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    To everyone who bravely fights on through scars seen and unseen—may you experience freedom in its best and truest form.





Special thanks to Abigail and Mac for the prompts that inspired me to continue this series, and to everyone who asked for a sequel I hadn't planned!

      

    


“You are ready, Anna?”

Anna hesitated in front of the mirror, running her grandmother’s patriotic scarf back and forth through her fingers. She’d brought it for the memories with no intention of actually wearing it, but if the yards of antique bunting already lining the streets of the little seaside town meant anything, a dash of appropriate color added to her white summer dress might help her blend in instead of making her stick out. And then, if people did judge her, what could they do? She was a temporary guest—welcomed, included, and then forgotten as others came to take her place, so long as she didn’t manage to embarrass herself in some utterly spectacular way on her last day here.

“I will be in a minute!” She raised her voice enough to be heard through the door, then closed her eyes and held the scarf against her chin, trying to separate the question of her own feelings from the weight of others’ expectations. Perhaps it was childish. Perhaps it was antiquated. Perhaps the years had dented and dimmed the ideals she had once believed her country stood for. But surely the ideals were still worth believing in, if their execution was often imperfect.

Squaring her shoulders and lifting her chin, Anna tied the scarf around her high ponytail and added a set of blue teardrop earrings, then snatched up her bag and opened the door. But the instant she caught sight of her companion, her jaw dropped.

“What—are you wearing?”

“It is nice, yes?” Lev shot a beaming smile in her direction, holding his arms wide to offer a fuller display of the shirt—at least a size too large for him and looking like it had been airbrushed by a member of an extremely patriotic biker gang.

“Where. On. Earth?” Anna blinked hard, and the confusion of motorcycles, flags, and screaming eagles seemed to dance in front of her. That shirt had certainly not been in his closet when she’d advised him on the kinds of things to bring for the vacation spot she’d picked, and she hadn’t seen one like it in any of the kitschy stores they’d visited in town.

“You would say it is stunning?” Lev’s smile stayed bright beneath his dark glasses, and Anna imagined for an instant that he was teasing her, but that didn’t make sense when he couldn’t have seen the monstrosity before putting it on. “Mrs. Mack loaned it for today because I had nothing special. It was once Dave’s favorite.”

Anna tried hard to swallow the sigh that nearly escaped on her exhale. Their elderly hostess was a dear, treating them both like long-lost grandchildren home for the holiday, especially Lev, who’d had her effortlessly wrapped around his finger from the instant he opened his mouth. But her style was beyond eclectic, especially when it came to the reminders of her late husband, and this was nearly as bad as walking in on her in the kitchen, brandishing some sort of air spear in one hand and flipping eggs in a skillet with the other while her head bobbed to the beat of some heavy-metal ancient-history battle song.
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