked like devastation, not even the old bench sat there, as if anyone who tried to enjoy it would be cast in the unlucky-in-love shadows. Lyric’s pain was evident in the stump that was left. My mind conjured up images of her face twisted in pain, dark hair flying around her while she hacked into the bark that told our story. The one symbol that played a part in our best moments. So yes, I ran again, from my hometown. All I wanted to focus on was the possible mission my superiors deemed appropriate enough for me to use my leave time for.

      So far Cole Security Forces is pulling out all the stops. A car picked me up at the airport and would take my bags to the hotel I am staying at for the night. If I decide to continue to the next phase, I have the option to stay longer in a rented house. All expenses are being paid for, which only fuels my hunger to know more about the mission. I’m practically vibrating with tension by the time the car rolls up to a building.

      “You decided to make the call?” Zane laughs nearby. My head snaps over to him. Some of the energy leaves my body. After our call the other night, I’ve been fielding my calls, avoiding him so we didn’t have to talk about the fact that I bailed out of town. Since then I’ve been trying to mentally prepare my headspace for all the information I’m about to get.

      “Couldn’t let the opportunity pass.” I shrug, but Zane watches me carefully. If he’s aware of how messed-up I feel after being home, he doesn’t comment.

      “Let’s get this over with so we know what we’re dealing with.” I gesture to the door. He nods his head and holds his hand out for me to lead the way.

      I walk right up to a beautiful girl with blonde hair, who also appears to be a receptionist. “I’m Colt Street. I’m here to meet with Mark Dixon.”

      “I’m Zane, also here to meet with Mark Dixon,” my friend throws over my shoulder.

      “Yes, I know who you both are,” the woman answers, smiling. “Welcome to Cole Security Forces. I’ll let Mark know you’re here. Would you like coffee or water while you wait?”

      “No, thank you,” I turn down the offer, my stomach rolling just thinking about putting anything in it until after this meeting.

      It’s been years since I’ve felt this nervous. It’s almost as if a storm is on the horizon. The atmosphere is buzzing with an energy I can’t place.

      Zane whistles under his breath, clearly impressed with this place and not at all jumpy with the same anxiousness I am. Our eyes meet and years’ worth of knowing each other and what makes the other tick passes between us.

      “Something big is happening,” Zane remarks and I feel some relief that maybe he does feel it too. I’ve learned to trust my instincts over the years and to pick up on my surroundings. Everyone around this office may be busy, but they all wear a look of tenseness about them.

      I’m about to answer when another face joins us. He’s just a hair shorter than me, with blond hair styled back and piercing green eyes. “Gentlemen, I’m Mark Dixon. Thanks for taking a few days off to join us out here in Virginia Beach,” he says, while shaking each of our hands. The easy smile on his lips does not distract from the slight tightness around his eyes. I can already tell his role here at Cole Security Forces is of upmost importance.

      “It’s an honor to be out here,” Zane answers, while I keep my mouth shut. I’m not quite sure yet how much I trust this man.

      “Well, let’s head to my office. We’re on limited time right now as it is.” He gestures for us to follow him.

      I let Zane slip between us and I fall back a few steps, taking in how everyone around here watches and reacts to Mark and our presence with him. A few nod their heads at us while others keep working. We follow Mark into an office and he closes the door behind us. A large screen hangs on the wall and a computer sits at a desk. I do a double take at the screen right as it flickers and images of Tric and the five other men he was on the mission with fill the screen.

      “Right, so you are both familiar with one, if not all, members of this team. Their last mission, also known as, Operation Fallen. They were tasked with obtaining surveillance of a well-known and presumed ISIS ammunition dealer. This should have been a quick, easy in and out, with just a few pictures. Until they were ambushed,” Mark explains to us, sliding through pictures of landscape and of a few men in traditional Iraqi clothing, while others wear suits.

      “Not to be morbid, but usually when we take on a mission, we go into it knowing there is a chance we could be made by our targets.” Zane tilts his head, his voice questioning.

      “What about this mission put them on your radar?” I turn to Mark, who grins like I just answered the correct question on a test.

      “Yes, Sergeant Thompson, we do go into missions hoping to come back. What we don’t always expect is this.” Mark flips the screen again and a video plays out. Miller, one of the guys on Tric’s team, opens fire on them. The man wearing the body cam falls to the ground and there is a moment of silence before Miller is escorted out by men wearing ISIS garb and suits.

      “What the hell?” Zane hisses between his teeth, his fists are clenched and his face is turning red.

      “That gentlemen is how this landed in our area. Loren Miller is now considered a traitor, and we need him to find out what his purpose is. In full disclosure, this isn’t the first time this has happened. We’ve now pieced together incidents like this happening at least fifteen times over the past seven years. No one had the time, until recently, to actively work on details,” Mark explains further. The screen shuts off and goes black.

      “What are you needing from us?” I ask, my head still lowered. A dark cloud of anger settles around me and cloaks my body until it feels like I might suffocate within it.

      “We have a team who is putting together a mission to find Miller and gather the rest of the surveillance that was taken. With your rank, deployment records, and affiliation with these soldiers from Fallen, we are recruiting you, if you are interested. I know how it is to lose a friend and to lose a team under questionable circumstances. We have an opening for two on the team. The jobs are yours if you want them.” The sincerity in Mark’s voice has my heart pausing. The man’s words ring with years of knowledge and the haunting echo of loss.

      “Hell, I’m in.” Zane nods, his fingers rubbing over his lips.

      My eyes dart between both men and land on Tric’s service picture that is taped to a board on the wall. “I’m in.”

      “Alright. Before we can get started you both have to complete our testing process. I have appointments set up for you for tomorrow. We have a private place we refer out to, so the site is not located here. You’ll have a physical, and then you’ll meet the team and get caught up,” Mark rattles off directions while handing us each a card.

      I take mine and notice the time reads nine in the morning, before I shove the card into my pocket. Mark walks us out, while making small talk with Zane. My eyes keep focused on the ground and all the information I received today plays on loop in my brain. Tric’s death didn’t feel right and now we know why. I shake Mark’s hand at the door on autopilot and walk to the parking lot with Zane.

      “Not really what I expected,” Zane says first.

      “The offer or what happened to Tric?” My brow lifts.

      Zane blows out a breath, his arms crossing over his chest. “The offer. It’s kind of unusual to pull in active members. Just a pair of E-7’s over here. We both know Tric’s death didn’t seem right. He was uneasy about this Miller for a few months now.”

      I nod. “I remember. Dixon said his team knew what it was like to lose a friend. Maybe that’s why they came to us. Or the fact that an entire team is dead due to a traitor.”

      “Your sergeant didn’t give you a hard time about leave?” Zane asks, and I shake my head no.

      “Opposite actually,” my lips twitch, “he said he would be disappointed if I didn’t go.”

      “Damn,” Zane replies, “I forget how bloodthirsty he can be.”

      We both laugh before getting into the Uber that arrives to pick us up. Not surprisingly, we’re at the same hotel. I change into jeans and a button-up before meeting Zane in the lobby. We grab a bite to eat at a restaurant down the block and stay for a few beers. I tell him about AJ and my dad. Then I touch on that damn maple tree.

      “You never listen.” Zane’s head shakes and he tosses back his drink.

      I shrug. “I didn’t believe it. I had to see it with my own eyes.”

      “Yeah, and how did that go?” Zane smirks.

      “Felt like shit,” I answer, bringing my own glass to my lips. “I wanted to get out of there so bad, I felt like I was doing her a favor. I didn’t realize how much I actually hurt her.”

      “Colt,” Zane says, his eyes narrowing, “are you serious right now? You two were inseparable. That girl loved you. I honestly thought you were going to get married after graduation, go to college then have that southern charm home with a few dogs and kids. I saw the way you looked at each other, we all did.”

      Zane’s eyes fall to the table and I sense the change in his mood. “You never reached out to her?”

      “What was I supposed to say? I hurt her too.” He shrugs, lips tightening into a straight line.

      “It’s my fault,” I tell him, his eyes jump to mine. “I messed up.”

      He blows out a breath. “Guess all we can hope for is that she is happy, healthy, and living her best life out there.”

      “Yeah,” I agree, before throwing back the rest of my beer. Lyric does deserve her happily ever after. For some reason, though, that thought makes my chest squeeze in pain.

    

  







            Chapter Eleven

          

          

      

    

    






Colt

        

      

    

    
      My lungs are going to burst from the pressure, but my legs keep moving. I push the pain in my right kneecap from a training accident to the back of brain and work on how I’m going to survive this. Bullets whistle past my head. I dodge and duck, looking for where my out is. All I see is sand. I hear footsteps trailing me, but I can’t look back to see who it is. Who made it out alive with me?

      Whoever it is, is keeping up, and soon, we’re sprinting side-by-side. Out of the corner of my eye, I see camo the same color as mine. My heart relaxes a fraction, realizing it’s one of my guys. “Street! Street!” he yells, and my head snaps to the side.

      “Tric, Where is everyone?”

      “They’re gone man,” he yells. “It’s just us. We can stop running.”

      I shake my head. Bombs are exploding. I can hear screaming echoing and the dull thud of bullets being released from the chamber. “I can’t leave him.”

      “He’s gone already, Street. Listen to me,” Tric’s gaze stays focused on me, “you can stop now.”

      This doesn’t feel right. Why would he say this to me? My brain loops, and suddenly, Tric is gone. I’m leaning over a casket and when I turn around, my heart hammers louder.

      When my alarm screeches, I jerk awake, the noise cutting through the darkness of the hotel room and yanking me back to reality. I sit up and turn the alarm off. The sheets are sticking to my torso and all the pillows are on the ground. It looks like I was running a marathon in my sleep.

      Sweaty and slightly disoriented, I manage to make it into the shower. The water washes away what was left of my nightmare, and by the time I’m done, I feel normal again. I grab the business card I was handed yesterday. Bluebird Behavioral Testing is written in shiny blue lettering across the slate gray card. There is only an address and a number on the back. According to my maps, the address is a little over half an hour away. Glancing at my watch, I see I have plenty of time to stop for breakfast on the way.

      On my way out, I send a quick text to Zane, checking in to see if he’s awake. His appointment is after mine and then we planned to get lunch and hit the gym before our endurance testing tomorrow.

      
        
        Street: Heading out. Don’t forget your tie.

      

        

      
        Z-Thom: Yeah, Ma. Worry about yourself.

      

      

      I laugh at his middle finger emoji before pocketing my phone again. We received news last night that a company car would be dropped off for us to use to get to the places we needed to be the rest of the week. If everything goes well today and tomorrow, which it should, then I will be driving to Cole Security daily, while we train and plan. According to Mark, he would be overseeing Zane and me until our assessments are completed, and then we would be handed over to Brody Barker, the man who flew to Tennessee to recruit us.

      After grabbing a strong coffee, which I definitely need before talking about my feelings and taking personality tests for three hours, I drive into the downtown area of Norfolk. The minute I park and find myself standing in front of a gray building, my heart starts to feel heavy. The hair on the back of my neck stands up and a ripple of awareness runs through my body. On instinct, my muscles tighten, ready for fight or flight. It takes a moment to register I’m still standing alone outside on the sidewalk. There are no signs of danger nearby.

      “Get it together.” I mentally prep myself, before opening the door and heading inside. Little chimes alert the man behind the front desk of my arrival. His head snaps up, smiling.

      “You must be Sergeant Street.” He stands and holds out a hand for me to shake.

      “Yes.” I nod and take his hand.

      “I’m Scott, welcome to Virginia. Alright, Mark already sent over the information he needs. All I need from you is your driver’s license and please fill out this form for family history,” he rattles off.

      I hand him my license in exchange for the clipboard. I’m shown to a cushioned chair while I wait. My eyes scan over the checklist and I quickly add no or unknown to the boxes like I always do. Growing up how I did, I never learned any vital information on my family’s medical history. In all my years of physicals and exams, nothing life threatening has popped up so I just roll with it. When I’m finished, Scott takes my clipboard and hands back my identification card.

      “You can follow me back to the room and she’ll be with you shortly.” Scott leads me into a room that is a couple degrees warmer than the reception area.

      I sit on the opposite side of the desk in a comfortable chair. A bookshelf, with titles lined alphabetically, is across from me. The desk is relatively clutter-free, except for a lone picture frame of a group of people that sits on the corner. The flashy red ‘A’ on one of the guy’s sweatshirts has me leaning closer to take a better look. I swear time stops. The third person in, the girl with long, flowing dark hair and piercing blue eyes, the one wearing barely a smile is … Lyric.

      Behind the frame sits a degree certificate. L. Taylor is printed in cursive. “No,” I say to myself, ready to stand when the door opens.

      “Colt,” she says, stepping into the room. After eight years, she’s, once again, in front of me. My eyes rake over her greedily, taking in everything from the heels on her feet to the sharp black pant suit she wears. The long dark hair, I remember always brushing my arm, is shorter. Her eyes, when our gazes snap together, are hardened. Right away, I can tell she isn’t as surprised to see me as I am to see her.

      “Lyric.” Her name rolls off the tip of my tongue, the feeling foreign. I haven’t actually said her name out loud in years.

      “How are you?” I ask, reining in some of the confidence I know I have somewhere.

      “I’m good,” she answers, her mouth setting into a stiff smile.

      It’s clinical, missing the usual warmth she has, and I realize she’s treating me like a client and not at all like the man she once loved. The one who she gave herself too and planned a life with. I falter slightly, the steady thrum in my chest becomes painful with the realization. Either she’s completely let go of what we had or she’s really good at acting. Why does it bother me? Why do I care?

      “You can have a seat, we can jump right into the interviews. Mark said he told you what to expect today, but do you have any questions for me about the process?” Her lashes flutter while she talks to me, meeting my eyes and giving zero emotion.

      My own eyes narrow, realizing she referred to him as Mark and not Mr. Dixon, meaning they’re familiar with one another. One glance at her ring finger and I relax a little bit. It’s still bare and there is no tan line or indentations to suggest a ring has been there.

      Her eyebrow quirks and it’s the first hint she’s given that she realizes what I’m thinking. “You’re a therapist?” I ask, trying to ease the tension and get as much information out of her as I can in the small amount of time I have.

      “Doctor, actually,” she replies, while settling behind her desk and bringing the computer to life. “I own BBT. Usually I’m contracted out for employee hires at government or security sites.”

      “Wow,” I reply, incredibly impressed. “You work frequently with Cole Security Forces then?”

      Her shoulders lift in a shrug. She smiles and turns back to her computer. My own smile slips. A foreign feeling, I haven’t felt in over eight years beats in my chest. Jealousy. My neck flares with heat and I bet it’s an angry shade of red.

      I know nothing about this girl anymore, except that she is a doctor in her field, owns her own business, isn’t married, and judging by the picture on her desk, she graduated from Alabama. Even though I’m responsible for making that decision for her, my heart sinks a little. We were supposed to do that together and I ran off, too scared of my own future without football. After this many years, when I say it out loud now, I’m embarrassed. Not because I couldn’t succeed, but because of the extreme lengths I went to, to hide it from everyone else.

      “I’m sorry about your friend,” Lyric says, pulling my attention back to her. “I know few details about what happened because of clearance, but I do know we need to talk about it as part of your assessment. Can you do that?”

      

      I nod. “Yeah. I can talk about Tric all day. He was a great guy and he should still be alive.”

      “It’s not easy to lose a friend,” she responds.

      My pulse speeds up. “Camryn?”

      “Oh no!” She holds her hands up. “Camryn is fine. She and Tim are married and living just outside of Nashville. Sorry, I didn’t mean her or any of our friends from high school.”

      I relax slightly, guilt eating at me because I know nothing about what my friends have been up to. I lit up and out of that town without bothering to check in with anyone. I guess I assumed they’d all be on Lyric’s side after our breakup. I wanted that so she wouldn’t be alone. With the exception of Zane, I haven’t thought of anyone.

      “I’m happy for them. I haven’t really stayed in touch with anyone,” I mutter, that old flare of red heats up my neck again.

      Her eyes harden slightly. “You and Zane have stayed in contact, though.”

      “He’s going to be excited to see you,” I let the truth slip out.

      “I find that hard to believe. I haven’t seen or talked to him since you both lit out of here after graduation,” she fires back, her words are the first of many bullets to my chest. I go to open my mouth to tell her I’m sorry, but she is already looking at her computer.

      “It was a long time ago.” She lets out her breath slowly, before continuing, “How about you tell me more about Tric?”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Anything. Where did you meet? What was he like? Those types of things,” she rattles off, while clicking against the keyboard.

      My brow rises. “I feel like I’m describing a date or something.”

      “Well, he was an important person in your life,” she shrugs, “so tell me why. Why did you decide working with Cole Security Forces was worth it for closure?”

      “We ended up at the same station one year in South Korea. I found out he was from a town close to where we were from. We started hanging out when we had time off. And when we moved back stateside, we ended up at the same place again.”

      “In Texas or Colorado?” she asks. “It says both on your sheet.”

      “In Colorado and Texas.” I nod. “It was a short stint we pulled in Texas, but that’s when Zane and Tric met and we just sort of all became really good friends. Tric and I did a deployment to Iraq too. Then I chose going back to Colorado and he wanted to go on the mission in Iraq again.”

      “How did you feel about that?” Lyric turns to me.

      “I didn’t think much of it. I was hoping he would be okay. Tric liked the sense of adventure. He got a rush from the adrenaline. He was good under pressure, too,” I tell her, falling back into an old habit, where I feel like I can tell Lyric anything.

      “And now that he’s gone?” she pries a little harder, and it still doesn’t bother me.

      “I wish I had been there,” I tell her honestly, and her brow quirks, so I explain further. “If I had, maybe I would have seen something he didn’t. Tric had god gut reactions. He never fully trusted or liked Miller, but he chose to look past it because he thought they were all on the same team. If he had trusted his gut fully or if I had been there and got the same feeling, maybe things would have been different.”

      “You realize this sounds like survivor’s guilt.” Her voice becomes softer, lulling me into a more peaceful place as well.

      “I know,” I tell her, “I’ve lost a few men and women over the years. Their deaths never get any easier to accept. I just keep pushing so that they aren’t in vain. If I don’t work with Cole Security Forces on this, I’ll feel like I didn’t give Tric’s death the thought it deserved.”

      “You have a past trauma of losing family members that are close to you, in addition to friends while in the military, do you feel this affects your decisions in the field?” Her words sound like they’re being read from a script, and I start to feel pissed off now.

      “That sounds like too personal of information to be asking,” I tell her. Instantly, her gaze snaps to mine.

      “It’s information you provided in your profile. I’m simply trying to gauge if that affects your ability to make decisions safely in the field when you’re with a contracted team I also work with.” Her shoulders roll back like she’s ready to do battle.

      My eyes narrow. “When do I get to ask you personal questions back? Like how close are you to the employees at Cole Security Forces?”

      “That’s not how the assessments go, Colt,” she responds quickly and damn if the challenge doesn’t make me a little excited. My blood burns in my veins for the first time in years. A part of myself that felt dormant starts to wake up.

      “How about after my assessments?” I ask, loving the way a pink flush starts to creep up her neck. “How about a drink after work?”

      “Colt,” she shakes her head, “if you ever finish these assessments, maybe I’ll consider it.”

      “That’s not a problem,” I instantly agree, not even realizing the glacier color her eyes have turned.

      “We’ll see. I seem to remember you not really being able to follow through on your word.”

      I pull my bottom lip between my teeth, and take a deep breath in. Yeah, that fucking hurt. Not that I don’t deserve it. In her eyes, I’m still the shithead ex-boyfriend who broke her heart and left when my own shit got difficult. I set her up for a future I couldn’t work up the courage to continue with. I suddenly feel like I’m at a pivotal cross-point in my life again.

      Here in this sterile, white office, across from the girl I loved since I was sixteen. Well let’s be honest, I’ve loved Lyric since she first talked to me after Alex’s funeral when we were ten. My mind clears of all noise and thought, except for if I’m going to let this slide by or hold on. I let her go once and it almost killed me. I’ve only been living a half-life since I left her. Surviving because I had to and sometimes being too reckless when I could lie to myself that I had no one who would care about me anyway.

      I’ve dodged bullets, IEDs, and been chased more times than I can count, but the haunted look, deep in Lyric’s eyes, buried under the front she is giving me, the small specks that show me more than she probably wished she did, are the scariest thing I’ve ever seen. “Next question then, doc.”

      We continue this way for the next couple hours. Her asking questions that are borderline personal and me trying to call her out on it, enjoying watching that flush creep higher on her neck until it touches her cheeks. The last thing she hands me is a multiple-choice personality test, which I complete within half an hour.

      Turning to her, I ask the one question that’s been on my tongue since I arrived. “Why didn’t you reach out if you knew you would be seeing me today? If you knew what happened?”

      She turns to me, the first time I’ve had all of her attention since earlier. She stops typing, sets down her pen. Her eyes slide all over me before meeting my eyes. “I lost your number the day you lost your morals.”

      Lyric gets up to leave and the door snaps shut behind her, before I’m on my feet moving. I can’t leave without trying to see her again. After all this time, I know I need to be honest with her about what happened. I rationalize it’s probably going to make her madder that I lied, but making it all up to her could be worth it. I’m dying to know what she’s been doing since I left. I know I have no right, only my brain doesn’t care. I jog slightly down the hallway, my hand reaching her arm and pulling her to a stop before we reach the waiting room.

      “Have dinner with me,” I ask, ready to beg, which feels like that’s the way this is going to go.

      “No,” she replies, and even though I expected it, the lack of hesitancy in her voice bothers me.

      My head hangs down. “Lyric, I know I don’t deserve it. I know I hurt you. I’m sorry and I’d really like the chance to tell you why I did what I did. Then you can get up and walk away if you want.”

      My heart beats between us, loud enough I swear she could probably hear it. I’m already formulating how to counter whatever argument she has when she answers and I do a double take. “What?”

      “I said, okay,” she repeats.

      My mouth opens and closes twice before I can make a sentence again. “Does tonight work?”

      “Tonight isn’t good for me, but tomorrow I can.” She pulls out a card from her pocket. “Here’s a place I like to go to. Meet me there at seven? You should be done with PT and your debriefing by then.”

      My fingers take the card from her gently, my head nodding. “Yeah, okay, sounds good.”

      “See you tomorrow, Colt,” she replies before stalking off down a separate hallway. I don’t even know how long I stand there looking at the piece of paper she handed me. Her long, cursive writing stares back at me, so I know I didn’t hallucinate this.

      In a fog, I head back to the reception area. Scott waves goodbye to me. I think I wave back. Somehow, I make it to my car and back to the hotel where I manage to get a workout in. It isn’t until hours later that I pick up my phone and find a text from Zane. I forgot to warn him.

      
        
        Z-Thom: Lyric is here.

      

        

      
        Z-Thom: You asshole. You could have warned me.

      

        

      
        Z-Thom: Yup, she hates us. She wouldn’t even hear me out.

      

        

      
        Z-Thom: How the fuck do you have plans with her?

      

      

      I type him out a quick response and slip into the shower. I don’t need him to tell me why this may be a bad idea. I shared the same room with her all day, breathing in her air and hearing her voice. My loving Lyric was never the issue. I loved her, wanted her, died a thousand times and bartered for my life with God, saying if I ever saw her again, I’d apologize. Seeing her blew that plan out of the water. I can’t leave Virginia without her.

    

  







            Chapter Twelve

          

          

      

    

    






Lyric

        

      

    

    
      Stupid is what I am. How in the actual world I thought I could have dinner with Colt Street and not let my feelings get in the way I’ll never know. It was overwhelming being in his presence for hours at the office. I blame it on the fact that my brain short-circuited by the end of the meeting after smelling him, hearing him, and talking with him after eight years. I came close to backing out right there when he asked why I hadn’t contacted him after knowing I’d be seeing him today. I’m proud of myself that I held firm. If he only knew how much Mark had to beg me to take this commission for them. Colt and Zane, the boys from my past, all in one day, yeah no. I had fought hard against this. Avoided calls, tried filling my calendar, you name it, I did it. The universe had different ideas though because everything I tried fell apart and somehow I still ended up having the availability and Mark was relentless in getting them on my schedule. In the end, I decided the business was good for my company.

      Then to make matters worse, I actually agreed to have dinner with him to what, hear him out? That sounds torturous. My eyes slide to the picture on my desk and roam over the tall man with darker skin, black hair and startling amber eyes standing with his arm draped over my shoulders. “This is all your doing, isn’t it?”

      His smile in the picture doesn’t change, but I swear I can hear his light chuckle echo in the room. It would be just like him. Anything that made me uncomfortable, he used to find pleasure in doing. I don’t know why I loved him when he lived to push my buttons.

      Colt. After eight years, my ex-boyfriend had swept in and turned my life upside down. When he left, I was a mess. I made it to Alabama and spent the first semester wanting to come home. I skated by in my classes, not really finding any enjoyment in them. I was no closer to picking a major than I had been at the beginning of the summer and felt like I was sinking. The campus felt more like an ocean and less like the pond I was used to. I was drowning, not making many friends, only my roommate and another girl on my dorm floor, and I was holding on to a relationship I no longer had any control over. I remember feeling abandoned and minuscule.

      It wasn’t until I met Jordan that I started living again. I owe everything to him. He picked me up and forced me to see what I was doing to myself. My roommate had tried to set us up on a double date. I made it about halfway through dinner when he called me out on my bullshit. I cried, and he told me I deserved better than what I was doing to myself. I was letting Colt have power over me. I was letting him continue to dictate what happened in my life and he had no idea. He was hundreds, thousands of miles away, and he had made it very clear how he felt about me and our relationship. They say tough love works wonders, but Jordan dealt out brutal love. Honesty. He brought me home after that failed date and we didn’t speak for months. Fortunately, we had the same group of friends in common and I saw him at parties and events. I took his barbs and jokes about how pathetic I was over a guy and forced myself to start living my life again for me.

      Did that mean I wasn’t affected by Colt today? Hell no. I just managed to take my control back. I paid attention in class. I found I loved psychology the most but wanted to minor in criminology. I was intrigued by forensic interviewing, personality and human behavior. I joined a co-ed volleyball team where Jordan also played, and he started to realize I was fixing myself. His cold attitude had managed to light a fire in me. I became a member of the psych club and organized a thriller, serial killer movie and documentary night every Wednesday. That was the first time Jordan asked me on a date again, and I turned him down. I turned him down several times.

      I spent more time with my roommate and the other girls, piecing myself together. My style changed. My hair went through an almost blonde phase to pitch black. I grew it out then I chopped it off. I got a tattoo. I challenged myself to be comfortable single and gave myself time to grieve a relationship, not only my first boyfriend but also someone I had been friends with for half my life. I went on random dates and a few ended in heated kisses. Camryn called me frequently and praised me for trying.

      I went home that summer after freshman year and that was when all hell broke loose. I decided to pick up extra shifts at the floral shop I had worked at in high school as well as pulling three evening shifts a week at Roadside waiting tables. I made bank that summer and it was worth it. I also gained the experience to put on future applications for serving and bartending when I went back to Alabama. Much to my parents’ dismay, I did grow to like being at school and had no intention of moving back home. After one of my shifts, I joined Camryn on the patio. She and Tim were both home for the summer too, when I noticed a girl with blonde hair at the bar who kept looking over at me. After the fifth time, she walked over and asked to sit at the empty seat at our table.

      “You don’t remember me, do you?” she asked, timidly, biting the edge of her fingernail.

      “I’m sorry,” I told her, shaking my head slightly.

      “I was at the party last summer,” her head bowed down, “I was invited by Colt.”

      Everything clicked into place and the soul crushing memories flew back to me. “What do you want?”

      “Look, I just wanted to clear something up,” she talked fast, clearly nervous, “I didn’t sleep with him.”

      “What did you say?” I asked, clearly she thought I must be stupid. “I saw you.”

      “You did,” she nodded, flushing, “we didn’t sleep together, though. We never even kissed. I puked on my shirt and Colt let me borrow his. I passed out and he and one of my friends watched me all night to make sure I didn’t choke and die. I was so embarrassed that’s why I flew to the bathroom the next morning when I heard people. Steph, my friend, was still in the room when I walked out. I didn’t think he was going to lie like that. I wanted you to know because yes, I thought he was hot, but I wouldn’t have ever done that knowing he had a girlfriend.”

      Her words and the way she kept staring into my eyes, I couldn’t not believe her. It didn’t make sense though. Why would Colt lie? Needless to say I got drunk. I somehow made it to our spot. I’m not sure how many times I went there after that, but I know it wasn’t healthy. I could hear Jordan’s voice in my mind telling me I was being pathetic and giving Colt back all my power. Before I left home after that summer, I grabbed my dad’s ax. I had only meant to chip off the part where our initials were, but I ended up toppling half the tree over. I apologized to the town council even though, deep down, it gave me a sense of satisfaction. I haven’t been back since then, except for holidays.

      The rest of college changed even more after that. I became myself. My hair grew, the color went back to natural and I stopped trying so hard to be happy and just was. One night after a long shift at Tidal Wave, a college bar, Jordan walked me back to the home I rented with some of my girls and asked me out again. That time I said yes.

      Leaning back in my office chair, my eyes close. I have three hours until I’m meeting Colt. I wasn’t lying when I said I didn’t have his number. I also changed mine, so he couldn’t contact me either, so neither of us have confirmed we still have plans tonight. My gaze drops to my watch and I mentally plan out how much time I’ll have once I get home to get ready, then berate myself for even caring. Closure. I need to keep thinking about this as closure. I just want to know why. So if he’s ready to talk about it, I’m ready to hear it, I think. I have nothing to be sorry for is the mantra I’ve repeated many times over the years. He chose to lie and to hurt me. And as Jordan always said, there’s nothing wrong with getting angry.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I chose Red Eagle bar because it is one of my favorite places to eat in the area. It has that bar feel while serving up dishes that could almost rival something I’d find back home or in Nashville. When I miss my parents or need a touch of southern, this is my go-to place. With Colt throwing my world for an extra spin today, I need all the comfort I can get tonight.

      I arrive before him, on purpose, and ask the hostess to seat us on the back patio, where I get to also choose the most secluded table. My knee bounces slightly under the table while I wait. When the server comes by, I order a margarita on the rocks, needing something to take the edge off. Colt arrives at exactly seven on the dot. His hair looks wet still and I wonder if he just had time to shower before getting here. I almost feel bad for suggesting we get this over with tonight, knowing he would have his agility testing and physical today, almost. Then I remember how insistent he was and how much he likes to have his way, and the guilt disintegrates quickly.

      He drops into the seat across from me, and I hold my breath, so I don’t inhale his body wash scent. It hasn’t changed over the years we’ve been apart and the memories hit me full force.

      “I hope you didn’t wait long,” he drawls, his lips hooking into a small smile.

      “Nope,” I respond. “Usually traffic takes longer, and I’m actually surprised I’m not late.”

      “How long have you been living here?” he asks.

      I pause while the server comes over and takes Colt’s beer order. “About two years.”

      “You moved here right after school?” Colt inquires, leaning into the table, completely fascinated by my answers.

      “After grad school, yes. I did my internship a couple towns over then decided to open my own practice here,” I tell him, then bring my margarita to my lips. Only a few sentences exchanged and my mouth feels like it’s stuffed with cotton.

      He spins the information I just gave him around in his mind. “I saw your picture in your office, you graduated from Alabama?”

      I nod. “I did my grad school there, too. Once I got used to it and learned how to be independent there, I loved it.”

      “I’m glad you did,” he responds, his breath hitching lightly. “Over the years one of the things I’ve always wondered is if you still went there. I felt guilty I forced you to choose it, then didn’t go with you.”

      My heart hammers in my chest. I guess we’re going to just jump right in tonight. “You didn’t force me to do anything, Colt. I chose to go with you, and even after we broke up, I chose to go and then eventually to stay there. And now, after everything I’ve experienced, I’m glad I made the choice to stay. I had some truly amazing years there.”

      His lips and smile falter slightly, but he nods his head slowly. “I’m glad to hear that. How’s your family?”

      I shrug. “Momma and Dad are still in the same home. Getting close to retirement but are adamant they want to keep working. Kyler is in Nashville at an accounting firm and Posey is…well, she’s still deciding what she wants. She did medical school for a bit then thought she wanted to be a veterinarian.”

      Colt laughs, the deep kind, and his eyes meet mine. “That girl always did have a million things going on all at once, it seemed. I’m surprised about Kyler, though. I thought for sure he’d be doing something with games or design.”

      “Me too. I don’t know though. He said the money was better.” I chuckle and smile thinking of my younger siblings. “Have you talked to your dad? Momma told me he’s been sober since not long after you left. Guess he’s been staying busy too.”

      Colt’s eyes drop to the table and he looks uncomfortable. “Last week was actually the first time I’ve seen him in years. I told him I was in town for Tric’s funeral and he invited me to dinner, with AJ.”

      “AJ? As in your nephew?” I question, astonished. I knew how much it used to tear Colt up back in the day that he had no contact with his brother’s son.

      “Yup. Guess they’ve reconnected and been getting together. He wanted to meet me so there he was.” Colt smiles, but it’s strained.

      “He’s got to be in his twenties by now?” I try to do the math, then remember it was never really my strong suit.

      “Twenty. He’s playing baseball at Vanderbilt.” Colt goes on to tell me about how much he looks like Alex and how their dinner was. “I’m going to try and see him more often, I think.”

      “Your dad too?” I throw out and watch a myriad of emotions cross his face.

      “I hadn’t talked to him since the night he threw me out. He wrote me over the years, but I never read them. I couldn’t forgive him. Not even for hitting me but just how he stopped being a parent, stopped caring about me when my mom died.” His eyes glaze over, revisiting his past.

      “Don’t blame yourself, Colt. I’m glad he’s sober, but you’re right, that doesn’t mean you need to just jump right back in and act like the past didn’t happen. At least he’s trying, though. And now you have AJ,” I remind him gently. His head bobs in agreement.

      We order our food and then silence descends on the table. Not the comfortable kind either. It’s the kind where you both have something to say, but you’re giving the other an opportunity to fire first. Twice my mouth opens to speak, but I hold back and reach for my drink instead. Colt does the same and after the third time, he laughs. “This shouldn’t be so hard.”

      I smile. “We haven’t talked in eight years and neither one of us wants to touch on what happened. It’s bound to be awkward.”

      “I feel like I used to know you more than I knew myself. Now I know absolutely nothing about you and it freaks me out,” he admits, his hands sliding behind his neck.

      “Not really much to tell. I liked college, got my doctorate, moved to Virginia and opened my own business.”

      “What do you do for fun?” His eyes turn serious as he asks.

      I blank for a second, trying to remember the last time I wasn’t busy and went out. “I have a few friends nearby. Camryn and I get together three times a year and do a vacation. I visit my family when I can or they come here.”

      “Are you seeing anyone?” His question catches me off guard.

      I think about Jordan and I think about Colt, comparing and analyzing. I never lied to Jordan. Even at my lowest moments, I never lied. “I was,” my lips roll together, fighting back the tears, “his name is, or was, Jordan. He, ah, passed away shortly before I moved here. He had cancer.”

      Colt’s smile fades until his features are dark, and he can’t look me in the eyes. I’m used to this expression by now when I tell people about why I’m single. The boy I thought I was going to spend the rest of my life with left me and cut off all communication. Then the next guy I gave my heart to, even if it was slightly mangled, got an incurable and horrific disease, and I watched him deteriorate before my eyes.

      “I don’t even know what to say. I’m sorry you went through that.” Colt’s throat bobs.

      “He was a great man and he fought hard,” I respond, wiping a lone tear away. “How about you, are you seeing anyone?”

      Colt pauses a beat before he shakes his head no. “Nothing has ever felt right.”

      I drop back in my chair and look him right in the eyes. “Why are we here tonight?”

      He leans back, hands resting on the table. “I had the idea this would go differently. I meant what I said at your office earlier. I am sorry. For everything.”

      “Okay, but why?” I ask, refusing to just accept his apology. “Why did you decide not to go to college? Why did you lie about sleeping with that girl at the party?”

      “You know about that?” He at least has the decency to look sheepish.

      “I was out with Camryn and this girl walked up to me. Asked me if I remembered her. She wanted to clear her name about what happened.” I shrug and wait.

      “I didn’t plan it. I honestly didn’t think you’d come back the next morning and it just worked out that way. I was trying to push you away, and when I let you believe I slept with her, I finally got what I wanted.” His words do nothing to slow the pounding in my temples.

      “Yeah, you did,” I agree with him, while letting the sarcasm drip from my words. “Now can you tell me why? Was it just that you didn’t want to go to Alabama anymore or because you didn’t want to go with me?”

      Colt shifts in his seat and inhales. “It wasn’t you, Lyric. It was my own fucked-up head. When Zane and I got to Bama, they rolled out the red carpet. We had a tour, we talked with an adviser, I got to see the facilities, and everything was great until they asked if I wanted to practice with them. I tanked. I couldn’t catch, couldn’t get a play off, I was tackled so many times, my jersey was green from the grass stains. And all I could hear was my dad’s voice telling me how I would never amount to anything. I was embarrassed and stupid and didn’t even stick around to talk or think about my options. Zane was talking earlier in our drive about why he enlisted, and, I don’t know, it seemed like the fastest and easiest way to get out of town, out of the state and start over. I’m sorry I lied to you and that I hurt you.”

      I take a few moments and his words replay over in my mind. For some reason, I’m not as shocked as I thought I would be. Hurt, yes, mad, absolutely. At this moment, I need to make a decision, and only I’m the one who has the power over how this will affect me.

      I think of Zane and his reaction to seeing me again. I remember how many times he apologized then and now, explaining it wasn’t his story to tell. And maybe it wasn’t. I finally pushed my own thoughts down to step into his shoes and realized I would have done the same for Camryn. Maybe that isn’t right or fair, but I would have. Zane walked out of my office knowing I forgave him.

      My eyes lift back to Colt’s. I can see his apology in his eyes, the way the truth has weighed on him, shaped his life, and led him here. I think about my own growth over the past eight years. The love, the loss, the self-discovery. It’s a burden to carry around so much anger and hate.

      “I wish you had told me,” I start, and I notice his eye twitches. “I wish I had known the pain you were in or just anything else than what you let me believe. That was what always hurt the most, the fact that you lied. I always knew there had to have been a reason. I would have understood, Colt. And even if that had led to us breaking up then or down the road, at least it would have been honest.”

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers, resting his elbows on the table, his hands folding in front of his lips and I swear I see his eyes shimmer.

      “Thank you,” I tell him. “I accept your apology. I told Zane the same thing, and I’m glad you both ended up here. I needed to let this go and now I feel like I finally can.”

      Our food arrives then and we both rush to pull ourselves together. I gently dab under my eyes, where a few tears were threatening to spill over. Colt clears his throat and we make attempts at small talk as we eat our meals. When we’re finished, he snatches the check, even after I offer to pay my portion. He declines over and over until I give up. I guess I’ll take the free meal and drink.

      We both stand to leave, and Colt walks out the front door with me. I’m careful not to touch him, even while I’m very aware of his hand that gently grazes my lower back while leading me to the parking lot.

      “This is me,” I tell him and point my key fob at the Crossover SUV I’m driving. “I’m glad we got the chance to reconnect.”

      Colt’s eyes wander over my face. Whatever he sees causes his eyes to flash, angrily possessively, and annoyingly. “Lyric, I didn’t ask you to dinner and open up so we could just bury the past. I was a little caught off guard by the way our conversation went, but by no means is this me walking away, giving you closure or whatever.”

      “I—"

      He cuts me off, stepping closer, until he’s in my space, my relaxed Vans touching his Nikes. “I am sorry I hurt you and lied to you and that it took me eight years to get it out. This isn’t me walking away again now that you forgive me. I mean I’ll take it, but even if you hadn’t, I’m prepared to argue about it with you for the rest of our lives and make up with you about it for however long it takes.”

      “It’s been eight years, Colt.” I shake my head and move to step back. “We aren’t the same people anymore, and honestly, you can’t just stroll on in and play the ‘you want me now’ card. Eight years. You could have reached out at any time.”

      His hand reaches out and latches onto my wrist, forcing my body to fall into his. “I never thought I’d see you again, Lyric. I figured you were married, with kids, and I didn’t want to ruin things for you. Seeing you, though, blew that last piece of decency right out of the water. You’re mine. You always have been.”

      My knees turn to Jell-O and I’m instantly pissed at myself about it. Yanking my hand out of his grip, I step back and march over to my car. I feel his gaze burn holes in my back with every step I take away from him. Peeling out of the parking lot, my heart beats erratically the whole drive back to my house. Over and over again in my head, I can hear my mom’s voice telling me the pain would go away some day and it did, only to have the source of that pain arrive in the flesh, busting his way back into my life. Memories of Jordan telling me to be stronger, then also telling me to forgive and be happy before he died flash in my mind. I’m torn. I can forgive him. I did forgive him. There is no way, though, I can give Colt Street my heart again. I’m barely surviving now from the shape it’s in.
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      I expected Colt to go back in the little box I made for him and stay stashed away, maybe even listen to me when I told him no. Mark had explained he needed their assessments done and completed right away so that they could start on their training and whatever else they would be doing at Cole Security, and I banked on Colt being too busy to follow through on his promise from our dinner earlier in the week. I should have known better.

      When I got back to my townhouse after that night, I tossed and turned every hour. I dreamt Colt and I were back in high school and about the night he asked me to be his girlfriend in front of that stupid tree. Jordan made multiple appearances, never saying anything, just watching what I was dreaming, interest clear on his face. It was unsettling and by mid-week, my makeup no longer could hide the bluish smudges under my eyes. Even Scott started to notice my appearance and made sure I had an extra shot of espresso in my afternoon coffees.

      Nothing was phasing Colt, though. The morning after our dinner, he suddenly had my phone number. The good morning beautiful texts started flowing in, and every night, he asked me to dinner the next day. It was sickly charming and borderline stalkerish. Every night I went to bed mad at myself for liking it, and feeling sick to my stomach that I was torn about it. Flowers arrived to my office twice and I finally responded to a text asking him not to send flowers there then they showed up at my house and a pint size of my favorite ice cream flavor showed up at my office.

      By Friday, I caved and reached out to Camryn. I could hear her hesitancy on the phone. “I mean, Lyric, think about it. All this time has passed, you both are in different places in your lives and your paths just happen to cross. Maybe this is how it was supposed to be.”

      “Cam, you know how bad I was. For a year, it felt like my life spiraled out of control. He hurt me a lot,” I argue, reminding her and myself.

      “He didn’t actually cheat on you, though,” she points out.

      I huff into the phone. “He let me believe he did, which is the same as lying. If he had told me why he didn’t want to go, I would have understood. If he still wanted to break up, I think it would have been easier at least knowing why.”

      “Yeah, but I think that’s the part you’re missing. I don’t think he broke up with you because he wanted to but because of the reason he decided to lie about Alabama. Honestly girl, I think things happened the way they did for a reason,” she argues.

      By the time we hang up, I’m even more confused. More times than I care to think about my finger would hover over my mom’s number, but I always backed down. I didn’t think she would understand and part of me still thought she didn’t like Colt after what happened. Lord knows my dad wouldn’t be forgiving him in this lifetime.

      The thoughts toss around in my mind, my stomach twisting with indecision.

      “Lyric!”

      My head snaps around at the shouting of my name.

      “Damn, woman,” Brody chuckles, “you must be deep in thought.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that,” I murmur, clearing my head from the memories. “What can I help you with?”

      He sighs, glancing around my empty office space. “Mark wanted me to pick up that file on Lukas Devoroix that you flagged.”

      “Mmm.” I nod my head, while grabbing the key to the file cabinet. “I already told Mark my concerns, but just in case, here are the video and audio recordings as well as his answers to the written assessment.”

      “You do this with all your clients?” Brody lifts a brow and I smirk.

      “Yes. And when they have red flags that pop up, it comes in handy.” I smile.

      “What were the red flags?”

      “Well for one, his answers were way too thought out. When I tripped him up by not following the same line of questioning, he became flustered and appeared agitated,” I list out.

      Brody smirks. “The damn alien question again?”

      “Hey!” I laugh. “It works every time. Most people, though, don’t get mad when I ask. Confused, yes, thoughtful, definitely, some even laugh. A normal response for example is Sergeant Thompson’s; he laughed and answered that he’s seen so many things he never thought he would and wouldn’t be surprised if there were. Devoroix, on the other hand, turned red and tripped up on words he had been about to say. Trust me, it wasn’t normal and his answers seemed scripted.”

      Brody studies me for a second before nodding. “Valid concerns. I’ll get this to Mark right away. Everyone else pass?”

      “To the best of my professional knowledge, everyone else should be ready to go.” I nod again and sit back down behind my desk.

      “That’s good news,” Brody answers, the folder in his hand tapping against his palm. “Thanks for your help, Doc.”

      “Anytime.” I fake salute him, earning another laugh. Silence again descends around the space. My mind backtracks over Deveroix’s interviews again, comparing them to the other soldiers I’d been working with over the past few weeks. I’m a professional in my own field and in no way am I proficient in military life. I have spent more than enough time, though, talking with soldiers, both new recruits and the ones looking at a career in the military, to make an educated opinion when needed. After his interview, I called Mark right away with my concerns, pushing away the small voice in my mind telling me I had a vested interest in this mission.

      “No.” I shake my head. I would have reported his behavior and my concerns whether or not Colt and Zane were going to be part of the same mission. Sighing, I go back to documenting my notes before closing time, right as my phone vibrates.

      
        
        Colt: Dinner tonight?

      

      

      My lip glides between my teeth while I contemplate how to turn him down again, until my conversation with Camryn comes back. An idea pops into my head.

      
        
        Me: Sure. Same place as before? Bring Zane. My friend Reece is single and will be there too.

      

      

      I watch, my breath hitched, as the bubble of dots starts and stops three times before I receive a reply.

      
        
        Colt: Ok. We’ll see you later.

      

      

      I exhale immediately. A group date will be easier to slide into and Colt can’t keep giving me romantic speeches about wanting to try again if we’re with others. That would be rude. It’s the perfect plan. I quickly send Reece a text and beg her to come. She is single and instantly replies that she’s in.

      Three hours later, Reece and I are the last to arrive. Zane and Colt are holding a table on the back patio, both dressed to kill and smelling incredible. My fingers itch to touch Colt, an old sensation that had been dormant for years, and I quickly put my hand behind my back. Like the gentlemen they were raised to be, both men stand when we get to the table and wait for us to sit, before they do. A margarita is placed in front of me by the waitress, even though I haven’t ordered anything yet. Colt’s eyes meet mine. I swallow the lump of emotion I feel that he remembered and ordered it for me.

      Since I’ve known her, Reece has always been outgoing, so I’m not surprised when she and Zane hit it off right away. Soon the whole table is cracking up from a joke she told and some of the tension leaves my shoulders.

      “So you guys are Lyric’s friends from high school, right?” Reece asks, innocently, going off what I had told her earlier. I feel Colt’s gaze burning into me from across the table, but keep my eyes fixed on my tostadas.

      Zane chuckles. “We were best friends back in the day.”

      Heat creeps up my cheeks at the distinction he makes by flicking a finger back and forth between him and I. Reece’s gaze bounces back and forth between us, intrigue written across her features.

      “Those two were practically married,” he then adds, before taking a bite of his fish tacos. I’m about to argue when Colt cuts me off. “I fucked up though. We just reconnected recently.”

      “I see.” Reece, turns to me, her eyes narrowed playfully. “Been holding out on me, Taylor?”

      “It’s not exactly how it sounds,” I tell her, taking a huge gulp of my margarita. “It was a long time ago.”

      “I’ve been trying all week for her to let me take her on a date,” Colt adds, taking a small sip from his beer bottle. “After meeting up again, I’ve been trying to convince Lyric to give me another chance.”

      I shake my head in denial, a nervous laugh bubbling up my throat. “Let’s just have fun tonight, ya’ll.”

      Zane and Reece make light of my discomfort and move on from the discussion. Not Colt though. Even with my head turned toward the other two, I can feel the heat of his stare on my face. His presence seems to grow bigger while my chest feels like it’s closing in on itself. He can’t be serious, right? In a few weeks, he’ll leave on his mission and when he comes back, we’ll go our separate ways again. Even if Colt was serious and I considered taking him back, there are too many obstacles.

      Everyone finishes their food and drinks. Somehow I manage to squeeze in one more than everyone else, and now I need to secretly order an Uber under the table. I can barely hide my grimace at how childish that feels; yet, I’d rather not have to be at Colt and Zane’s mercy, and Reece lives on the other side of town. We all stand from the table at the same time with Reece and Zane leading us back to the front. Like last time, I’m hyperaware of Colt behind me, his hand gently placed on my back to guide me through the crowded inside restaurant area. I discreetly check my phone and see that my car is still thirty minutes away.

      “You guys go ahead,” I tell them, tilting my head toward the restroom.

      “You sure?” Reece stops, her brow raised.

      “Yes,” I laugh, “I’ll head out as soon as I’m done.”

      “Call me when you get home,” she says, waving her hand, while she and Zane exit at the same time.

      Colt keeps his eyes on me as I walk away, giving him a small wave over my shoulder. I hate the sinking feeling inside that I didn’t let the night live up to its potential. I tried. I gave the group date a shot and gave Colt the opportunity he’s been after me for. There should be no reason for my heart to feel the way it does.

      I take my time in the bathroom, finger combing my hair and even adding a new coat of lip gloss, until I’m sure my group has left. Glancing at my phone, I see that my Uber is still twenty-five minutes away. Two women slide inside and I don’t miss the curious looks they give me. Rolling my eyes, I leave the bathroom before I become the creepy girl just hanging out in the restroom. I make it to the front doors when I’m stopped dead in my tracks. Colt’s gaze meets mine across the space. I swear I see his lips twitch and my irritation level rises.

      “What are you still doing here?”

      His hand pushes the front door open. “You didn’t really think I’d let you walk out to your car on your own, did you?”

      My lips smash together as I walk past him, then come to stop on the sidewalk out front.

      “Lyric, I’m just walking you to your car. I want to make sure you’re safe.”

      “I’ve walked to my car many times on my own, Colt. I’m not scared. Plus,” I pull up my phone, “I have a ride coming.”

      “That last margarita set you back?” Colt smiles.

      “It’s called being responsible,” I fire back, the tension from before rising between us.

      “Cancel the car.” He nods his head at my phone. “I can take you home. I only had one.”

      “I don’t think--”

      “It’s just a ride, Lyric,” he answers, probably sensing the dread building in my stomach. I don’t live far from here, but it is still time alone with Colt. Just him and me. No buffers this time.

      Without answering, I let him lead me over to the rental car he’s been driving around courtesy of Cole Security. After a few minutes of complete silence, Colt finally turns the radio on low and I feel myself relax a little with some background noise.

      “Reece seems nice,” Colt says, startling me out of my thoughts.

      “She’s amazing,” I tell him, nodding my head. “Reece was one of the first people I met when I moved here. We used to be neighbors.”

      “Speaking of which,” Colt chuckles, “where am I bringing you?”

      I give him directions and we manage to make small talk the rest of our drive. For the first time, I miss the way we used to be. I used to be able to tell Colt all the random thoughts in my brain. He knew me inside and out when we were kids. Now everything is forced and awkward, both of us terrified; I’m afraid to let him close and he’s scared to push me away.

      I’m so lost in my thoughts I hardly notice we arrived until the car jerks lightly from being put into park. “Thanks for the ride.”

      I unclip my belt and slide out from my seat, barely rounding the front of the car before Colt is standing in front of me.

      “I can’t let this go. I can’t let you go again, Lyric. I’ve lived without you for eight years. I thought I was fine, I thought I was surviving, but that’s just it, I was surviving, not living. That day in your office was the first time in years that my heart beat with life again. I know I was an idiot. I know I fucked-up. I will do anything to make it up to you. If it takes weeks, months or years, I’ll be here. I never stopped loving you, Lyric. And I’m the biggest ass for letting you go.” Colt’s words strike chords deep in my soul, strumming my organs to life with each word. His fingers slide to cup my face, bringing us closer, until I can feel the warmth of his lips on mine.

      “Colt,” I say, his name a plea on my lips. Please don’t stop. Please let me go. Please don’t hurt me. Please don’t leave. Our gazes hold, and I read the determination in his eyes. His will to fight against any barrier I attempt to erect. It should piss me off. I should be annoyed. Instead, my body sways toward him, silently giving him what he’s asking. Colt’s lips fall on mine, gentle yet rough in the way he pushes and takes. My hands flutter against his shoulders, my fingers, sinking into the fabric of his shirt. His arms circle my waist and bring my chest flush against his. Memories of us, of the many kisses we’ve shared, flood my mind and drown out any doubts I have in this moment. We’re back to being just Colt and Lyric. I kiss him back just as hungrily, soaking up this moment, knowing it’s all we’ll have.
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      My legs are killing me, my arms are dead, and the weight on my chest won’t ease up. Flashes of last night interrupt my concentration, and, once again, I find myself on my back on the grappling mat.

      “What’s up today?” Zane eyeballs me.

      Getting onto my feet again, I shake my head. There is no way to explain the way last night ended. I kissed her. I told her everything I was feeling, thinking, and wanting then kissed her. Lyric sank into me as if no time had passed between us. She was warm, willing, and participating. Then in the flip of a switch, she pulled away and headed inside without another word. Like a dumbass, I thought things had changed. I thought we were getting somewhere and starting to piece things back together.

      “Too in my head,” I tell Zane, rolling my shoulders back and getting into a fight stance again.

      “Have you even heard the shit running around here all day?” he asks, lifting a brow and peeling his gloves off.

      Dropping my arms, I stand and look around. Everyone looks on edge again, a few are even talking lowly amongst themselves. One look at Brody’s door and I see the blinds are drawn.

      “What happened?”

      “Mark let one of the recruits go. Deverouix, I think his name was. Dude was being looked at for faking his evaluations. Brody came in hot this morning because a case file is also missing,” Zane rattles off the info. This is all news to me.

      “How did he fake evaluations?”

      “Tried to,” Zane reminds me, “Dr. Taylor caught on to what he was doing.”

      “Lyric?”

      “Do you know any other Dr. Taylors at this moment?” Zane chuckles. “She’s a badass around here. All the higher-ups take her word seriously.”

      Heat flares in my chest at the same time my body stiffens. Lyric is accomplished and has built a reputation for herself. I’m proud of her and what she has done. It raises my hackles, though, thinking that other men are appreciating her as well. Lyric is the whole package.

      “What’s Brody going to do?” I nod toward the office.

      “I only know he’s been in meetings all day.” Zane lifts his shoulders.

      I sort through the information as I always do: take a piece of information, analyze, then repeat. The same algorithm that’s kept me alive all this time. I’m about to voice my thoughts when the office door flies open and a flushed and grim Brody walks out. His eyes bounce around the room until they land on me and Zane. He stalks over, fingers flexing at his side.

      “Mark would like you to head over to Bluebird Behavioral Testing. Appears they had a break in overnight. The owner is pretty shaken,” Brody tells me, his brow raised. It doesn’t take a genius to know he’s aware that Zane and I know Lyric on a personal level.

      “Yes, Sir,” I tell him, already unwrapping my hands.

      “You’re with me, Thompson,” Brody calls over his shoulder, sending Zane into a flurry of action. He packs away our equipment and follows Brody to where he’s gathering a small group of people.

      I take off to the locker room, change and clean up as fast as I can, before sprinting to the parking garage. I break more than a few speeding laws on my way over and the ramifications mean shit to me when I spot Lyric outside the building, leaning against the brick wall. She has a suit jacket thrown over her, her arms wrapped around her middle, and I swear I see her legs shaking.

      “Lyric,” I call her name gently. Her head snaps up, and tears spill down her cheeks. “Babe,” I manage to get out before her body hurtles itself into mine. The suit jacket falls to the ground when she wraps her arms around my waist. I rub my hands down her back, soothingly, and her body shudders in my arms. She feels cold, and each sniffle I hear breaks my heart and makes me see red.

      “Why are you out here by yourself?” I murmur into her hair.

      “I couldn’t be in there,” she replies, her face pressed against my chest. “The cops are gathering their evidence and taking a statement from Ruby.”

      “What happened?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know. I got in this morning and the back door was cracked. I thought maybe Scott didn’t close it on his way in. He’s always the first one here. Only the lights were off and I thought that was weird too, but I went to the main lobby to find him and--”

      Her voice catches while another wave of sobs wrack her chest. My arms tighten around her, lending her strength and reminding her she isn’t alone.

      “He. He was on the floor. I called 9-1-1 and saw that he was breathing. The ambulance just left,” Lyric manages to breathe out.

      The implication is not lost on me. Whoever broke in did so using the person who arrived first. That person was also able to overpower another man and render him unconscious. Adrenaline crackles to life in my veins while my anger also rises. It could have been Lyric. What if that person had been hoping it would be her?

      “Did they take anything?” I ask, trying to take her mind off of finding her friend and co-worker unconscious.

      “I’m assuming so. My file cabinet was destroyed and the computers damaged.” She takes a deep breath in. “Colt, please don’t freak out okay?”

      I peer down at her and frown at the seriousness of her features. “I make no promises, babe.”

      She sighs. “They had to bring in forensics. There was a message or something in my office, a threat. They aren’t sure if it’s paint or blood or something different.”

      My hands cup her face and tilt her head back until our eyes meet. Her baby blues shine with tears and fear. My heart hammers in my chest. Some asshole terrified her and threatened her. All the information Zane told me earlier starts to piece together and form a story in my head. Deverouix has some explaining to do. If Brody and Cole Security don’t find him first, I will.

      “Let me take you home,” I demand, unable to keep the worry I feel restrained.

      Lyric shakes her head. “I have to stick around for questions and to lock up.”

      I’m about to argue and shove her into my car when a taxi pulls up to the curb in front of us. Reece steps out and rushes over to us.

      “Girl,” she rubs Lyric’s arm, comfortingly. “Why didn’t you call? I would have been here sooner.” Reece’s gaze darts to me. “Zane sent me to stay here with her until she can go home. They need you back at CS. I’m also supposed to tell you to check your damn phone.” She laughs at herself and I let out a breath.

      Keeping one arm wrapped around Lyric, I dig my phone out of my pocket and see the texts and calls from Zane. “I have to go back.”

      “Okay,” Lyric says, her voice quiet and empty. I hate leaving her like this.

      “You can stay and get her home?” I fix my gaze on Reece.

      “Yes,” she tells me, holding her arms out for Lyric. I transfer her to Reece’s waiting arms.

      “Call me when you get home, okay? I’ll stop over when I’m done with work,” I tell them both, my gaze flipping from one to the other. They both nod in agreement.

      I hustle back to Cole Security, hating the distance between Lyric and me with every mile I drive. She was shaken and afraid and I wanted to bust some heads together. Blowing through the front doors, I quickly find where they’re holding the meeting in one of the briefing rooms and slide into an empty seat next to Zane.

      “What did I miss?” I whisper, and he jumps slightly in his seat.

      “Do not stealth mode me like that. How do you not make noise?” Zane scolds under his breath. I smirk. He blows out a breath. “Not much yet. Brody went over the break in and how Lyric’s work tipped them off about Deverouix.”

      “He’s a dead man,” I mutter under my breath.

      “You’ll have to get in line. Mark’s on a rampage and it’s up to Brody to lead the charge.” Zane shakes his head.

      Brody ends the call he was on and turns back to the room. His eyes land on me. “How is everything over at BBT?”

      “Cops and forensics are still doing their thing. It appears the assailant entered the back door by coercing an employee then knocked that person out once in the building and alarms were off. The employee has been taken to the hospital. Files are reportedly taken, hard drives destroyed and there was a threat to Dr. Taylor on the wall either in blood, paint, or something that looks like blood,” I rattle off the information. Zane grows tense next to me.

      Brody’s head tilts down. “We’re waiting still for images from forensics. What we have gathered, though, through a search of information we already had on the suspect is that Lukas Deverouix doesn’t truly exist. There is a component that was found by our computer forensics linking his file to other files that suddenly went dead. These other files are related to the members of our forces who either disappeared or are assumed dead after failed missions.” A guy two rows ahead raises his hand. “Go ahead.”

      “Sir, are you saying that the files are dead as in information stops generating?” The guy asks. And a few others perk up.

      “When these files die, they encrypt on themselves. Destroy themselves from the inside out. There is no information to keep gathering. If we didn’t also make paper copies, we would not have the same information,” Brody explains further. The white wall slides up and plastered on the board underneath are over fifty paper info sheets with pictures attached. They’re lined up and dating as far back as 2001.

      “Gentlemen, what I’m telling you is that these guys here,” he points to the board, “are the enemy. Terrorists that we seem to have grown here, who are trained and have the ability to take us out from the inside. Sending one into Cole Security, though, was a mistake on their part. I’ve been working on this case for the past few years. Each and every one of these individuals was part of a team of special ops or a sanctioned mission where we were mysteriously taken out. Only these guys were never found dead or alive amongst the other soldiers.”

      “What do we do now, Sir?” Zane asks, his hand in the air.

      “I coordinated a team that is already on its way to Deverouix’s last known residence. Once we have that and forensics from BBT then we’ll go from there. The mission has changed. We’re looking here on US soil rather than overseas,” Brody informs us. “You’re excused, gentlemen.”

      Everyone gets up slowly, many still processing. I shoot to my feet and head to the exit with Zane right on my heels.

      “Where are you going?” he asks, even though he already knows.

      “I’m not letting her stay alone tonight. And you would be smart to stay here instead of at the hotel where Deverouix knows we were all staying already.”

      “I planned to,” Zane huffs next to me, “Brody already said Lyric will have security detail.”

      “She was shaken up,” I tell him, keeping my voice lowered. “I need to at least check on her.”

      “Be safe.” Zane fist bumps me as we head in different directions.

      I didn’t let anyone stop me on the way out and no one tried. Lyric had texted me that she made it home, but I needed to see it with my own eyes. My hands needed to check the locks and the windows. I physically needed to check every nook and corner where someone could hide, then I needed Lyric to let me hold her like she did earlier. How I was always meant to. Today did nothing but cement in my mind how much I need this woman. No one can stop me. Not even Lyric.

    

  







            Chapter Fifteen

          

          

      

    

    






Lyric

        

      

    

    
      Pacing back and forth in my living room does nothing to calm my nerves. My eyes constantly find the clock and see the minutes ticking by at a snail’s pace. My fingers touch my temples and rub in circles. Colt said he’s on the way, and even though it shouldn’t, that makes me extremely happy. The moment he showed up outside my office this morning, I felt safe and protected. He was my hero in that moment when I needed him most. I check the clock again and see that he should be here any minute. My heart stutters in my chest when a knock at the door sounds. On instinct, and probably riding the high from earlier today, I tense up, ready to run. My phone vibrates in my hand.

      
        
        Colt: I’m at the door, babe.

      

      

      I bolt to the door and unlock it, letting him in. The minute he steps over my threshold, I lock the door again before throwing myself into his arms. Colt doesn’t hesitate before wrapping his arms around me and pulling me close. I inhale his scent and tears instantly spring to my eyes.

      “Hey,” he says, gently pulling back, so he can cup my face in his hands, “I got you. I’ll stay as long as you need me.”

      My voice catches around the lump in my throat and I nod my head instead. Colt takes my hand and leads me to the kitchen. “You hungry? Did you eat yet?”

      “Uh no,” I shake my head, “I was too anxious earlier. Nothing sounds good except popcorn.”

      Colt smirks and heads to my pantry. “Popcorn it is then.” I watch in fascination as he takes a bag from the box and puts it in the microwave. He grabs the butter next and slides a slab into a separate cereal bowl before grabbing the salt and pepper. Memories of this same scene from years ago dance in front of my eyes, only this time, the usual bitterness that follows isn’t there. Just the longing in my heart that this is what life has always been. I missed this so much.

      “Want to watch a movie or just some junk tv?” Colt asks, suddenly pulling me from my daydream. He hands me the bowl before helping himself to two of the Tahitian Treat soda cans I keep stocked in the fridge.

      I smirk. “Making yourself at home, Street?”

      Colt laughs and our eyes meet across the room. Mischief dances in his and also a tinge of sincerity. He is attempting to make me feel as safe as possible and he’s succeeding. I follow him into the room and take a seat next to him on the couch. We settle for watching re-runs of Friends, which he knows will relax me the most, while we drink our sodas and share the popcorn. Colt and I fall easily into our old pattern of shouting lines we’ve memorized over the years, right when the characters say them. He does a great impersonation of Chandler until my stomach hurts from laughing so hard.

      “I like this,” I tell him honestly, my exhaustion starting to make me weak, gooey and susceptible to his charms.

      Colt chuckles slightly. “You make me gooey too, Taylor,” he says, and I can’t even bring myself to be embarrassed I said that out loud. My body has finally hit a wall. Colt laughs again, and I think I may have just done it again.

      After a few more episodes, my eyes feel heavy and they sting slightly from all the tears I cried. Colt adjusts so that my body can twist and I end up with my head on his shoulder. Such a Colt move, but I don’t mind. He’s warm and smells so damn good. My eyes flutter closed while I listen to the gentle rumble of laugher coming from Colt while he keeps watching. It’s soothing, and for the second time tonight, I get to envision what life could be like.

      “I like this too,” I hear him say, and I can’t help but smile.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m being carried, wrapped in strong, comfortable arms that are bands of heat across my back. My eyes crack open and Colt’s throat is the first thing I see, then the hallway that leads to my bedroom. In another second, he lays me down on my queen-size bed and grabs the other edge of my comforter to cover me. Before he pulls away, my hand grabs his arm.

      “Will you stay here tonight, please?” I ask, still feeling too vulnerable to be alone.

      “Of course,” Colt says and bends to lay a soft kiss on my forehead. “I was already planning to anyway.”

      My eyes roll and I twist to my side. “Presumptuous much, Street?”

      He laughs, our gazes catching. “I’ll keep you safe, Taylor. Go to sleep.”

      I watch with a small smile on my lips as Colt leaves my room, keeping the door open, in case I need him. In the distance, I hear the TV shut off and the slight groan of my coach as he gets comfortable. Then it hits me. Colt Street is sleeping on my couch. He’s in my home and I like it. Even in the dark, with no one around to witness, my cheeks blush from the thought. Comforted and relaxed my eyes drift closed again. Sleep claims me easily, knowing that my warrior is close by.

      I don’t wake again until almost dawn, when Colt nudges me gently. “Is everything okay?” My voice is groggy and my lips feel dry.

      “It’s fine,” Colt assures me, keeping his voice low. “I got a call from Zane. I need to head back in.”

      “Oh.” I push myself up, hating the swirl of nerves in my stomach. “Okay.”

      Colt smiles. “I checked the whole house, all the doors and windows. I only woke you up so you can lock the door behind me, then go back to bed. Wherever that guy is, Lyric, he’s long gone. He would be stupid to stay with the whole of Cole Security, not to mention the United States government after him.”

      I know he’s right, but I still can’t shake this feeling of dread. “I’ll be okay. Thank you so much.”

      “I would do anything for you, Lyric,” Colt tells me, his voice so raw that it causes goosebumps on my arms. “Come lock the door, babe.”

      I follow him out of my room and down the hallway. The clock in the living room reads five thirty and I realize we only had been sleeping for maybe three hours. “Are you sure you’re in any condition to work or even drive?”

      Colt smirks. “Trust me, I’ve operated just fine on days without sleep.”

      My nose scrunches at the idea. That sounds horrible and it’s another realization about the sacrifices he’s made over the years doing what he does.

      “Don’t worry about me,” Colt catches my hand, a smile on his lips, “go back to bed and get some rest.”

      I nod in agreement, my mind still thousands of miles away, picturing Colt’s life while he did his tours and service overseas. An ache in my chest blooms just thinking about the time and holidays he probably missed. “Thank you,” I tell him again, hoping he knows that I literally mean for everything, staying with me tonight so I felt safe, just being the cherry on the top.

      With one last slow grin, Colt steps out my door and closes it behind him. I rush to turn the lock and run back to bed. I lock my bedroom door as well. Now that Colt isn’t here, the silence feels louder. Sighing, I turn on the TV in my room and flip to the weather channel before turning down the volume to a level I can sleep to. The background noise eventually drowns out my thoughts and I’m able to fall back asleep.

    

  







            Chapter Sixteen

          

          

      

    

    






Lyric

        

      

    

    
      It takes a week before I can access my office again to resume normal business hours. Luckily, I was able to switch my schedule around for clients. It was almost as if everyone was aware of what had occurred and they understood. Every night for the past week, either Colt or Zane has been sleeping on my couch. I’m not sure how comfortable that is, but they both assured me it’s fine. Colt Security has been running intel and having secret meetings that I’m not privy to everyday. The guys are often called back and leave in the middle of the night. They’re going on minimal sleep while I’ve been sleeping like the dead. It also helps to know that an unmarked car sits down the road from my house every night, doing surveillance and perimeter checks, if one of the guys asks for it. All of this has been done in order to help me feel safe.

      Even though Colt just left and I waved at the unmarked car, my first day back has me feeling on edge. My imagination runs wild and I swear I feel eyes on me. It feels like I’m being watched every time I head to my vehicle. “You’re paranoid, Lyric,” I tell myself, once I’m buckled in and heading toward the office. I blast the music a little extra loud just to help distract my mind.

      After parking in the back by the employee entrance, I take a minute to steel my nerves. Ruby hops out of her vehicle at the same time and I exhale a slow breath.

      “Hey!” she calls, waving her hand, a tilted smile on her face.

      “Morning,” I say as I approach and try to give her a reassuring smile of my own.

      “Hope you don’t mind I waited.” Ruby bounces on her feet and I notice the stress crease on her forehead. We’re both a little nervous to be back.

      I give her a genuine smile. “No worries. Let’s get the first steps over with.”

      We head over to the door and I use my key to unlock it. Ruby is right behind me, locking the door once we’re in. I make my way into the front lobby to the alarm and punch the code in. The slight buzzing noise stops. My eyes dart around the room. Nothing appears out of the ordinary. Ruby starts opening the blinds and unlocks our front door. I turn to the computers and fire them up for the day. My fingers lightly stroke under the desk where our brand-new panic button sits, courtesy of Cole Security.

      “You okay?” I ask Ruby as she takes her usual seat, her eyes landing on Scott’s chair.

      “I will be,” she replies, her face looking determined. “You have a full schedule today, Dr. Taylor.”

      I nod my head with the reminder. “I think it will do us both good to stay busy today.” With a small wave, I head in the direction of my office. Stepping inside, I automatically pick up on the smell of cleaning chemicals and fresh paint. The hideous message that had been plastered on my wall with red a week ago is now gone. My desk is spotless with a brand-new computer on it. I slide into the chair and get everything going. When I glance behind me, I do a double take at the photographs sitting on the ledge. The same Bama Alumni photo is still there, only next to it now sits a childhood picture of Zane, Colt and myself. I pick up the wood frame and lightly touch the image. Our faces are frozen in a moment of childhood glee, before we knew heartbreak or love. Pure friendship radiates off that photo. I reach for my cell phone and text a message to Zane, the only one sentimental enough to have done this.

      
        
        Lyric: Thank you…

      

        

      
        Zane: ;)

      

      

      His response is immediate, as if he was expecting to hear from me. I smile and feel a little better about being back in my office today. The morning flies by, with client after client. The busier I get, the easier it is to push down the continued feeling of being watched.

      “Hey Lyric,” Ruby says my name, before sticking her head into my office.

      I glance up from the file I’m going over, my next client who is in need of services for a law enforcement recruiting agency. “Yeah?”

      “Uh,” she looks back before stepping into my office and closing the door, “You’re two o’clock is here.”

      “Already?” I question, looking at my watch and seeing it’s only quarter after one. Ruby looks pale when I look at her again. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s just,” she looks back at the door, “he just gives me a weird vibe. I know it’s public knowledge about the break in, but he keeps asking questions.”

      My brow rises. “It says he’s applying for law enforcement, maybe he’s just curious.”

      “Maybe,” she answers, her eyes narrowed in concentration, “I don’t know. I don’t get the best feeling around him. Plus, he’s here really early.”

      “Could be he forgot his time and wanted to make sure he wasn’t late.” I shrug, trying to remain calm.

      “Yeah,” Ruby agrees, even with some hesitancy in her voice. “Should I let him in early then?”

      “Sure.” I shrug, putting down the bag of peanuts I was snacking on.

      Ruby leaves my office and I try not to let the tendrils of doubt she’s sown into my brain blossom. A few seconds later, I hear her voice chatting down the hallway as she brings the client in. “This is Dr. Taylor’s office.”

      I stand from my seat, right as he steps into the room. I notice his impressive height first, followed by the frostiness in his gray-blue eyes. His dark hair is skillfully and sharply brushed back from his face, and he wears a business casual suit. “I’m Dr. Taylor,” I introduce myself, holding my hand out. He shakes my hand with his and I notice the cold of his touch.

      “Malik Carlson,” he replies and sits down across from me at the desk.

      I pull out his file and begin with my normal series of questions, including his current state of employment, goals and where he is located, geographically. “I’m sorry, but is there any way we can get to the exam now?”

      I sit back in my chair and contemplate his reaction. For the first time, I start to get the same feeling as Ruby. “This is the usual process I use Mr. Carlson, and the one that your superior requested.”

      His hands steeple in front of him, his chin resting on his fingertips. “You certainly are professional, Dr. Taylor. Tell me, do all superiors usually defer to you as an expert on one’s character with these questions?”

      I bristle under his hard stare. “Considering my education and the extensive training I have done with law enforcement, first responders, and military, yes, they do.”

      “And tell me, how do they feel if you deviate from what it is you’re actually trained to do?” he asks, a slight edge to his tone.

      I run my hands over my coat and sit up straighter in my chair. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mr. Carlson.”

      We eye each other, both of us refusing to blink. After several seconds pass, he sits back and lets out a small chuckle. “May I use your restroom quick? I think all the stress is getting to me.”

      “Sure.” I stand and walk over to the door. Malik follows me and steps into the hallway. “It’s the third door on the left.” He takes off down the hall and I walk out front to reception. That icky feeling I had from the morning races up my spine, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

      “Hey Ruby,” I say, stepping next to her desk.

      “Hmm?” She stops typing to look up at me. Whatever she sees in my face causes her own frown to return.

      “Can you,” I stop, and twist my words around in my head. Am I actually going to do this? Maybe I’m being paranoid? “Can you call Cole Security please and leave a message for Brody with the client’s info?”

      “Sure.” Ruby reaches for her phone.

      “Also…” I stop, really debating on if I need to go this far. It could potentially do damage my own credibility. I blow out a breath and lower my voice. “Call Chesapeake PD and ask for Captain Garcia. I want to do a follow-up with him.”

      Ruby nods her head silently and begins dialing. I’m about to turn back and head to my office when the front door chimes. A man steps in dressed for an interview, smiling. “Afternoon ladies, I’m Malik Carlson. I’m here to see Dr. Taylor.”

      Everything around me slows, while my heart rate increases, and the blood drains from my face. “No!” I rush down the hallway and fling open my office door. The room is empty. I stalk off to the men’s room and throw open all the doors on my way there. He’s gone. I bang my fist on the bathroom door, aware that Ruby and the real Malik Carlson are not far behind me. “If you’re in there come out now or I’ll call the police,” I yell through the door. Seconds pass without a response.

      “Ruby, call 9-1-1 and Brody please,” I clip out, before shoving the door open. The small room is completely empty. Only the faint smell of men’s cologne lingers in the air. My pulse races. I hurry to the back door and realize it’s unlocked. I run out into the parking lot, Malik hot on my heels. I spin in circles looking for the man who tricked his way into my office. Everything becomes blurry and I have to bend over to catch my breath.

      “You, okay?” I hear Malik’s voice, so much warmer than the imposter’s. “Just keep your head down and breathe, Dr. Taylor.”

      I follow his instructions and listen as he talks on his cell phone to dispatch. I can’t breathe, fear clogs my throat. I need Colt here like last time.

      “Cops are on the way,” Malik tells me, while helping me to stand. “Let’s get you back inside.” I nod, following him back into the building. He locks the door once we enter. He helps me back out front by Ruby, who is talking fast on the phone.

      “I did take a copy of his license,” she’s telling him, “I’ll fax the one I have. Can you send what you have on record for Malik Carlson.”

      “Sorry,” I tell the man next to me, and he grins.

      “Nah,” he shakes his head, “I’m a little freaked out the dude knew I was going to be here, but honestly, I’m glad I’m here now. I heard about what happened. Sounds like this time it may be personal.”

      “Yeah,” I manage a small laugh and instantly regret it when the rumbles upset my stomach.

      “Lyric,” Ruby hands me the phone, “it’s for you.”

      “Hello,” I say into the receiver, expecting Brody.

      “Lyric,” Colt says my name, the words wrapped in worry. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m a little shaken,” I answer honestly, “Can you come here?”

      “I wish. I’m actually upstate right now investigating a lead. I’ll stop by tonight though as soon as I get back, okay?”

      “Okay,” I tell him, secretly loving that he has the ability to be there for me as soon as he can. “Promise?”

      “I promise,” he answers. “I have to get going. Sounds like the calvary is on the way to BBT. Hang in there. Text me when you leave.”

      “I will,” I tell him, and the line goes dead. I take a deep breath in and let it out slowly. People I trust are coming. I’m okay. Everyone is okay.

      It takes three hours this time for my place to be scoured for fingerprints and for the three of us to be interviewed. Brody is able to show me the real license and information on Malik Carlson, who does happen to be the gentleman who showed up at his designated time today. He and Brody get along easily while they work with Chesapeake PD to identify him correctly, just in case. I feel like an idiot. Ruby hands over the picture she took this morning to Brody who seals it up as evidence. For the second time in history, I close early and plan to stay closed until everything is situated. For some reason, a target is now on my back because Lukas Deverouix, or whoever he is, couldn’t pass his exam.

      Brody stays until Ruby and I are in our vehicles ready to leave. I quickly text Colt that I’m heading home. He doesn’t respond right away and I try not to feel bad, knowing he’s out in the field. With a wave to Brody, I head out onto the main highway, ready to get home and be in my safe space. The sky is starting to get dark by the time I pull into my garage. I notice the unmarked car is there and I wave. Grabbing my bag, I head to the front door, reaching for my keys as fast as I can. The same shivers on my spine as before return, finally alerting me that I’m not alone. I turn to scream, but I’m crowded into the door and fabric covers my face. My arms swing and my mouth freezes in an open scream. I can feel my body going numb and my eyes wanting to close, the blackness waiting for me.

    

  







            Chapter Seventeen

          

          

      

    

    






Colt

        

      

    

    
      The drive back to Virginia Beach takes longer than I anticipate. My knee bounces the whole way back. It has been hours since Lyric texted that she was leaving BBT and heading home. I check my phone over and over again, feeling desperate to get to her. After I get dropped off at Cole Security and go through the debriefing, it has been almost five hours. I practically sprint to my car and drive straight to her house.

      Unease grows in my stomach when I pull up outside of her house. The entire place is dark. I guess she could have gone to bed, except she knew I was coming. I look at the message I sent her right before I left. All of them are read, but she didn’t answer any of them. I get out and head over to the parked, unmarked car down the road. The closer I get, the more I notice something doesn’t feel right. Both guys are slumped in their seats.

      I take off running back to Lyric’s house. The front door is locked. I peek in the window and notice a form lying on the floor in the living room. Without thinking, I grab the closest rock under the window and use it to shatter the glass by the front door. I reach around and unlock the door. “Lyric!” I call to her. She’s kneeling on the floor, but her head rises. I see the duct tape on her mouth and she shakes her head frantically at me, tears falling down her face. I don’t stop to question how she got there, where the person is who did this to her, or even about the fact that I should call for help. All my mind sees is red. The woman I love has been hurt and I need to get to her. In this moment, I’d rather take a few rounds of bullets to the chest than see the fear and hopelessness that’s written across her face. That is also my most fatal flaw.

      My brain doesn’t register until it happens. An arm wraps around my neck. Mine start thrashing, ready to grapple. My jaw clenches, right as there’s a small poke to the side of my neck followed by a stinging sensation. I feel my legs get weak, my muscles unable to coordinate. I hear Lyric scream behind the tape covering her mouth. My eyes try to track where she’s at, only my vision is blurring. I lift my arm in one last attempt to knock the person behind me before everything goes dark.
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        * * *

      

      “Colt,” Lyric whispers my name over and over. It sounds like she’s praying and I have to take a minute to make sure I didn’t die. That this isn’t heaven and she’s not crying over my casket. My legs feel sluggish. There’s a pain behind my eyes and it feels like I took a beating around my rib cage. My brain scrambles to put together my last memories. Lyric. Her house, the security detail knocked-out, Lyric crying with tape on her mouth, and the prick of a needle.

      I open my eyes, and instantly have to squeeze them shut from the brightness in the room. I’m pushed up against a concrete wall and sitting on a cement floor. It looks like a bunker. God knows how long I’ve been out of it. We could be miles away from Lyric’s house. This obviously took time and planning. From what I can sense and see, it appears we’re alone.

      “Colt?” I hear Lyric again. This time my head turns toward her. “Oh thank god.” She blows out a breath and wipes the side of her face on her shoulder. Her hands are bound behind her back, but at least the tape is off her mouth. She’s alive.

      “Are you okay?” I ask. Words feel foreign on my tongue. I swallow a few times, trying to ease the feeling of swallowing wood splinters away.

      “Are you?” she asks, looking at me, like she used to when I would make her mad in high school. I grin. “You must have a death wish.”

      “I can assure you, I do not,” I tell her, trying to force my body up straighter. “Is it Deverouix?”

      “Yes,” Lyric says then laughs, “I can see why he tried faking his testing now. Honest answers would have shown he’s psychotic.”

      Slowly my brain filters in all the information we learned earlier today. How many years this group of thousands of individuals has been preying on us under the radar. Homegrown terrorists, infiltrating ranks and turning on their own. “What level of psychotic, just to be clear? Like Dahmer?”

      She snorts. “No. But this whole scenario could definitely be an episode of Criminal Minds.”

      “Only if I’m played by Shemar Moore,” I say, keeping her talking and keeping things light, while I try to figure out how to get us out of here.

      She huffs next to me. “He’s not on the show any longer, remember?”

      “Oh, yeah. Well, maybe he’d make a guest appearance.” I shrug.

      Lyric stares at me for a second before she laughs. “Only you would find something in this situation to make me feel better. I can’t believe you did it.”

      “Did what?” I ask, while twisting around to see what my ties are made of.

      “You came in my house. You fell right into the trap he wanted you too. Typical Colt, making decisions without thinking.”

      Each word is like a bullet, my vision clouds, and anger bubbles under my skin. “Damn right I made the choice to come in there! You were hurt. I’d rather be here with you right now, than have let you be on your own. I don’t fucking care what happens to me, Lyric. I would do anything for you. I will die for you if it means you get out of here safe,” I snap back at her.

      I hear her sniffle and a sob escapes her. “Do you honestly think I could live with myself if you die because of me, Colt?”

      “It would be worth it to me. You are worth it, Lyric. I still love you. I promise we will get out of here,” I tell her, my words fierce and confidence strong. The will to live builds inside. I finally have something and someone to be here for. Right now I make the choice to treat this like any mission. I’ll push down the emotions and concentrate on survival. “Start moving and stretching your bindings.”

      I hear a rustle and watch her face as she tries to concentrate on the task I gave her. My eyes dart around the room, now that I can fully open them and the spinning has stopped. There are zero windows and one door. As expected, it looks like a fallout shelter. The door is complete steel and looks bulletproof. I pull and stretch at my own bindings, hoping that at least if Lyric can get out of hers, I have a knife stashed in my boot. Fucking moron didn’t think to even pat me down.

      “Well, well, well,” a new voice says, right as the door opens and the man I’d seen pictures of steps inside. “About time Soldier Boy woke up.”

      I keep my face expressionless, only a hint of amusement flickers in my eyes. My refusal to acknowledge the degrading nickname riles him up even more.

      “All you soldiers, so willing to step in line and fight for something no one believes in anymore, makes me disgusted. You’re all pathetic,” he seethes, his eyes flaring, and I suddenly understand the psychotic side Lyric was talking about.

      “So pathetic yet you and your, what are they called, Dream Snatchers? Yeah, yet you all fight your hardest to join. There must be no other way to get your deranged beliefs across, right?” I question, not caring about the taunting way my words sound.

      His face burns a bright red and he starts pacing, too worked up to even realize how hard I’m working to stretch and pull at the restraints. Fucking zip ties.

      “This is the part that no one understands! And it’s the most genius part of our calling. You’re all so attached to your social media, your elitist problems that you all fail to realize that this country is on the brink of destruction, which makes it sooooo easy to tear it apart from the inside!” Deverouix goes on and on, his eyes bulging and bloodshot with every word he emphasizes and elongates.

      Two things happen at once. My last restraint snaps, and Deverouix pulls a blade out of his back pocket. I lunge anyway, taking him by surprise and knocking him off his feet. He swings at me and I attempt to trap his arm or knock the weapon away with my boot. I’m painfully aware that my own knife is within reach. I just need him to be unarmed for a second. I’m able to shove him, knocking his hand, and it drops, slicing my hand on the way down. I kick right and he lands a punch to my abdomen. Faking a double-over, I grab my own blade. He snarls at me, coming back for more; only this time, I’m faster. I swing at him, nicking his shoulder when he moves. He manages to round me and grab me in a chokehold. With one hand on his arm, I hook my ankle around his leg, breaking free and taking him down to his knees. I lurch toward where my knife dropped at the same time he charges at me. I turn and slam my knife right into his throat. Any feeling of triumph I had is soon swept away by the searing pain in my gut from the knife in his hand. Shit.

      I move back, and he falls forward. Blood spurting out of the wound I gave him and trickling out of his mouth. His eyes go wide as if he just realized how fucked he is. I’m covered in blood. His and mine combined. I fall to a knee.

      “Colt!” Lyric yells my name, then she’s right there next to me as I sprawl out on my back.

      “Phone,” I manage to rasp out to her, pointing at Deverouix’s dead body. She takes the hint and rummages in his pockets. She pulls a phone out and scoots closer to me.

      “Shit! No signal.” She looks defeated, and I’m scared she’ll cry again.

      “Go,” I tell her, holding her blue eyes with my own, “take it and go until you find reception. Call everyone.”

      I’m starting to feel like I’m having an out of body experience. My words feel far away and my vision looks as if I’m watching what is happening. Obviously Deverouix hit something vital when he stabbed me. I can taste the coppery tang of blood in the back of my throat.

      “I can’t leave you.” Lyric sobs next to me.

      With the little energy I have, my hand reaches for her. “You have to so we can both get out of here. I’ll be fine. I promise.”

      “You can’t die on me, Colt!” she shouts, pulling my hand to her cheek. “I love you. I never stopped loving you. You can’t leave me again.”

      “I won’t. You owe me a trip down the aisle someday Taylor. I need to see that dress,” I manage to laugh and cough up blood at the same time. Her face pales.

      “I’m coming right back,” Lyric whispers as she kisses my forehead.

      In the next second, she’s gone, and I feel cold. I’ve always assumed this is what dying would be like. Pictures of your life playing like a movie in your mind, some of the sweetest memories burning the brightest while the saddest ones make your chest ache. After years of not caring whether I lived or died, as long as I kept my country safe, it sure sucks to know I probably am not going to live this time. My biggest regret is not looking for Lyric sooner. For handling rejection the way I did. I think about my dad, AJ, Zane and all the things I’m going to miss out on. Even as my chest rattles and my breathing gets more difficult, I really hope that someone remembers to play “Wanted Dead or Alive” at my funeral and those idiots party at the bar afterward, taking shots and singing to “Carry On My Wayward Son.” I trust Zane will get it done. My eyes water, I realize it’s tears as they leak out and trail down into my hairline. Everything feels numb. My eyes close and as they do, I see Alex and the guy in the Crimson Tide sweatshirt who had his arm wrapped around my girl in the picture from her office. I see Lyric, her smile is the brightest before everything fades away.

    

  







            Chapter Eighteen

          

          

      

    

    






Colt

        

      

    

    
      I thought heaven was supposed to be quiet. I hope I didn’t end up in Hell or Purgatory, wherever guys like me go. All I know is it’s loud. The beeping is giving me a headache. I strain to move my legs and realize that that hurts too. There’s a searing pain behind my eyes the next time I open them.

      “Colt?” Her voice calls to me. I manage to turn my head and lock eyes with the love of my life.

      “Lyric,” saying her name is difficult, but damn, it feels good.

      “Page the doctor,” she says over her shoulder before turning back to me, taking my hand in hers.

      “What happened?” I manage to get out, my throat is killing me and tastes like plastic.

      “You almost died, fucker,” Zane says from my other side. I turn toward him the best I can, my head swimming from the motion. “You’ve been in the hospital for four days. They had to put you in a coma after your surgery.”

      “Coma, huh?” I crack a grin, and Lyric laughs, before covering her mouth with her hand.

      “It’s not funny! I thought you were dead, Colt. When I finally got back, we couldn’t wake you. There was so much blood.”

      “Hey, I’m okay,” I tell her, reaching again for her hand, “I promised.”

      “It was touch and go, man,” Zane responds. He also looks like he’s been through the wringer.

      “Thanks for being here,” I tell him, nodding my head, and he dips his chin in response. This was the closest either of us has been to death and we’ve each been through a lot.

      “Alright, Mr. Street, good to see you awake.” A doctor in green scrubs and a white coat comes breezing into my room, clipboard in hand. What surprises me more is when my dad and AJ follow close on his heels.

      “Dad?” I question, drawing his eyes to me. I see immediate relief in his features, and I swear his eyes shine.

      “It’s good to see you awake, son,” he says, his voice rough.

      “What’s the word, Doc?” AJ asks, his hand resting on my leg.

      “We managed to stop your internal bleeding and sewed up the artery that was struck. While in surgery, you did code and we had to use paddles. Your chest and abdomen will feel sore. You lost a lot of blood, so we kept you in a medically induced coma for a few days to give you time to heal,” the doctor reads off, while keeping his eyes on me. “How are you feeling now?”

      “Like I died,” I answer and get a swat on my arm from Zane. “Sorry. I am a little sore, Doc, and my throat is killing me.”

      “You can have some water once we do your checkup. Expect the pain for a few days.”

      “When can I leave?” I question next, itching to get out of this room. I’ve never liked hospitals.

      “In a few days,” the doctor repeats, before giving me a smile and handing some paperwork to my dad.

      “I’ll marry you tomorrow if you get me discharged today,” I turn to Lyric, keeping my face dead serious.

      “Like I’m that desperate to marry you,” she responds.

      “How about we give you two a minute?” Zane laughs, and ushers my dad and AJ out of the room. The last of the three promises they’ll be back with pizza.

      “Hey,” I say, bringing her attention back to me. I need her eyes and to look at her face. “You were the last thing I thought about before I passed out. I really thought maybe it was over this time. I regret that I never reached out. I will never forgive myself for leaving how I did. I can’t change it. I just know I can’t live without you anymore, Lyric. I meant what I said. I never stopped loving you.”

      Her crystal eyes glisten with tears and her bottom lip is gripped between her teeth. Her fingers lace with mine. “I love you, too.”

      “Yeah?” I grin, pulling her until she’s forced to sit at my side.

      Lyric nods her head, her lips puffy when they smile back at me. “Yeah. But if you ever die on me again, Street, I’ll bring you back to life just so I can kill you myself.”

      I bark out a laugh, then pain slides across my chest and my arm presses across to soothe it. “Don’t make me laugh.”

      “Idiot,” she sighs, pulling away.

      “I’m sorry. I will do my best. You have to know though, Lyric, that I’ll always put myself in danger if it means you won’t get hurt,” I tell her honestly. There is nothing about me that will change in that way. I can only picture it getting worse and growing bigger if we have a family someday. I’m expendable. The people I love are not.

      “You’re amazing, you know that? Selfless. Brave. I’m proud of the man you are and the soldier you’ve become,” she tells me, and my throat bobs with another emotion entirely. “How are we going to do this?”

      “We’ll figure it out. I have six months left. Then I’ll come here or wherever you want me.” I shrug, not caring where I end up at all, as long as it’s with her.

      “You know at some point a conversation with my parents is going to need to happen?” she questions, brow raised. I grimace.

      “I’m probably not their favorite person, huh?”

      “Not by a long shot,” she retorts.

      “Maybe if we lead with this part of the story, me being in the hospital, it will soften them up?”

      “Shameless.” Lyric laughs, before leaning into me, her forehead to my chest.

      “I’ll talk to them,” I say, my hand coming up to cup the back of her head. “I promise. I’ll let your dad say everything he’s been holding on to then I’ll ask him for your hand.”

      She slaps me lightly. “I think you’re getting ahead of yourself there. We have some time to get through. Let’s just take things slow while we work through it all.”

      My eyes collide with hers. I can see her love for me. I can also see it’s tangled with strands of doubt, fear, and worry. I’m not angry. I just vow from here on out, for the rest of our lives, that I’ll make that doubt, fear and worry vanish. I manage to nod my head, giving her the reassurance she needs to take the next steps forward with me.

      Fuck going slow. All I see at the end of this story is Lyric as my wife. There is no other ending meant for our happily ever after. I fell in love with the girl who offered me comfort on one of the worst days of my life. We took a long, painful and twisted path to get back to each other and I’ll fight for the rest of our lives to keep her with me.

    

  







            Chapter Nineteen

          

          

      

    

    






Lyric

        

      

    

    
      6 months later…

      

      When life handed me back the one person I had given up on, I decided that someone out there was playing with the fates. Never in a million years did I think my momma would be right when she told me that someday, if it was meant to be, we’d find our way back to each other. At eighteen, I thought my world was over and that love was something I’d never want again. That breakup was painful and it broke me in ways I never thought I’d heal from, or if I did, I wouldn’t like the person it changed me into.

      Everything I had believed and prepared myself for, a life alone, went flying out the door when fate brought the love of my life back to me. I fought and pushed and in the short time we were together again, it was as if time had never passed. That just pissed me off more. I guarded myself, even when I needed him. Then the jackass went and almost died on me after saving my life.

      When we left the hospital, Colt stayed in town to see the mission play out. With his injuries, he was unable to be part of it, but true to Mark’s word, he let Colt get the closure he needed for Tric’s death. Brody and his team took out a large number of terrorists. Many were arrested and the government is now invested. It was a huge win for Cole Security.

      Colt went back to Colorado and finished out his service, with restrictions until he was healed. We talked as often as we could and we were able to get three weekends together. Three amazing weekends where we learned everything about each other that we’d been missing over the years. This time, I let him in and didn’t let my fears rule me. Colt’s injuries healed and we were able to adventure around his base where I was able to learn more about his everyday life. During this time, I also told my parents he was back in my life. Momma was less surprised than Dad, who had a colorful way to describe how the situation made him feel. At the end of the day, they told me it was my choice. I was an adult.

      Colt was discharged two weeks ago and is already back in town. He has an interview with Cole Security and then we’re meeting at my new condo when I get off work. Besides FaceTime, I haven’t seen him in three months. I spend all day being jumpy to the point Scott and Ruby get annoyed with me. I have to stop myself from closing early; I am that excited to get home.

      By the time I leave work for the day, the butterflies have grown to bat size in my stomach. I don’t know why I’m nervous. Pulling into my driveway, I notice that Colt’s car is parked in the empty space. Seeing it there makes my pulse race. It feels right, like I was always supposed to come home to this. I run up my front stoop and my hand goes to the door knob, only to find it unlocked. I step in and find Colt leaning against the kitchen island.

      “Hey baby,” he calls, his voice full of warmth and want. He looks damn fine taking up space in my home.

      I kick off my shoes then run into his arms. He catches me, pulling me into him, so we’re the same height, his mouth leaning forward, his lips crushing mine. My hands reach up to grip his head, pulling him closer. He picks me up and sets me on the counter, my legs automatically wrapping around him. Without breaking our kiss, he manages to strip my button-up shirt off, my bra joining it on the floor. My hands are just as greedy on him, yanking his long sleeve shirt off over his head. My fingers trace the pink scar at his side, and goosebumps break out over his skin.

      “Bedroom,” I plead, before taking his mouth again. He picks me back up and I feel us moving through my house while I continue to shamelessly writhe against him.

      When we reach the bedroom, he slides me down his torso, until my feet hit carpet. His lips touch my neck as he bends forward, his hands working my pants down my legs. They fall to the ground, then his pants, then my underwear, and I’m panting heavily when I reach for the waistband of his briefs and tug them down too. Colt half-carries, half-shoves me toward the bed. I fall back and his body quickly comes down on mine. Finally, after years apart, we’re once again skin to skin, his warmth pressing all over me. He holds himself above me, our eyes meeting. The love in his gaze takes my breath away. He positions his body between my legs as they come up to wrap around him. It’s been so long that my body doesn’t need anything else. I only need Colt inside me. I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him down for another soul, stealing kiss. Our lips touch and it’s all he needs before he slides inside. Colt goes deep with each thrust and I nearly scream with the first one. All the anticipation and waiting has finally built up to this moment. Neither of us speak, too wrapped up in what’s happening. Colt takes me again and again, his hand on my hip, holding me as he moves faster and harder. My free hand grips the sheet, while the other holds onto him. Urgency strums through my veins, feeling as if I can’t get close enough to him. Colt slips a hand between our bodies, stroking my clit, my body reaching up to clash with his until my back arches off the bed, my orgasm ripping through my body until I see stars. Colt’s mouth comes down to mine, kissing me through my release before he takes his own.

      Colt lowers himself to my side and wraps me in his arms. His heart races against my ear and I fight to control my own breathing. Time away has only improved our chemistry, if you ask me. I want to talk and I want to plan where we go from here, but instead, all I can do is yawn.

      “Sleep, babe,” I hear Colt say, his hands running soothingly down my bare back. I don’t want to, except I can’t fight against the heaviness of my eyelids.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I wake again, it’s barely morning, the sky is a dusky blue outside my window. I turn my head and find Colt already awake and watching me. I smirk. “Enjoying the view?”

      His lips lift in a crooked grin. “I love seeing you when you wake up.”

      I turn over, so I’m facing him. “Sorry I passed out on you last night.”

      He shrugs. “Just means I did something right.”

      My hand shoots out to playfully slap his shoulder. I can’t help the giggle that escapes my lips.

      Colt’s fingers run through my hair, pushing the strands out of my face. “I’m sorry that I hurt you in the past. I want you to know that. More importantly, I want you to know that everyday going forward, I will love you and be here for you. I will never leave you again.”

      My throat tightens with emotion. “I know. I love you, too.”

      He nods, while slipping one of his hands under the pillow. I watch as Colt pulls out a chunk of wood and hands it to me. My fingers shake as they grab it. In the shape of a heart are the initials C.S. + L.T. “Colt,” I start to tear up when he manages to surprise me further by taking my hand. A diamond ring slides on my left ring finger.

      “Lyric, I will love you forever. I may not deserve you right now, but I will work every day to be the man you can trust, depend on, and the one who will be with you through anything life throws at us. I know you want slow, and that’s okay with me. When you are ready, will you marry me?” His brown eyes deepen, the love in them burning bright. “And just so you know, your mom did help me pick out this ring.”

      “You talked to my parents?” I ask, unable to hold the tears back any longer.

      “Of course, babe,” Colt responds, kissing my knuckles.

      “Yes,” I tell him, smiling through my tears, “Yes, I’ll marry you.”

      Colt releases his breath before pulling me into his arms. I hold him just as tight, amazed that this is the way we start our next chapter. My best friend, my first love, my soulmate. This may not have been the conventional path to our happy ending, but it was worth it.

      

      
        
        THE END
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