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I hope the destination will be as beautiful as the journey. I miss you and love you mom.

Veiled Guardian

Amidst the meadow's gentle grace,

A good wolf wears a sheepish trace.

Cloaked in wool, with kindred eyes,

A guise that truth and trust belies.

In moonlit nights, a guardian's howl,

Protects the flock, with honor foul.

A lupine heart, in sheep's attire,

The good wolf tends the shepherd's fire.
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In a mere span of eight years, the world that had cradled Cadi’s childhood and shaped her early life morphed from a realm of positivity to one mired in adversity. As she eloquently summed it up, ‘It went from sugar to shit.’

Recollections flickered, reminding her that her own existence had commenced a mere eight years ago, yet she wasn’t even close to being an eight-year-old. Sixteen, to be precise. Her physical age might have measured eight years, but the rapid crescendo of her first half-year marked her swift development within a genetic incubation chamber. Only after emerging from this cocoon was she thrust into the world.

In the present moment, she perched in a tree, her stance precarious on a branch that seemed too slender to support her without aid. The wind ruffled her brow as her frown deepened. Despite her reluctance, stubbornness rooted her to her lofty post.

Her frame was petite, yet her intellect was as keen as a blade. In the realm of the mind, she occupied a mental space akin to that of a college scholar. Yet, beyond these palpable truths, Cadi’s world veered into the realm of the strange, an enigmatic territory that was uniquely hers.

The few anomalies she possessed might appear sufficiently peculiar to warrant the label of ‘weird,’ yet their classification transcended mere oddity. It wasn’t solely the complexity of her age, nor was it solely the genetic blueprint that paved the way for a lifespan potentially two or three times that of an average person.

Nor was it exclusively her heightened strength, her senses honed to an acute level, or even her rapid healing prowess. It wasn’t even the vertical irises that framed her eyes, or the sleek, feline-like tail that trailed behind her. Individually or collectively, what struck as unconventional about Cadi in that very moment wasn’t her unique attributes, but rather her current perch atop the tree, accompanied by an unmistakable pout.

The setting was early morning, the sun barely cresting the horizon. She tilted her head, her gaze lifting towards the nascent sun, while a hand shielded her brow. The dichotomy was striking—the morning’s freshness versus the childlike stance she’d adopted due to her parents’ response.

With a sigh, the pout persisted, an emblem of her discontent. Her thoughts looped around the recent denial of her request, the dissatisfaction tugging at her as she pondered her parents’ overprotective stance. Despite her extraordinary nature, she believed herself capable of self-preservation in times of crisis. The urge to shout her defiance at her parents, to declare her independence and her capability to fend for herself, coursed through her like a hidden undercurrent.

Beneath the tree, her father stood, an emblem of gentle concern. From the moment he had emerged from the house, she had observed his approach with an attentive eye. His endearing call, coaxing her to descend, echoed in the air. It was as if she could predict the very words he would use—promises of chocolate, her one undeniable weakness. But today, she was determined not to yield to this simple bait.

Cadi’s gaze drifted down to her father, her heart responding to the melody of his beckoning. Involuntarily, her body shifted on the branch, attempting to create a physical space between them. It was a feeble attempt, for her heart recognized his goodwill even as her obstinacy held her captive. She averted her face, the cool touch of the bark on her back providing only a fleeting distraction from her frustration.

With his appearance, a part of her longed to capitulate, her inner turmoil tethered to his mere presence. She knew, logically, that her defiance was unnecessary, but emotions swirled within her like a storm, demanding an outlet. The temptation to descend, to end the standoff, lingered like an unspoken invitation, yet her determination held her captive.

“Are you going to stay up there all morning, kitten?” Jack’s voice floated upward, warm and coaxing.

Cadi’s gaze was drawn downward, caught by the orbit of his words, but she quickly looked away, her stare evasive. Meeting his eyes felt like surrendering her fortress of resolve. Her arms folded across her chest, a gesture that seemed to bolster her determination.

“I’m not coming down,” her voice, tinged with defiance, carried down to him.

Jack’s presence was unwavering below, his gaze a soft pressure against her persistence. Her fleeting glance downward held more than mere acknowledgement; it was a silent exchange, a conversation in looks. She couldn’t afford to let his caring gaze melt her resolve. I can’t give up, she thought to herself, at least not easily!

Yet, beneath her resolve, she understood his tenacity. Their disagreement had erupted at dawn, before breakfast’s aroma could dance in the air. A desire for normalcy had fueled her, even though her life was anything but ordinary. She longed to taste experiences akin to those of her peers, despite being an anomaly herself. Cadi could feel the warmth in her body intensifying, the emotions of moments ago surging back, a relentless tide.

“I just wanted permission to be allowed to attend a real school, where I might be able to make real friends and experience a new environment,” the words slipped from her lips in a soft, almost inaudible whisper.

Her fingers clenched, nails biting into her palms as she battled to quell the tears threatening to surface, an admission feeling like a surrender to her vulnerability. Earlier, she had meticulously pieced together her thoughts, logic weaving through her arguments as she envisioned herself attending a conventional school.

In her mind, she had painted the canvas of benefits, how she could seamlessly integrate, how her physical distinctions could be concealed if given the chance. Her reasons were not only well-founded but sensible. They should have been enough to sway her parents, to convince them of the feasibility.

But in the face of her parents’ steadfast resistance, her careful reasoning seemed to crumble. It was mostly her mother’s voice that resonated against the tide of her own, a chorus of opposition. Cadi’s heart was a battleground, torn between the longing for normalcy and the undertow of her mother’s fears.

Cadi sought to reason with her parents, highlighting her mother’s ventures beyond the familiar walls of their home as evidence that the outside world was manageable. But the wall of her parents’ concerns remained steadfast, both of them raising the same counterpoint in unison—that her mother Faye’s adjustments weren’t comparable to her own. Cadi’s tail, a distinctive aspect of her being, introduced a layer of complexity beyond what her mother dealt with by just donning contact lenses to alter her eye appearance. The simple act of venturing beyond their home’s sanctuary for shopping, errands, or family outings became a more intricate puzzle due to her unique attributes.

However, Cadi wasn’t resigned to accept their negative response. With a slight turn of her head, she deflected her gaze from her father. Deep within, an ember of defiance flickered, an ember that whispered of alternatives, of places she could conceal herself where her parents’ watchful eyes wouldn’t find her. Yet, paradoxically, her heart held a hidden truth—the yearning for her father’s discovery.

Their familial dynamic was one of aspiration and apprehension, a dance of wishes clashing with concerns. The backdrop of their discourse painted a picture of the secluded house and the world beyond its threshold, setting the stage for Cadi’s yearning to bridge the two. 

Her father, Jack, had an innate ability to mend the jagged edges of her world whenever distress clouded her skies. It was something she treasured, this power he held to set things right. Still, she wasn’t oblivious to the risky nature of her request. She acknowledged the tangled web of complexities that accompanied it.

Aware of the world’s dangers, she understood her parents’ intent—to safeguard her from the threats lurking beyond their home’s haven. They wanted to keep her close, a fortress of protection against the perils that prowled beyond the circle of their care. In the realm outside, unbound by her parents’ watchful gaze, danger lay in wait, particularly for her. The revelation of her divergence from humanity could alter everything. It was an unspoken truth that swirled between them.

And yet, beyond the confines of her unique heritage, a deeper unease persisted. The knowledge that she and her mother weren’t entirely human weighed on her, a perpetual shadow that darkened her thoughts. But it wasn’t merely this inherent distinction that rendered the world hazardous. According to her parents, it was the world itself, its very nature and its reactions, that posed the real danger. The conclusion was paradoxical, a reflection of her distinctiveness and the unforgiving world’s intolerance.

The interplay of familial dynamics, the protectiveness rooted in love, and the uncharted territory of her own identity were woven together against the backdrop of their secluded refuge, starkly contrasted with the broader world they warily acknowledged.

Disappointment pooled within her, a heavy realization that her parents would exert their utmost efforts, though limited, to shield her from harm. Yet, with each passing day, the task seemed to stretch beyond their grasp. Her sense of isolation deepened, threading her existence with a sense of exclusion from the world’s embrace. A subtle rebellion stirred within her, a rebellion nurtured by the realization that their protective cocoon could not shield her indefinitely. The urge to venture beyond, to carve her own path, became a beacon of her growing desires.

The walls of her sanctuary, once a refuge, now seemed to contract, suffocating her. The confines pressed in, stifling her spirit. The day-to-day routine chiseled away at her strength, and the simmering tension grated on her nerves. Her mother’s guidance, once a source of comfort, now became a trigger for clashes, a manifestation of the stifling control she felt. The world that lay beyond beckoned, an unexplored terrain promising adventure, freedom, and the space to become who she yearned to be.

Within the last four years of her life, the world had spun on its axis. The narrative shifted dramatically, and what was once familiar was now a shifting landscape, a poignant metaphor for the upheaval that had swept over her world. The political landscape underwent a profound transformation, starkly departing from the familiar norm. The international dynamics shifted from what she once recognized to a drastically altered state today.

On a global scale, cherished concepts of freedom and independence found themselves under pervasive infringement. These sweeping changes were orchestrated by the cunning maneuvers of a singular figure—the president of her country. Amidst these changes, her struggles mirrored the ongoing battle between her desire for independence and the cocoon of protection her parents wove around her.

Jack’s tried-and-true charm came into play, echoing a strategy that had once won over her mother, Faye. His eyes sparkled with the same twinkle that had eventually ensnared Faye’s heart. He directed that twinkle skyward, fixing his gaze on his adopted daughter perched among the branches. His upturned face embraced the early morning sun, casting a warm glow on his dark skin that resembled rich chocolate, basking in the embrace of the sun’s early rays.

Cadi’s attention flicked to her father, her initial reaction a huff followed by a deepening frown. She swiftly averted her gaze from his imploring eyes, yet she was well aware that resistance was futile. A sense of yielding loomed within her, a sensation that she’d eventually acquiesce and descend from the tree limb. Her obstinacy, while palpable, seemed like a small hurdle to overcome.

It was a battle of wills, a tug of emotions that she knew she couldn’t maintain for long. And then, like clockwork, her father produced the perfect leverage. A well-placed bribe chipped away at her resolve until there was little left to cling to, and she reluctantly surrendered her perch.

As Jack prepared to leave his post beneath the tree, his gaze lifted once more to the figure of his daughter, an image of contrast with her pale skin and cat-like poise amid the branches. The dynamics between them were an intricate dance of parental persuasion and daughterly obstinance, painted against the canvas of a sun-soaked morning.

“Alright, I guess I’ll be the only one eating chocolate chip pancakes this morning,” Jack’s voice carried a touch of jest. His shoulders slumped subtly, a feigned disappointment in his tone.

Cadi’s reaction was immediate, her resolve softening like a snowflake melting under a warm touch. The allure of chocolate chip pancakes proved to be an effective bribe, and she dropped her charade of upset.

“That’s not fair, dad,” her voice held a playful protest, a chink in her armor revealing her capitulation.

The father-daughter dynamic played out like a dance, a subtle interplay of affection and negotiation. Pretending not to hear, Jack continued his movement as though he intended to turn back towards the house. Cadi swiftly descended from her arboreal perch, abandoning the branch that seemed insufficient to hold her weight. She landed gracefully in her father’s waiting embrace, her delicate form fitting snugly against his sturdy frame. His robust arms easily absorbed the impact of her landing, a testament to their bond and her slight build.

Cadi remained petite for her age, barely cresting four feet and eleven inches. Her stature stood just one inch shorter than her mother Faye’s five-foot height. In contrast, her father stood like an unwavering cedar tree, towering at a solid six feet. His exterior projected a rugged durability, while his heart was the soft core hidden within.

With an affectionate chuckle, Jack effortlessly slung his armful of ‘kitten’ over his shoulder, her protests and squirms notwithstanding. As they headed towards the house through the backdoor, Cadi’s protests bubbled forth alongside her kicks, an endearing display of her spirited nature. Her tail, an extension of her feline-like characteristics, playfully brushed against Jack’s face. His absent swatting, a mix of indulgence and humor, encapsulated the familial dynamics between them.

With a gentle thud, he settled his hissing and squirming bundle of indignant daughter onto a stool at the kitchen counter. Her protests were audible, a symphony of defiance. In her haste, she ensured that she didn’t accidentally perch on her own tail, deftly tucking it out of the way just in time. The mundane act carried a tender familiarity, a touch of the extraordinary hidden within the ordinary.

“Now that I’ve got you here, are you gonna help me out?” Jack’s question trailed over his shoulder, a playful edge to his voice.

He efficiently gathered the necessary supplies to fulfill his promise of chocolate chip pancakes for his spirited daughter. As he moved, he shared a casual piece of information, weaving it into their conversation. “Your mother’s already headed to the police station for work, beating me to it this morning. So, it’s just you and me for now, Kitten.”

Sitting at the counter, Cadi’s fingers toyed with the salt and pepper shakers before her, a distraction to veil the emotions churning beneath her surface. Despite her effort to mask her feelings, a tinge of vulnerability lingered in her posture. Her voice, when it emerged, was measured, laden with a complexity that mirrored the undercurrents between them.

“So I guess Mom’s work takes precedence over checking in on her own daughter’s feelings after this morning’s disagreement?” The words were layered, a blend of accusation and hurt, tinged with a hint of longing for validation.

Pausing in his tasks, Jack pivoted to face the evident frown etched on Cadi’s features. Her words had struck a chord, leaving him grappling with a mixture of emotions.

“That’s not fair. Your mother loves you and cares how you feel, Cadi. We both do,” his response was measured, infused with a blend of earnestness and parental reassurance.

Cadi’s silence echoed in the aftermath of his words. Her deflection marked a shifting of the emotional tide, a pivot to a more neutral subject.

“Do you have to go to the police station today, Dad?” she inquired, redirecting their conversation.

Jack’s response came in the form of a simple nod, encapsulating the unspoken responsibilities that were an intrinsic part of his life.

Cadi inhaled, a soft intake of air that carried the weight of her emotions. As she exhaled, a sense of resignation seemed to seep into her posture. Her shoulders slumped, a visual echo of her inner turmoil.

“So I’ll be by myself again, today,” her words were tinged with a touch of disappointment, an acknowledgment of the solitude that stretched ahead.

The sigh that followed carried a hint of surrender, a silent admission of the circumstances she faced. Leaning into her palm, her chin nestled in the open cup of her hand, she exhaled another breath. Her elbows found support on the countertop in front of her, propping her up as she wrestled with the quiet complexities of her feelings.

“Look, Kitten,” Jack’s voice carried a tender note, a prelude to a crucial conversation. “Your mom and I heard what you had to say this morning.”

Cadi’s response was a subdued murmur, a blend of hurt and disappointment lacing her words. “It didn’t seem like you guys cared too much about what I had to say, though,” her voice held the lingering echoes of the morning’s emotional exchange.

“When you rushed out, needing time to yourself,” Jack continued, his tone unwavering yet gently soothing, “your mom and I talked about your request. We discussed it together.”

Cadi’s eyes lit up, a spark of hope kindling within her. Her vertical irises took on an iridescent green hue, casting a mesmerizing glow. The delicate flush that painted her cheeks in shades of pink only served to heighten the vibrancy of her already radiant features. Amidst the whirlwind of emotions, uncertainty mingled with hope, blurring the lines between elation and caution. As she navigated the threshold of potential happiness, her expression was a delicate balance of curiosity and anticipation.

Barely able to contain her eagerness, she found herself on the precipice of optimism. The suspense of waiting for Jack’s revelation became nearly unbearable.

“So you guys are going to let me go to school?” Her words held a hopeful lilt, her voice tinged with a mixture of longing and cautious optimism.

“I think so,” Jack’s response carried a hint of affirmation.

Jack’s intent to convey further thoughts was abruptly curtailed as his arms were engulfed by his blissfully exuberant, teenage daughter. Caught between her enthusiasm and his dual responsibilities—cooking and communicating—he made a futile attempt to disengage from her joyful embrace. Her grip eventually eased after a few moments, granting him the liberty to resume both his culinary duties and their ongoing conversation.

“Your mom and I are planning to have discussions with the school administrators,” he announced, his tone a testament to his commitment. “We’re looking into the possibility of enrolling you in our local high school, allowing you to participate in a few classes. I get why you’re eager for this, even though I believe you possess an intellect that surpasses the typical high school curriculum,” his voice contained a blend of pride and gentle amusement.

“Thank you, daddy.” Cadi’s exuberance manifested in joyful bounces before she was enveloped in her father’s bear hug. Her happiness translated into a kiss planted happily on his cheek. “I need to call Aunt Elizabeth and let her and Cousin Brooke know that I’ll finally get to go to school.”

“Part-time!” Jack’s playful addition trailed after Cadi as she retreated to make her excited phone call.

Jack and Cadi relished their breakfast together, a sense of camaraderie and shared anticipation filling the air after her phone call. Once they had finished their meal, Jack directed Cadi to her online studies. As she headed off, his fatherly concern lingered. His daughter’s circumstances presented unique challenges for a teenager. She would miss out on many experiences typical for girls her age due to her non-human attributes, and the potential fallout from her true nature being discovered was a looming uncertainty they couldn’t ignore.

Jack’s concern for his daughter’s well-being weighed heavily on his mind. The strain of confinement, the constant need to conceal her true identity—it all took its toll. Yet, he held confidence in Cadi’s ability to navigate the impending changes as she ventured into the world of school. He believed that the limited time she’d spend there would serve her well in keeping her secret intact.

Conversations between Jack and Faye had revolved around the meticulous measures they’d take to ensure Cadi’s secret remained secure. Gym classes were out of the question, a strategic move to prevent any chance of her tail being accidentally exposed. Cadi had grown accustomed to winding her tail around her waist when she was out with her parents, a practice she could easily adapt to the classroom setting.

As they pondered the mystery of Cadi’s unique physiology, neither Jack nor Faye could fathom why her tail had been allowed to develop. The person responsible for her genetic makeup had the power to design her without it, much like her mother Faye. However, the answers to such questions were forever out of reach. The scientist behind Cadi and Faye’s existence was long gone, thanks to Faye herself.

Jack gathered his belongings, planting a goodbye kiss on Cadi’s cheek before departing for his day at the police station alongside her mother. With their absence, the house seemed to echo with the emptiness, leaving Cadi to grapple with her thoughts in solitude. Swiftly completing her assignments, she was left with ample time to daydream about the prospect of attending a traditional brick-and-mortar school.

[image: The_Good_Wolf_Section_Break.png]

Cadi retreated to her room, her mind a whirlwind of thoughts centered around the upcoming prospect of attending a conventional school like any ordinary child. Amidst her excitement, a reflective pause emerged.

A normal girl, she mused within herself.

This introspection inserted itself into her joyful reverie. Her room held a full-length mirror, and she positioned herself before it, her gaze locked onto the reflection that met her eyes.

“A real girl?” she questioned aloud.

As if seeking answers, Cadi began to undress, standing before the mirror in her underwear. Her contemplation deepened, grappling with the duality of her identity. She longed to be less of what she was and more of what she aspired to be—a genuine, regular girl. Yet, the reflection that met her was a complex blend, encompassing both girlhood and something more profound.

The split irises were prominent, impossible to ignore. They were more.

The tail that swayed behind the image in the mirror was a striking presence, a tangible reminder of her uniqueness. That too was more. 

Cadi’s hands traced a gentle path along her arms and belly, her fingertips tenderly brushing against her skin.

Barely perceptible, the fine black fur that graced her skin was a subtle veil, a delicate contrast against her porcelain complexion. This presence added to the complex mosaic of her being. That was more.

Cadi’s smile emerged, but it wasn’t one born of amusement. The slightly elongated canines that revealed themselves as she smiled held a deeper significance, a trait that further distinguished her. It was more.

Cadi yearned to experience life as a normal girl, unburdened by the need to conceal her true self behind contacts and a strategically loose shirt that camouflaged her tail when she coiled it around her waist.

Her frustration was palpable, and she struggled to comprehend why her own mother didn’t seem more concerned about their differences. These differences, like her split irises and tail, set them apart from the world they inhabited. The mirror before her tempted her to express her inner turmoil, as she contemplated hurling something at her reflection, feeling at odds with the image that stared back at her.

In this confrontation with her own image, she questioned where her worth lay. How could she find love for herself when the very attributes that defined her seemed to push her so far from normalcy? Despite her parents’ declarations of love, Cadi couldn’t perceive what they saw in her. She deemed herself a monster, a freak whose reflection barely resembled that of a real, ordinary girl.

Yet, these were only the surface manifestations of her uniqueness—the visible veneer of a semblance of normalcy. She dared not even account for her high intelligence, exceptional strength, and remarkable agility. 

These were also more but this more wasn’t a tangible representation, despite that, this more set her even further away from her desires to be a ‘real girl’.

Amid a blink that swept away a tear, Cadi turned from the mirror, donned her attire, and immersed herself in her studies. While her assignments were already complete, her resolve to confront her emotions with her mother later in the day provided a beacon of hope.
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Approaching his fiftieth birthday, Jack was well aware that his youthful years had faded, yet his physical fitness still allowed him to surpass some of the younger police officers on the force. The time spent with Cadi that morning had eaten into his usual hours at the precinct’s gymnasium. He resolved to make up for it later in the week, though at that moment, his thoughts were set on seeing his wife, Faye.

In the span of eight years, time seemed to have slipped away, and their story had unfolded rapidly. Their initial meeting had set in motion a chain of events that led them to be united. Fate had orchestrated their convergence when they both yearned for someone to be the catalyst for positive change in their lives. Together, they had become stronger, needing each other to navigate the twists and turns life presented.

Change and growth had been imperative for both of them, shaping them from who they were before their paths converged to the individuals they needed to become. Their mutual support made this transformation seamless, providing the foundation they required. This change led them on a journey of emotional and physical attachment, culminating in a lawful union—a sequence they never second-guessed or regretted.

Faye’s professional trajectory took a turn as she departed from her former agency, embracing a new career path within the same police force as Jack. Her journey commenced as a uniformed police officer, and over the span of eight years, she had risen to the rank of lieutenant. In terms of formal rank, they shared the same standing—both being lieutenants. However, their positions held different spheres of influence. While Jack held the title of lieutenant detective, Faye’s role endowed her with a higher position, symbolizing a unique power dynamic between them.

Currently, she held the esteemed position of Deputy Chief within the police force. The elevation of the previous Deputy Chief to Chief of Police had paved the way for this progression. The former Chief, Eugene Ritter, had retired to preempt the heart attack that his concerned doctor had persistently warned him about.

Jack took a detour from his own office, instead making a beeline for Faye’s workspace. Leaning against the door frame, he exercised patience as he awaited her momentary respite from an ongoing phone call, seeking her undivided attention.

Faye noticed his presence by the doorway and responded with a welcoming wave, beckoning him to enter. The gesture was followed by a subtle signal, indicating her desire for him to shut the door behind him. Jack complied, closing the door before settling onto the couch—the single addition Faye had introduced to the office since acquiring it.

A few minutes after Jack’s arrival and seating, Faye wrapped up her phone call. She approached him and settled onto his lap, her head finding a resting place on his shoulder. Gently, she maneuvered his arms around her petite form, drawing herself close. The embrace, no matter its duration or frequency, was a source of perpetual solace for her. The enveloping hold and his familiar scent held an enduring allure. It wasn’t just a matter of physical comfort; within his arms, she found a sense of security, safety, and his unwavering strength. These were tangible offerings, a testament to the depth of their bond.

As she nestled in his embrace, Faye recognized that this sense of comfort, security, and strength wasn’t transient. It was an ongoing need, an enduring want.

“This is sexual harassment, deputy chief,” Jack remarked, his tone tinged with playful accusation.

In response, Faye leaned in and placed a teasing kiss on Jack’s neck. A mischievous smile curved her lips.

“That was sexual harassment. Everything before that was just harassment,” she retorted with a playful glint in her eyes.

Jack’s laughter rippled through the room.

“So, how is our little monster?” Faye inquired with a playful tone, a glint of affection in her eyes..

“She’s a teenaged, hormonal girl. How do you think she is? You two have been going at it for the last few months.” Jack’s response carried a tinge of sadness, reflecting his awareness of his daughter’s emotional struggles and his frustration at feeling helpless in alleviating her distress.

“Don’t remind me, Jack. Is she at least happy that we changed our minds about her going to school?” Faye asked with a hopeful tone. Her concern for Cadi’s emotional well-being was evident, reflecting her own awareness of the situation and her genuine worry for their daughter.

Jack’s hand trailed down Faye’s legs, covered by her skirt, all the way to her knees and then back up. He was well aware of the effect his touch was having on her, and he anticipated her reaction. He waited patiently for the inevitable response, knowing that Faye’s emotions were stirred.

It didn’t take long for Faye to react, despite any intention to resist. A shiver started at her core, coursing its way up her shoulders, causing her to tremble. With a mix of playfulness and affection, she punched Jack’s chest, a gesture that communicated her response to his teasing touch.

“Stop that, you beast, and answer the question about our daughter.” Faye replied, her words a response to his teasing touch.

Despite the effect his actions had on her, she was determined not to let their conversation veer off course. A sigh escaped her lips, revealing the impact of his touch on her, but she consciously took a few measured breaths, seeking to regain her composure and steady her emotions.

Jack’s radiant smile only intensified her affection for her husband, reinforcing the love she felt for him, even with his quirks and unique qualities.

“Our little monster is ecstatic about our decision to let her finally go to school and can’t wait to start. She was not upset at all that we’re only letting her go to a brick and mortar school for part of the day instead of the whole day. She understood the need to keep the time down so we minimize her risk of exposure,” he shared.

Despite this, his heart ached for the limited time he’d had to spend with his daughter that morning. The prospect of Cadi being outside the house and beyond their immediate supervision still weighed heavily on Jack’s mind.

“That’s good,” said Faye happily. “Now we just have to let her know about...” she paused, her concern evident as she grappled with the potential consequences of her condition. She was also apprehensive about how Cadi, given her recent emotional state, would react to the news.

Jack placed his hand on Faye’s belly.

“Are you certain?” he asked, repeating the question for what felt like the millionth time.

“Yeah, I’m certain. It was always a question of whether or not we could, and I guess we know now,” Faye replied. Her happiness was tinged with an underlying worry due to her genetic history. She was a clone, a result of genetic manipulation, and both of them were uncertain about how this might impact their child.

“I’m happy, but I’m also worried,” Jack admitted. “Izzy and Brooke moved back here so that Izzy could oversee your healthcare. I was concerned that if it came out that you weren’t entirely human, you might end up becoming some sort of science experiment.” His words carried a mix of relief and apprehension.

Having his sister back in town was a welcome source of support. Elizabeth’s presence would help manage Faye’s pregnancy and potentially offer solutions to unforeseen challenges arising from Faye’s genetic background.

Faye’s genes passing onto their child was not a doubt; the real question lay in how those genes might manifest in physical differences that caused them concern.

“Dr. Jason Conwell is still at Saint Elwood Hospital, and we could have relied on him until we found an alternative. But now, that concern is put to rest,” Faye reassured.

“He’s not a pediatrician or an obstetrician,” Jack retorted. “He’s a mortician.”

Despite his sister’s presence offering reassurance, he couldn’t shake off the concern about his ability to ensure Faye received the necessary healthcare during her pregnancy. It was a source of constant unease for him.

“He would have been the best option, Jack, because he was one of the only ones to know of my true nature. But now we have him and your sister Izzy,” Faye reassured him.

Jack pulled her closer, his lips finding hers. “Do we really want to bring a child into this chaotic world right now? Especially with President Pike ruling the country?”

“Dr. Brundle rambled on about how the people would give him power willingly. I can’t believe that he knew that this would happen,” Faye said, her voice tinged with disbelief. She shook her head, her hand rising to her forehead as she spoke.

“With the loss of Congress due to a terrorist attack and the President being assassinated the week after, I’m surprised that the entire country didn’t fall apart,” Jack stated silently.

He considered everything that had happened recently in the political realm and sighed heavily. “Vice President Pike took over and later ran for the office of President, capitalizing on the chaos. He was unopposed in his presidential bid.”

Jack recalled the events that had occurred after President Pike had taken office. Soon after, he enacted significant changes by suspending parts of the constitution and expanding Presidential power. Martial law was declared, and an army of genetically engineered soldiers was raised almost overnight. The unsettling events had shaken the world.

Faye turned to face Jack, concern etched across her features. “That’s the part that I don’t understand. I killed that crazy doctor and destroyed all the clones at the facility here. There shouldn’t have been anyone else capable of recreating his work so quickly.”

They both shared a knowing look, understanding the depths of Donovan Pike’s sinister intentions. Yet, despite their knowledge of his true nature and the atrocities he had committed, they were powerless to prevent his meteoric rise to power. The weight of their secrets and the impossibility of convincing the public of the unbelievable truth left them with no choice but to remain silent, even as Pike’s grip on the country tightened.

In the ensuing silence, the soft hum of the overhead lights filled the room, a backdrop to their conversation that had, for the moment, drawn them both into its gravity. Despite the bustling police department beyond her office doors, their exchange had cocooned them in a world of their own thoughts.

Jack artfully wrapped up his reflections before continuing, his voice resonating gently in the room, a counterpoint to the distant commotion. “I don’t think that the facility here in the city was the only one that he was using to create those soldiers.”

Faye, now on her feet, nodded in agreement. “That’s obvious to see now. He’s got over one hundred thousand soldiers—“

Jack interjected, completing her thought with an air of gravitas. “The last official estimate was close to a quarter of a million, as more are being reported from smaller countries.”

“Whatever,” Faye said with a dismissive wave of her hand, “they’re spread out all over the globe with equipment and supplies to sustain them. It’s like they just popped up out of the ground, which we know they did given the Shepherd Institute’s propensity for underground facilities. Meanwhile, not one country in the entire world saw this coming. None of the various intelligence agencies around the world had a clue.”

As Faye spoke, her agitation found physical expression in her pacing back and forth across the confined office. Her hand, seemingly drawn by instinct, rested carefully and protectively on her belly, an unconscious act that conveyed both her inner turmoil and the deep-seated need to shield what she held within

Jack’s mind was haunted by uncertainties about the world’s future, but his greatest apprehension lay in the welfare of the people navigating these perilous times.

“What scares me most is how countries worldwide are reacting to what’s been termed the Tehran Incident. Those soldiers deployed in Iran were attacked by Iranian forces in Tehran, and within hours, these soldiers managed to decimate the entire Iranian unit using weaponry and equipment that defied any existing standards,” he shared with a mix of apprehension and gravity.

As the memories of those tense moments resurfaced in his mind, Jack couldn’t help but swallow involuntarily, the taste of unease still lingering on his tongue. The raw tension in the atmosphere during the height of the incident was etched into his memory, a vivid reminder of how fragile their world had become.

Faye came to a halt before Jack, her movements stilled as she assumed a strong and grounded stance. Her feet were positioned wide apart, providing a sturdy foundation as she prepared to make her declaration.

“Well, you asked if we really wanted to bring a child into this world. I don’t see where we have much choice. I’m not giving up this child. It’s a part of both of us, Jack.”

Jack rose from his seat and enveloped Faye in his embrace, drawing her close against his broad chest. With her back pressed against him, she gazed up into his eyes, her hands covering his forearms. As he kissed her forehead, Faye closed her eyes, savoring the comfort of his love. She felt his sincerity when he spoke, his words touching her heart deeply.

“I would never ask you to give up our blessing. Never in a million years would I ask something like that of you. I love you too much,” said Jack.

Tears welled in Faye’s eyes as she admitted, “I know you do.” The emotions stirred by her pregnancy and the conversation had left her feeling vulnerable.

Faye gently patted Jack’s arm, a silent signal for him to release her from the embrace, even though she secretly wished to remain nestled in his arms. She wiped away the tears that had threatened to escape her eyes and composed herself.

“You need to get to work, sir. Your coffee is made in your office, and it’s getting cold,” she informed him.

Surprised, Jack asked, “How did you know what time I’d be here?”

Ignoring his question, Faye replied with a pointed tone, “Go and have your two creams and two sugars.”

With a smirk on his face, Jack left her office reluctantly.

“Don’t forget that we’re going to see your sister later,” she called after him, a reminder of their upcoming appointment.
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Jack and Faye arrived at his vehicle simultaneously, a natural outcome given their shared departure from the police station. They would ride in Jack’s truck, bound for Dr. Conwell’s office to attend Faye’s initial pregnancy checkup.

Inside the truck, the absence of music allowed the rhythmic hum of the tires gliding over the asphalt to pervade the space. The world outside seemed to pass in a blur as other vehicles on the road captured Faye’s fleeting attention. Gradually, her thoughts synced with the present moment, prompting her to break the silence.

“Jack,” she began, her voice resonating in the cozy confines of the vehicle, “I can’t help but think about what’s ahead for us.” Her words were tinged with a mix of excitement and uncertainty, mirroring the emotional undercurrents of their current situation.

Jack’s hands expertly navigated the steering wheel, his gaze remaining on the road ahead. He sensed the weight of her unspoken thoughts. As he stole a quick sideways glance at Faye, he replied, “It’s a new chapter, that’s for sure. But we’ll face it together, just like everything else.”

“I really don’t know how Cadi is going to react when we tell her that I’m pregnant,” Faye mused aloud, her voice carrying a mix of contemplation and concern. The uncertainty of their daughter’s reaction weighed on her mind.

Jack’s grip on the steering wheel tightened slightly as he considered Faye’s question. He glanced at her with a reassuring smile before turning his attention back to the road.

“I think we should tell her tonight when we get home,” he suggested, his tone confident and hopeful.

The prospect of revealing the news to their daughter filled him with a sense of anticipation and excitement, evident in the sparkle in his eyes.

“Really?” Faye asked, a hint of skepticism creeping into her voice.

The idea of Cadi’s potentially exuberant response seemed almost too good to be true, given the teenager’s recent emotional ups and downs.

Jack nodded, his expression steadfast. “Yeah, I have a feeling she’s going to be over the moon about it. I think she’ll be thrilled to be a big sister,” he affirmed, his optimism contagious.

Faye’s lips curled into a smile as she regarded her husband, his optimism providing a glimmer of comfort.

“You always have a way of seeing the bright side of things,” she remarked affectionately.

Jack chuckled softly.

“Well, I’ve learned that life’s too short to dwell on the negatives. And besides, we’ve got each other to lean on,” he said, his gaze briefly meeting Faye’s before returning to the road ahead.

Faye’s fingers found their way to his, their hands intertwining in a familiar gesture of unity.

“You’re right,” she agreed, a sense of reassurance settling over her.

Faye’s gaze drifted back to the passing scenery outside the window, her mind drifting back to Cadi and the unpredictable shifts in her mood. She wanted to believe that their daughter would be genuinely happy about the news, but a nagging uncertainty lingered beneath the surface. Faye recognized the ebb and flow of her own thoughts, swinging between optimism and doubt with an unsettling speed. She attributed these fluctuations to the changing chemistry of her body, a common occurrence during pregnancy.

“I hope so,” Faye whispered softly, her words carrying a mixture of hope and apprehension.

She closed her eyes briefly, as if to silently collect her thoughts and steady her emotions. With a deep breath, she released the doubts that threatened to cloud her mind, replacing them with a fervent wish for a positive outcome.

Beside her, Jack stole a glance at Faye, his keen perception catching the shift in her demeanor. His fingers tightened gently around hers, offering a subtle source of comfort and support. While he couldn’t read her thoughts, he understood the rollercoaster of emotions that often accompanied pregnancy.

“We’ll take it one step at a time, Faye,” Jack said, his voice gentle and reassuring. 

Jack swiftly navigated through the hospital grounds, managing to secure a parking spot surprisingly close to the entrance of the administrative section where they were headed. The building loomed before them, its size symmetrical in both directions as they entered through its centrally located doorway. A four-story structure, it emanated a sense of solidity without being overbearing.

Their footsteps echoed softly as they entered the building. Their journey through the entrance hall was brief, leading them to Dr. Conwell’s office with ease. His sister, Elizabeth was expected to be within Dr. Conwell’s office since she had no medical office of her own to utilize.

Inside the office, Jack’s sister-in-law, Elizabeth, eagerly awaited their arrival. With vibrant red hair and freckles adorning her face, she brushed past Jack as if he were a mere ornament placed haphazardly in her path. Enthusiastically, she gathered Faye into a warm embrace, a gesture that expressed her affection and longing.

“Elizabeth!” Faye exclaimed with delight. “It’s been so long, and you’ve cut your hair so short!”

Elizabeth, her face radiating joy, basked in the attention and playfully showcased her new haircut. “Do you like it, Faye?”

Faye’s smile was genuine and bright as she responded, “I love it.”

The camaraderie between the two women was evident in their interactions. Jack stood by, his affectionate amusement evident in his eyes as he observed the lively exchange between Faye and Elizabeth.

With a gap no larger than a couple of feet, the two women converged in an embrace, as though the world might conspire to tear them apart if they dared to let go. Jack, despite his presence, found himself relegated to the status of a mere bystander, left standing on the sidelines and momentarily invisible to their heartfelt reunion.

“Hi, Izzy. It’s so nice to see you,” Jack interjected with a playful edge, his words laced with a hint of sarcasm. He went on, mimicking his sister’s voice with an exaggerated high pitch and nasality. “Oh, hi Jack. I’ve missed my brother so much,” he mockingly echoed, his hands gesturing in a whimsical imitation of how the two women had embraced.

After that, Jack found himself standing before the two women who seemed to silently project daggers his way, an unspoken retaliation for his playful mimicry. Elizabeth and Faye used the opportunity to catch up, and it was Elizabeth who guided Faye to a small adjoining examination room to initiate the process. The initial examination started with a cursory nature, but it gradually grew more complex. Eventually, Elizabeth’s professional instincts kicked in, leading her to the decision that an ultrasound was in order. While they awaited a nurse to fetch a portable unit for the procedure, Jack had the chance to engage in conversation with his sister-in-law.

“So, your old classmate, Jason, is offering up his office for us?” Jack inquired, his tone casual as he leaned against the wall.

Elizabeth’s response was equally nonchalant, revealing her intentions. “Well, I’m back here for now mainly to oversee Faye’s care. But I’m planning to make a bid to reclaim my position at the forensics office,” she revealed with a matter-of-fact demeanor.

“You didn’t enjoy being back in Ireland?” Jack inquired, his curiosity getting the best of him.

As he posed the question, he noticed Faye shifting on the exam table, her legs swinging down as she observed the heartfelt reunion between him and Elizabeth. The joyous expression on Faye’s face was evident. Elizabeth’s response came with a hint of nostalgia, her gaze distant for a moment. 

“The family I have there is alright, but they can never replace the bond I have with you and Faye,” she admitted, the sincerity in her words palpable.

Jack’s tone turned softer as he shared a sentiment he hadn’t voiced before. “I wish my brother had the chance to meet your family there.”

Elizabeth’s hand tenderly cupped Jack’s cheek, her touch gentle and reassuring. “In a way, they did get to know him. Through you being there for Brooke as she grew up, she got to experience a part of her father. My family in Ireland got to connect with him in that way too.”

The depth of gratitude and emotion in her voice was unmistakable. Jack’s fingers intertwined with his sister’s, his lips pressing a gentle kiss onto her open palm, a gesture of deep familial affection.

“I’m genuinely happy for you,” he expressed warmly.

Elizabeth’s smile, a reflection of her gratitude, met Jack’s gaze. The resemblance between him and her late husband, his identical twin, was a bittersweet reminder of the person she still missed dearly. 

Elizabeth was still coming down from the emotional high when the nurse came into the examination room with the ultrasound machine. Jack was not too knowledgeable about pregnancies but he did know that you did not usually get an ultrasound this early into the pregnancy.

Elizabeth had Faye remove her blouse and put on a gown and set up the equipment while Faye got ready. Not long afterwards, the lights had been dimmed, the ultrasound machine was humming, and the monitor began to show an image in black and white relief. 

Jack couldn’t make out what he was seeing in the monitor but he could see the look of concern on Elizabeth’s face as she interprets what she saw in the monitor.

“What’s the matter, Izzy?” Asked Jack, a twinge of nervousness coming over him.

Elizabeth squinted and shook her head. She wasn’t very concerned about what she was seeing in the monitor, everything looked normal for what should have been expected at the period of pregnancy Faye was showing that she was in, however, Faye had only recently gotten pregnant and the development that Elizabeth saw in the screen didn’t match that.

She looked over at Faye and asked her a direct question.“How far along are you supposed to be, Faye?”

Faye looked a little worried. “I should be about four weeks or so if I’ve calculated things right.”

“What’s going on, Izzy?” asked Jack. “What’s got you so worried?”

Elizabeth put the ultrasound wand down and turned the monitor around so that they could see it clearly instead of from a peripheral view. It had not taken very long for Elizabeth to confirm a pregnancy. She had also confirmed that there were two viable fetuses, thus confirming that Faye had a multiple pregnancy. The fetuses were in an advanced gestation, compared to the stage of development there should have been for the babies, based on the time estimates of when she conceived. Faye and Jack were expecting both a boy and a girl.

Elizabeth spoke slowly so that Jack and Faye could understand exactly what she was going to say. “These babies are showing every indication that they are just about three months along. How have you been feeling, Faye?”

“Weak and sick, despite my ability to heal rapidly,” she admitted.

“Yeah, I’ll bet. I can understand that given what I’m seeing,” Elizabeth stated.

“What do you mean by three months?” Faye asked, coming back to the statement that had obviously gone over Jack’s head but raised alarms for Faye. “Is there anything that we need to know about the development of the babies?”

Elizabeth looked like she did not want to answer the question. She wasn’t frightened or scared, she was just confused and it showed on her face.

Jack could feel the fist clenching in his chest and turning in his gut. His vision narrowed. He noticed a pale Faye also staring at Elizabeth.

“Izzy, talk to us,” Faye pleaded. “Are we going to lose the babies?”

Elizabeth shook herself to throw off the unsure feeling that she felt. “No,” she assured Faye vehemently denying the possibility that the pregnancy could be in jeopardy. “The babies seem to be growing at a rapid, unprecedented rate. At this rate of growth, we’re looking at a pregnancy that will be a bit over three months total instead of the normal gestation period. That’s what I’m worried about. I’m also very worried that it will probably be very hard on you, Faye.”

“How hard?” asked Jack in a small, rough voice. He was relieved to find out that the baby’s were fine. Their accelerated growth rate concerned him but the news that Faye could be in trouble alarmed him.

“I’m not certain,” said Elizabeth. “I don’t know enough about the biology of Shepherds to understand fully how this pregnancy will go, but if she was purely human and had a pregnancy like this, then it wouldn’t be beyond the realm of probability that the pregnancy could kill her and the babies both if she’s not getting enough nutrients. Her healing factor is a bonus for her in this but its still a risky situation.”

Faye’s fingers tightened around Jack’s hand, her fear intensifying at the weight of his words. Unintentionally, her grip grew stronger until a gasp escaped Jack’s lips. The sudden sound made her realize the force she had applied, and she looked over at him with wide eyes. Guilt washed over her, prompting her to quickly release his hand. Her attempt to find solace in their connection had inadvertently turned painful.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered to Jack, her voice laced with genuine remorse. However, his attention seemed elsewhere, fixated on something that had left him dumbfounded.

Tears shimmered in the corners of Jack’s eyes, a sight that struck Faye deeply. In a moment of self-preservation, she convinced herself that his tears were a result of the physical discomfort she had inadvertently caused. It was easier to believe that than to confront the possibility that the source of his emotions lay elsewhere.

As Faye grappled with her own doubts and insecurities, she found herself leaning on the narrative she had constructed. In her mind, Jack was meant to be her pillar of strength, a steady presence that could hold both their burdens. It was a narrative she desperately clung to, for she knew that if Jack wavered, her own resilience might crumble.

In that moment, Faye recognized the fragility of their dynamic. She needed Jack’s unwavering strength, even if she had to pretend not to see the turmoil in his eyes. It was a delicate balance, one that she was determined to uphold, even if it meant turning a blind eye to the truth that threatened to shatter the foundation they had built.

There was an unexplainable depth in the connection that existed between Jack and Faye. It transcended mere words; it was a sensation that resonated within his aching heart. Little did he anticipate that this bond would lead to a pivotal juncture in his life, one where he would be compelled to make a decision that would tear at his own heartstrings, no matter the path he chose.
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