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Preface


Krista





My parents were murdered on my eighteenth birthday. It was my fault. What began as the best day of my life ended as the worst. 

The nightmare, horrific and traumatizing, knocked the wind out of me. No one can prepare for such an event, obviously. Yet, my parents had somehow understood their murders were a possibility, or at least that an intrusion of some sort was inevitable. They must have. Otherwise, why had they spent almost every day since my birth preparing me for it?

I was in my bedroom upstairs, reminiscing about my birthday party and how much I’d loved every minute of it, while my parents finished the last of the cleanup in the kitchen. Then, shattering the evening silence, an explosive crash of breaking glass jolted me.

Instinctively, my eyes darted to the security monitor in my room—an unusual addition for most teens, but something my parents had always insisted on. Every room in our house had one, ensuring that no matter where we were, we could check for disturbances without delay.

On the screen, I watched as men crashed through our windows, swinging in on ropes just moments after their bullets shattered the glass. The noise was deafening, a violent rupture of the quiet that had settled over the house.

Screaming filled the air. My screaming. For a fraction of a second, I felt like I was trapped in an apocalyptic movie where the protagonist was being hunted. But only for a second- because the relentless bursts of machine-gun fire drowned out any further thought.

My parents! My first irrational instinct was to rush downstairs and save them. But my parents, who were more skilled in self-protection than anyone I knew, had a better chance of protecting me than I had of saving them. Still, the instinct was overwhelming. I leaped from my bed, my body ready to charge downstairs, when the truth slammed into me.

I remembered. My training. My parents had prepared me for this day, this moment—that they had hoped would never come.








  
  

1

Weeks Earlier


Krista





“Mom, I don’t understand why I can’t have one birthday party in my whole life!” I’d begged for weeks leading up to it, yet somehow understanding my parents would not relent on their steadfast rule of no guests allowed in the house- ever. 

“Sweetheart, we’ve been over this a thousand times. Your dad and I simply don’t like strangers in our home. Maybe, well, what if we had a party at a restaurant?”

“Mom! People are going to think our house is haunted or something 'cause we never have anyone here. I'd just like to have the kids over. It’s so cliche to have it at some random restaurant. I’ll be eighteen. I’ve never had a birthday party at my house in my life!”

“Come on, sweetie. That’s just not true. We always do something extra special for your birthday.” She gave me a look that solicited guilt in me. How did she do that with one simple look?

“Mom, I’m not talking about visiting Paris or Rio. I just want a normal birthday party with friends, candles on a chocolate cake, and presents from people my age. Like normal gifts. You know, make up, video games, clothes, jewelry. Why can’t we just be a normal family?” 

I thought I’d broken her resolve at last because she actually put down the knife she was using to chop vegetables and came to my side as I sat at the kitchen island watching her. She wiped her hands on her apron and pushed my one wayward curl behind my ear. It bounced back as it always does. Stubborn, rebellious curl that it is.

Mom was tough; she had to be. She could hold her own with Dad when we sparred in our Krav Maga sessions. But on the outside, she was all softness and grace. Her hair used to be as dark as mine, but a few years back, she started dyeing it a warm blonde to hide the gray. It suited her—made her look effortlessly polished.

She always looked like she was expecting company, even though we never had any. Her style was comfy but elegant. Some days she’d wear Capri slacks with a cotton top, other days a breezy sundress that moved when she did. In the winter, she favored fitted pants and oversized sweaters that looked like they belonged in a fashion spread. No matter what she wore, she always looked put together—hair styled, nails done—usually before I’d even poured my first cup of coffee.

“Sweetheart, who would you even invite? I mean, the only kids you know are the ones from your Krav Maga class.”

“That’s all I’m asking. Just a few friends.” I could see from her countenance that she was relenting a little. This was the first time I’d gotten this far, so with only this small amount of encouragement, I went in for the kill while I had a chance.

“You know, Mom, just because you and dad have your qualms about guests shouldn’t restrict me from having a social life. It’s bad enough that we move all the time, and that I’m home schooled. I feel so,” I shed a tear for effect, “isolated. I just need for one night of my life to be what I want.” She sighed and I knew I’d penetrated her tough exterior.

“I’ll speak with your father about it when he gets home.”

“When is he coming home? I’ll need to send the Evites out pretty soon for them to know about it.”

“He’ll likely be home in a day or two, but Krista, NO invitations! Electronic or otherwise. Just tell them about it at next week’s class.” I rolled my eyes as I slipped off the barstool, but I’d gotten farther than I ever had in the past and I was not about to reverse her decision because of an invitation blast. 

It didn’t escape me that she had said to invite them at next week’s class. That was just short of an approval of the idea. If they allowed the party, I’d just send out an Evite without telling them. She’d never know. What difference would a simple Evite make, anyway?

From as far back as I could remember, my parents had always lived a secretive life. From an earlier age than seemed possible, I surmised they were in the mafia, or some such dark organization that was so shameful, we couldn’t speak of it. We didn’t dare mention it to others outside our home and we didn’t even talk about it within the boundaries of our home in private.

My parents went on business trips a lot, yet never at the same time. To my  dismay, after every trip one of them went on, they always returned in the melancholiest mood. Sad for no reason. They were each hypersensitive to each other’s needs afterwards. Their need for extra empathy appeared to be an emotion they both understood. It became a standard practice in our home that when either returned from a business trip, we rallied together to fill whatever void had consumed the one who’d traveled.

Besides their time away from home for business, they were always with me. They never traveled together unless we traveled as a family. Because they always took their business trips at different times, at least one of them was with me at all times. They worked from home for the most part, which enabled them to home school me.

They kept me from most public situations which required personal relationships, such as school. Both my parents home schooled me. It was a collaborative effort on their parts. 

My mother taught me math and history. My father taught me all the sciences, including psychology and computer languages. But it wasn’t really that clean cut. They each contributed to my education daily. Aside from our structured class time, they integrated knowledge into our conversations and experiences. Constant learning was our way of life.

Since I began talking, they have incorporated multiple languages into our communication. As I grew old enough to differentiate between the various languages, they required more from me. 

Each day of the week was designated to one language and that dialect was all we spoke until school time was completed. On Monday we spoke only French. On Tuesday, only Russian. On Wednesday, Mandrin. Thursday, Spanish. English was my first language, but we only spoke it outside of school time.

I guess to most teenagers, being with your parents twenty-four seven would be miserable, but I didn’t know any difference. It wasn’t as if I ever got bored. I mean, besides my curriculum of studies, they also taught me Krav Maga martial arts daily and would often sneak up behind me to test my reflexes.

For fun, we played an intense game of hide-and-seek where they taught me to hide in air ducts, hidden compartments within our closets, and outdoor bunkers. In addition, they tested my skills to outwit people, even to outsmart adults when I was only a child.

We had more puzzles, map readings, and brain games than most store fronts. While we watched television on rare occasions, reading was more our favored pass time. 

My dad, in particular, was a great reader and read aloud almost every night for our family down time. He read to us with animation in his voice and sort of acted out the words as he went. There was never a moment I can remember when I felt bored. Dad was still striking in his own way. The silver at his roots was slowly overtaking the black, giving his hair a distinguished, almost regal look. Time had left its mark on him, but mostly in the form of laugh lines—etched reminders of all the game nights, inside jokes, and ridiculous traditions that made our little family feel like a team.

His style was a bit of a contradiction. When he traveled for business, he looked like a walking GQ spread—tailored suits, shined shoes, and cufflinks that caught the light. But at home, it was jeans and a T-shirt or joggers and bare feet, depending on the day. Somehow, he wore both versions with the same quiet confidence, like he was fully himself, no matter the outfit.

We traveled all around the world. We had homes on almost every continent, and because of our language variants, we moved without effort from country to country. 

To make it more exciting for me, we sometimes traveled incognito, wearing wigs, and dressing divergently from our normal American styles. In fact, we collected outfits from varying cultures just for this purpose. It kept us from getting bored with places after dozens of trips around the world.

With all the stimulation, you’d think a girl would feel content. But, like most teens, around age sixteen, I grew slightly rebellious. I had only a few acquaintances my age and no close friends. Each time I grew close to someone, it seemed we moved to live in one of our many homes around the world. I’d lose touch with my new friend. The isolation from my peers made me feel lonely.

“Dad!” I ran and jumped into his arms upon his arrival from his latest business trip. “I missed you.” Might as well prepare him for ruling in my favor once mom hit him with my request.

“Your mother has already told me about you wanting a party, Krista.” He and mother always had to talk about everything. Dang it! That probably blew my chances. “We’ll talk about it at dinnertime. I’m starved.” Dad had come home a day early from his trip, and I was excited. I’d begun to really believe I might have a chance, but the look on his face said otherwise.

As we ate that night, I could barely keep my food down because of the anticipation of their verdict. They conversed about everything except my party. As I nibbled each bite, the odds of my party becoming a reality slipped away. I’d all but given up by dessert.

“Okay, sweetheart,” mom brought the conversation around, at last. “Your dad and I have discussed your proposal at length.” She always spoke as if she were giving a briefing for a committee. She eyed my dad. The looks on their faces told me all I needed to know, and I opened my mouth to protest when she continued.

“We’ve decided this one time you can have a small party.” They both broke out into a huge smile, although I detected it was not genuine. I didn’t care. I was ecstatic!

“Mom! Dad!” I jumped from my seat and ran to their side of the table, hugging them both at one time, almost choking them in the process. “I’m so excited!”

“I’m happy for you, darling,” Mom said. “We do have a few ground rules, though.” Of course, they did.

“First off, only kids from the Krav Maga class. No parents. No friends of friends. Those students and those students only. Plus, only the advanced students. None of the kids from the lower class. You understand?” 

Dad’s gruff voice meant he intended to be taken seriously. I had no problem with those rules. Besides, no one wanted their parents around, right? I hardly knew any of the kids in the lower classes. Since Dad and Mom had taught me Krav Maga since I could walk, I started classes at the top of the most advanced class. The only reason I bothered to go at all was to be with kids my age for a change.

I’d never had a birthday party. Well, except for our private family parties, which only included my mother and father. We didn’t have an extended family. It was only us, which was why I guess I didn’t mind them holding on to me so tightly. Yet, I longed for friends, and on my birthdays, I longed for a celebration. At last, at eighteen, I would have my first.

I ran to my room as soon as we cleaned the kitchen to create my Evites. They had instructed me not to send out invitations; however, given that this was my first party, I was determined. I mean, come on. I had to, right? 

Out of twenty or so students, almost all of them responded over the next few hours that they’d be here. I let them know Dad’s rules about no parents, but I made it sound as if that was going to make it more epic.

As my birthday approached, my parents grew more and more apprehensive. They recapped training they’d taught me my entire life and Dad checked our security system. It’s like he thought my friends would steal something. The night before, they sat me down to have a final talk with me.

“Krista, your mother and I have conceded to allow you this one extravagance, but you must understand, all our rules will continue to apply. In fact, we’ll need to go on to Shanghai first thing in the morning.”

“What? Why? I’m just getting acclimated to New York!”

“Krista, you’ve got to understand, our family is not like other families. We have to remain autonomous and elusive.”

“Yes, and why is that, Dad?” I was tired of their lifestyle. They glanced at one another, and Dad sighed a huge breath.

“Perhaps I’ll tell you once you’re eighteen. I’d planned on waiting until you were older, but maybe you need to know now.” Need to know what? That they were in the mafia? Was it worse than that? They’d instilled Christian values in me from infanthood, but I could only assume they killed people for a living. It made no sense.

“Sweetheart,” my mother chimed in, “You’re going to have to face some grown-up issues and make some adult decisions soon. But we’ll talk about that when we get to Shanghai. For now, just enjoy your party tomorrow night.”

“Yes, Krista. We are not always going to be here to protect you. At some point, you’re going to have to take care of yourself,” Dad added. For goodness’ sake. I was only turning eighteen, not twenty-one.

“Come now. Let’s play a game of chess before bedtime,” Dad stated, trying to lighten the mood, or change the subject before I began asking too many questions.

The party was a tremendous sensation with music and dancing and cake and everything a girl could want. Everyone who said they’d come came except for Eddie. I didn’t really expect him to come regardless, because he was as elusive as I had to be. We all danced to the music and had a joyous time.

My parents strangely monitored the crowd as if someone was about to jump out at them at any moment. Their anxious behavior weirded me out. I noticed both of them watching the security monitors more than normal and looking out of our enormous glass windows.

But aside from these annoyances, the party was perfect. The cake was delicious. The gifts were amazing. But, most of all, I felt I’d found some real-life friends with whom I could keep close. I intended to let my parents know I was done with their secretive life.

I wanted to build relationships with others. If they wanted to proceed with traveling to Shanghai in the morning, they could go without me. I was eighteen and could live here in their house while they traveled. I was ready to get to know people.

They had suggested it was time for me to grow up. Well, I more than embraced that decision. Starting first thing in the morning, I’d let them know I would remain behind while they moved on.

About an hour after everyone went home, I took my gifts to my room and went back through them, giving a closer look at the ones which excited me, such as my new make-up kit from one of the few other girls in the class. My parents gave me a new necklace with a heart medallion on it. The chain fell between my breasts, yet the heart locket was small. I loved it right away and told them I’d wear it every day. My hand moved to it now without even thinking about it as I reminisced about the evening.

Suddenly, I heard what sounded like an explosion of bullets and then a crash like I’d never heard in my life. It was as if an earthquake had busted every window within the house simultaneously, which was no small task, considering the entire wall of the living room was glass.

When I was young, I hit a softball toward our glass windows once by accident. The entire time it took for the ball to reach the window, I couldn’t breathe. I was shocked when it only bounced back. I didn’t know what the windows were made of, but I had serious doubts they would break without a profound impact hitting them.

I jumped up from my bed, about to run to the top of the stairs to see what was going on, when my training kicked in, which they had drilled into me all my life. Although my first instinct was to run to my parents, the memory of my dad’s voice rang in my ears.

“If our home is ever under attack, do not, under any circumstances, come to help us. Go straight to your closet and enter the saferoom.” Despite the hundreds of times we’d run this drill, I hesitated. I worried about my parents. They were far more advanced than I was to defend themselves, but I couldn’t imagine us actually being under a real attack. Surely, this was only a more realistic drill.

Then the sound of machine guns slammed into my ear, shaking me from my speculation. I knew at that moment this was no drill. We’d never had one that was so vivid. I darted to my closet, pushed my clothes away from the left wall, and closed the door behind me. My heart pounded arrhythmically in my ears. I could barely breathe. 

Then I pushed on the wall to the side as I’d done so many times before during drills and arranged my clothes back to how they’d been. I entered the secret passage door and turned around, feeling the wind behind me as the door closed without a sound and sealed shut.

My heart raced, the blood pulsing in my ears. I stood still for a moment, trying to hear in my closet for voices, despite knowing this secret room was soundproof. It was dead quiet and that scared me worse than the bullet noise. I’d never felt so alone in my life.

After a few seconds, I remembered the instructions I was supposed to follow. I sat at the top of the door stoop. There was a slide that took me quickly to the room below with no delay or noise. I sat on the slide and allowed gravity to pull me to the soft landing. Before I hit the bottom, the dimmed lights came on and the computer security footage flickered on before my feet hit the bottom.

I stared at the computer screen, stunned as militia dressed in all black, from their black boots to their black head masks, and rained bullets throughout my beloved home. I scanned each room’s footage until I found my parents being held at gunpoint. They were both bleeding, although I couldn’t tell where they’d been hit. The military people were screaming at my father. I turned up the audio to listen.

“We know who you are. Give us the intel and maybe we won’t kill your wife.” The big man who appeared to be in charge screamed in his face. Dad looked him in the eye with strong defiance, yet did not say a word.

The guy hit my dad in the face with the butt of his gun, almost knocking him out. My father spit blood and looked straight to the hidden camera, shaking his head ‘no’. Although the man assumed dad was answering him, I knew it was a message for me, to not make a move, to not try to be a hero, to sit this out, and to rescue myself. I felt sick, wanting to run to the bathroom, but too shocked to move.
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In Retrospect


DAY 0 - Krista





Istared at the screen as if I were watching a horror movie. How could I help my parents? Should I call emergency services? They’d always told me not to watch the screens if I had to stay in the secret room for any purpose besides a drill. But I couldn’t stop watching. I tried to catch my breath. 

Terror overtook me until I ran to the toilet and vomited. I had to do something. I couldn’t just sit and watch these monsters abuse my parents. It must have taken me some time to overcome the nausea. By the time I returned to the screen, my father slumped in the chair to which they’d tied him.

My mother looked at the camera and made a gesture so slight, I had to back up the tape to see it. She puckered her lips, only slightly, but I knew it was her way of blowing me a kiss. Then she bit down hard on something in her mouth and within seconds, she began convulsing. After a few more seconds, she slumped towards my father. They were both dead.

I wanted to scream. The room was soundproof. I could get by with it. Yet, I was too scared these monsters would somehow hear me, regardless. Instead, I ran to the bed and put my head into a pillow, letting the anguish of my sorrow fill it. I hated these military style men. What kind of country allows their militia to storm a family and kill the parents?

In time, I made my way back to the screen. The men were storming the house, looking for something. I held my breath as I watched them raid my closet from the monitors. All it would take was a firm push in the right spot and they’d find me. I jumped up, prepared to run. But where? How? There was an alternative way out of the room. I didn’t have to climb up the slide. But the other opening exited to the backyard, to my mother’s art studio.

These killers were everywhere, including in the backyard. There would be no way to escape their notice if I left this room. I prayed they did not find it. Now was the only time I wished we had neighbors close by. No doubt, the noise alone would have someone calling the cops.

They rummaged through my closet and my room. I turned up the audio to my room to hear them.

“They had a kid?” the tall one asked no one in particular.

“No way. That’s against their protocols.”

“Then how do you explain this bedroom? And all these clothes?” They glimpsed at each other without further explanation, then resumed their search.

What protocol? What did they mean my parents weren’t allowed to have a kid? No one could tell adults they couldn’t have a kid. This wasn’t China, after all.

Satisfied I did not harbor any secrets in my room, they continued searching the entire house. Every room, every cabinet, every drawer, every closet. But they never found me.

Something was amiss, but what? My parents, for all their privacy issues, had been my rock. They’d taught me more than any other person I personally knew, not that there were a lot of them. But I had an idea about the curriculum of most high schoolers, and I’d passed those standards years ago. No, this was bigger than any idea I’d ever concocted about why we lived so secretly.

As a kid, I’d adored my life, my parents, our extravagant lifestyle, and travels. Yet, as I grew older, I noticed some quirky issues I’d only taken for granted until then.

One such quirk was that the architecture of every house we owned was identical, right down to our secret bunker room. I asked my mom and dad why each house shared the same layout, only the color schemes differed. They made jokes that they only had to pay one architect for one set of plans. I knew this was untrue. I mean, if people can afford multiple homes around the world, they could afford unique plans for each home, right?

The homes being built the same did help me when I was younger, though, to learn the layout of the house, how to enter and to escape the secret bunker room, which they affectionately named Oliver. Instead of saying we were going to the safe room, we’d say we were visiting Oliver. Sometimes, we’d just call it O, for short. It made the isolated room less scary when I was a kid. And, if I’m honest, even as a teen.

We accessed the secret room, i.e., Oliver, via a hidden door in my closet. I was only allowed to enter with my parents’ permission and was never to disclose the door to anyone, not that anyone ever came to our house.

The hidden door was on the far-left side of my closet and appeared like any other wall. All I had to do was push the wall with my left hand in a certain unmarked place and the entire wall came out just wide enough for me to inch through. Once on the other side, it closed within seconds and sealed until we released the seal from the inside. A slide took me quietly and quickly to the bunker room, hidden beneath our ground floor.

Lights came on as I entered, but not bright lights. My dad taught me how to adjust the lights to brighter, how to access security footage of every room in our house, including the exterior on all sides, and how to survive in the confines of the room for weeks at a time.

Starting at age ten, he tested my ability to access the room and stay by myself within the room for a day. The first couple of years, they allowed me to speak with them via our intercoms. Each year, my time in the room grew by one day.

By the time I was sixteen, I stayed in the room for a solid week. It wasn’t a game I relished, but they always made the reward for my successful solitude experience extravagant. We played this game at a different house each year, depending on where we happened to be at the time.

It was a drag being by myself visiting Oliver for so long, but there were dozens of ways to occupy my time while in our beloved safe room, including novels, computer equipment with games, exercise equipment, food, television, puzzles, you name it. When I grew bored, I’d turn on my headset and launch VR chat to play with my friends from around the world. Incognito, I could be myself without divulging who I was.

Because of all this training and all the games, I felt quite competent to take care of myself. The only part of my life that was lacking was my social calendar, which was why I’d pushed for a party. I had to surmise that it was the party which had given away our location that caused this invasion. My heart sank to a new low.

My brain felt scrambled as I stared at the monitor. I was numb yet hyperaware at the same time.

The monsters searched our home for well over an hour. There must have been dozens of them, like black ants crawling around our home. The entire time, I watched, listened, and even took a few notes. Intentionally avoiding the screen, which showed our dining room where my parents sat, dead. I tried to push down the emotions that welled up within me. The activity of watching these invaders and trying to stay focused on their actions helped me to ignore the agony creeping into my soul.

At some point, I was going to have to leave this room, but not tonight, or for several days. I knew from my experience that there was enough food and supplies here for the entire family for over a week. Since I was the sole survivor, my tenure here could last upwards of a month. Did I want to stay in the basement safe room for a month with nothing but memories of that night? No way.

Yet, once again, I heard the instructions of my dad and mom to stay put, shelter in place, do not leave until the coast is clear. This odd puzzle began to evolve in my head. They’d been preparing me for a day such as this. 

Why? I had no idea. What had they been involved in? So many times, I’d assumed the mafia, or perhaps they were hitmen. My adolescent brain could not come up with a different answer. In all those imaginations, I never envisioned they’d be murdered. How had this happened after all these years of our clandestine lives?

That’s when reality hit me. I’d sent the Evites against their instructions. I had somehow triggered the catalyst that caused their deaths. My selfishness to have a night. They had gone against their own instructions to allow me a party. Yet, that wasn’t enough for me. I had to send out an Evite. 

I wasn’t sure how this all tied up together, but I knew beyond a doubt I’d caused it. I would never forgive myself. I had no doubt our computer system was unhackable—but the kids I’d sent the Evites to? Their computers were simple, average computers, and easily monitored. Whoever was responsible for this attack on my home must have been watching, waiting for one slip up of carelessness. A slip up like I had caused by blasting information out into the internet that my parents had so carefully guarded all their lives. I’d killed my parents.

The murderous men were clearing out. I watched as each one double-checked the rooms, looking for secrets, looking for something, looking for me. As the last of them convened in the living room, I turned up the audio there to hear their conversation.

“We’ll monitor the place for a few days. She can’t be far. Maybe she spent the night away. She’ll have to come home at some point.”

“Yep. I agree, Jacque. Let’s get outa here.” Jacque, a name. I wrote it in my notes. They didn’t have any distinguishable accents. There weren’t enough of their faces exposed by their masks to identify, but I wrote a brief description of their physical build. Jacque was the tall one.

From the way the black mask fattened up around the chin of the man who spoke to Jacque, I’d be willing to bet he had a beard. It was the only distinguishable feature that was different from the others. They were all built like amazon warriors, he-men, one and all. Whatever organization they were in must do some heavy-duty body building. They were all white men, and from the color of their eyebrows, had dark hair. It was not much, but it was something.

As I watched them leave, I wanted to rush upstairs to see if perhaps by some miracle one or both of my parents was still breathing. Sheepishly, I moved the security footage back to the dining room. Willing them to move now that their aggressors were gone. I watched. I encouraged them to move. I prayed. Nothing. Should I run upstairs? No, Jacque said they’d be watching. It might even be part of a trap.

If my parents had ever taught me anything, and they had given me a superior education, they had taught me to stay in place until I knew beyond a doubt I was safe. There was nothing I could do for them now. The only option I had was to obey their wishes. Oh, if only I had obeyed their rule of no visitors, or no Evites.

An hour passed by, yet I sat at the desk, still hoping for a miracle. Panic attempted to overtake me several times. As if on autopilot, my training kicked in and I breathed in, out, in, out, until the sweating stopped, until I could fill my lungs again.

I went to the bed, pushed against the wall across from the security footage desk. I cried and screamed into my pillow again but with the same outcome. I only lay more exhausted than before, with no more satisfaction. 

As I lay there, though, I thought back over all the rules I imagined were so silly growing up, like no personal photos in the house. They’d told me some ridiculous superstition about putting personal photos out beckoned spirits. Instead, we had artwork. The only thing was, my parents were not superstitious. In fact, they believed, and taught me to believe in God and Jesus.

Now, though, it all made perfect sense. They didn’t want these evil men to know what we looked like should anyone break in. They were, once again, trying to protect us. The men stated they weren’t allowed to have a child. Yet my parents defied the rule and had me. Perhaps the lack of personal photographs was to keep me hidden, even in the event of their death. No one knew I existed. Thanks to their crafted handiwork, no one knew what I looked like.

Then, as if a volcano had erupted, the pieces of this grand enigma came together. All the traveling to avoid relationships. Traveling in disguises wasn’t only for fun. They were teaching me how to get away. Teaching me multiple languages so I could travel to our homes. Krav Maga to protect myself in case I was attacked by one of these murderers. Everything fell into place. How had I not figured out something was up for eighteen years?

The only question left unanswered was why. Why go to so much trouble raising a girl from birth on to be so independent, capable, worldly? Again, what had they gotten themselves into? That was one piece of this riddle that escaped me.

Only one thing became clear to me. I would find out who had murdered my parents in cold blood. Regardless of what they’d done in their lives or what horrors they might have inflicted on others, I would avenge my parents’ deaths. I would find out who and why and I would bring justice to these monsters, whether they were simply following the instructions of their boss or fulfilling their own personal vendetta.

If I were to exact revenge, I’d need a plan. The most thorough and exhaustive plan I’d ever had. More concise than the pretend plots my parents and I used to map out, probably another one of their preparation maneuvers. I jumped up from the bed and back to the computer table, grabbed a notebook to scribble down all I’d learned tonight. My brain was like a bowl of mush, and I didn’t trust myself to remember it all after a nap.

As I scrambled to purge from my mind all I knew so far, movement from the far-right screen, one surveilling the exterior of the house, caught my attention at the same time as the alarm in the safe room went off.

The alarm was not a screeching, ear-splitting noise as one would expect. Instead, it was only a bit loud to wake occupants in the event they were sleeping but not to escape the soundproof room. 

The alarms rhythmic teeter totter noise changed from a sound that mimicked someone shouting ‘poole, poole, poole, poole,’ then changed to a short, snappy sequence noise that sounded like ‘duh, duh, duh, duh’. It would continue to go back and forth between the two sounds until I turned it off. And, trust me, it was annoying enough that I’d turn it off as quickly as possible.

Once I tripped the off switch for the alarm, I watched the intruder as he walked around the house peeking in every window, then he came straight into our front door. 

It was a man, not dressed in the head to toe black as the monsters had donned. He wore military style camouflage, like a tactical uniform. He did not wear a mask as the assassins had worn, but he did have on a beany cap. He was by himself and walked through the front door with a careful but purposeful stride. I watched him as he scanned every room downstairs, his weapon drawn.

When he came to the dining room and saw my parents, he felt them both for a pulse. If I had any doubts they could still be alive, the look on his face dismissed them. He appeared upset, covering his face and standing before them for a second with his eyes closed. Then he saluted them with a crisp snatch of his hand. His behavior seemed odd to me. Was he a friend? His obvious act of respect made me assume so.

Then he turned and began looking around the room. He looked right at the camera, and I froze as if it were a two-way mirror. He glanced from my parents to the camera, back and forth. How had he located the camera? What was he trying to figure out? There was no way he knew about our secret room, yet my heart raced like it had when the men in black had stormed our home.

He walked around, noting all the damage done, all the places the other men had already exhausted looking for whatever it was that had required the lives of my mother and father. Was he looking for the same thing the murderers were looking for? After he looked around some more, he came back to the camera in the dining room. He walked right up to the hidden camera, so close I got a good look at him.

He had black hair poking out of his black beany cap. He had facial hair but not a thick beard, only a scruff as if he hadn’t shaved in a few days. He appeared to be at least six feet tall, and his build was like the men who’d stormed my home, stout and strong. His eyes were the bluest eyes I’d ever seen on anyone with black hair. I guessed he was probably in his thirties. Under any other circumstance, I would have thought he was hot.

But he was in my home after what amounted to an ambush, and he didn’t appear to be upset about the surrounding scene like a normal person would. I deduced he must be part of this whole horrific massacre, at least to some capacity. I hated him already. He searched the house downstairs, then made his way upstairs. 

When he walked into my room, he froze in place. The shocked look on his face as he took in my bedroom favored that of the murderous men when they had first entered it. He sat on my bed and held his head with his hands for a few minutes. Then he stood up and searched my room and the remaining upstairs before returning to our kitchen.

He dug around until he found our chalkboard we kept in the kitchen for quick notes to one another. He erased the last message my mother had left, then scribbled something on it and placed it up to the camera for me to read.

“Friend?” I said aloud. That made no sense. I already knew he and the others were tyrants. He held the board there for a few more seconds, then he erased his word. After another quick scribble, he put the board up again.

“Help?” Why was he asking me for help? “Hold on,” I said aloud, yet wondering at the same time why I bothered to speak. I think he was trying to say that he was a friend. “Is he trying to tell me he’s a friend and here to help?”

Before my words even registered with my brain, my head shook in response. There was no way I was going to trust some stranger tonight, especially one who appeared to know my parents had been murdered tonight and didn’t seem bothered by the gore of it all.

“Yeah, mister. You can go back to the rock you climbed out from under.” I continued to converse with myself. “Wait a minute. If you know someone is hidden behind these security cameras, do you know where I am or how to get to me?” After staring at the camera for a few minutes, he turned and walked away. I watched as he continued to walk around, moving the mess around the others had made. What were all these men looking for?

He stayed over an hour, constantly searching, ever listening, and glancing up at the one hidden camera he’d figured out. He went up to the alarm pad, raising his hand to it, but he didn’t touch it. He appeared confused or unsure. Then he turned and left.

The quiet in the safe room had not bothered me until then, but suddenly, I felt all alone. I’d felt sort of alone most of my life, being an only child. But now, wow, this was really what alone felt like.

Breathe in. Breathe out. I glanced at the clock, and it was four in the morning. I wanted to go up and say ‘goodbye’ to my parents, but I dared not. If all these men had found us and this lone person had found us, there might be more.

I realized I was in for an extended stay in the saferoom. I reminded myself I’d done it before, many times. Not under these circumstances, though. But my mom and dad trained me properly on how to survive by staying hidden until it was safe for me to leave. I had to come up with a strategy to make myself stay put, to not panic, and to get out of this place as soon as possible, but only when I was one hundred percent sure it was safe to leave.

“Well, Oliver,” I said to the room. “I guess it’s you and me for a bit, huh?” The words came out and, as if hoping that Oliver somehow was a person and not an empty room, I waited fruitlessly for an answer.

I’d need to stay in a routine. I’d have to eat, sleep, and focus. I fell asleep on the bed after what seemed like forever trying to implement a plan. A plan for me to survive. A plan to avenge my parents. A plan to live my life without them. I must have fallen asleep at some point, only to groan in my dreams and wake up with swollen eyes.
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The Threshold


DAY 0 - Oliver





Ireceived the call around one-thirty in the morning. I awoke from a dead sleep to the alert on my phone. Before I answered it, dread filled my soul. The impossible could not have happened, could it? Jared and Elissa were scheduled to leave within only a few hours. 

I reached for my phone as I ran my hand over my face, trying to wake up. The alert, a screeching so annoying it was impossible to ignore , was the signal for us to sign in on the computer. Any message that was of such a high security risk to post on our encrypted phones must be dire.

I turned off the alert, which would let The Firm know I’d received it. Then I stumbled to my office to sign in, stubbing my toe on the edge of my desk because my brain would not shake the cobwebs despite my hackles on high alert. I sat down and signed in, using my fingertip security as I rubbed my toe with my other hand.

“Team,” Richard sat at his own desk in a bathrobe as he addressed us. “I have unfortunate news. The Draco’s were hit.” We always used our code names, rather than our real names, despite the heavy security in these encrypted meetings. He paused for the devastating news to sink in as our team of four others watched in grave dismay. 

“Just after oh one hundred, a security breach was reported. I began confirmation of the breach without delay, which was verified. Draco and Rogue have both been compromised and terminated.” He paused again, but this time it was to regain his composure. Although we were highly trained operatives, we were a family.

“The thing is,” he continued, “there appears to be a third party who must be in their saferoom. It was accessed during the invasion. At first, it was thought that Draco and Rogue had escaped, but security within the house clearly shows they did not. I need someone to get to the house and ensure that TAP has not breached the saferoom and attained access to the Draco’s computer system.”

“I’ll do it,” I spoke up before anyone else had a chance. “I am the closest to their house.” I was less than an hour away, but even if I’d been five hours away, I would have volunteered.

“Very well. Titan, be careful. Do not engage the intruders. Confirm the house is vacated prior to entering. That’s an order.” I nodded in response. I could tell by the strain in his voice, Richard was as affected by Jared and Elissa’s death as I was. And he knew that if Jared or Elissa were alive, I’d jump in to save them if I could. But since they were already expired, I wasn’t foolish enough to engage assassins who were powerful enough to take on two of our best agents. 

“See if you can locate the microchip Draco attained on this week’s mission. I’m sure TAP attempted to retrieve it while there. Report back to me asap.” I nodded again. We all signed off. That’s when I realized no one else had said a word, all too stunned to respond.

I sat in my chair for a moment, both trying to come alert and trying to reconcile my personal feelings about my friends’ deaths. I wouldn’t allow the moment to overtake me because it would cloud my judgment. I would observe every detail I could take in to find which cell within TAP did this and avenge my friends. 

Chatter had been intense for the past week, with multiple sources reporting that Jared and Elissa Fitzpatrick were targets marked for immediate expulsion. I couldn’t let that happen. They had mentored me for years, ever since I’d come to The Firm straight out of Navy SEALS. If there was anyone here I was close to, it was them. Not that we hung out. They were more private than most of us, choosing to keep to themselves.

I’d asked Jared not long after I started working here why the two of them never worked together. After all, the other couple that was married within The Firm worked together a lot. Jared said they didn’t want their focus to be on one another while on assignment. I got it, sort of. I mean, I’d loved no one to the point of them distracting me from my job, but whatever.

I heard when they first got married, they did work together. They only instated their self-imposed rule after a few years. Elissa must have gone through a difficult time at some point. She had taken a sabbatical for about a year long before I worked here. My coworkers told me that when she returned to work, the couple decided they would no longer work together, or even at the same time. So, now, if Jared worked, Elissa would be off work and vice versa.

Was it odd? Sure, but no one questioned it. After all, The Firm tried to be as lenient with us as possible since there were so many rules that were nonnegotiable. It was a strict, disciplined lifestyle, not for many people. The Firm, enlisted most of its recruits from a specialized military school, which took in highly intelligent orphaned preteens. Kids who had tried and failed to make it in homes and schools, which couldn’t accommodate their exceptional IQs, inquisitive minds, and energy. Kids who needed more- more attention, more challenges, and more discipline.

The Surveillance Agent Military School, SAMS for short, was the most secretive and high-level military training camp in existence. Almost exclusively, its students had no family and no one who knew they existed. Some of the students didn’t make it to graduation day due to the vigorous physical training. Others were unable to take the pressure of vital mental training.

Either way, the government didn’t want concerned parents to snoop around to see what happened to their kids, hence the avenue of reaching out to orphanages as their last resort for children who needed more. Because of the military camp’s reputation for demanding excellence and because of its acronym, we affectionately referred to it as ‘Uncle SAMS’. The students who came from there were ‘Uncle SAMS kids’. Jared and Elissa were Uncle SAMS kids, some of the best to graduate from there.

They were respected within The Firm and more so within our unit, even though they socialized very little with the rest of us. We figured they just wanted their down time to be work free. At least, that’s the way it had been for the past almost twenty years. I heard rumors that prior to their lifestyle change, they used to socialize quite a bit. Oh well. Regardless of their preferred social status, I’d found my way into their life more than most.

Jared spent extra time with me when I first came on board about eight years ago. With my Navy SEAL training, I didn’t need babysitting, yet there was a whole host of training when it came to the other side of our job, the dark side. The side that made each of us a target within the organization known as TAP.

The Transnational Agents of Power was an international organization of trained assassins. TAP is an umbrella organization—a powerful syndicate of trained assassins. Unlike The Firm, who eliminated international threats to society, TAP killed the agents who kept the good and bad ratio of the world in balance. Whereas we, The Firm, only killed the worst of the terrorist who couldn’t be taken out by more traditional means. TAP was the one whose chatter we followed to ensure our safety. They were the ones who targeted Jared and Elissa. Being targeted by TAP was a side effect of being exceptional at our jobs.

As my unit listened to the encrypted messages about their plans to annihilate two of our best agents, we cringed. We were aware of TAP’s success rate. The only way to avoid their target was to go underground after feigning death because, even if one group of assassins failed, they would send another and another until the job was done.

It was the highest compliment to be targeted by TAP since they typically only marked heads of state, political activists, or high-profile movers and shakers. When they marked a member of The Firm, it meant he or she was exceptionally good at their job. TAP felt the only way to get them out of the way was to eliminate them. TAP had only murdered an agent in The Firm twice in our hundred-year history. Three other agents took the undercover retirement in lieu of death.

Despite the odds, The Firm gathered its resources and prepared to relocate Jared and Elissa to an undisclosed location and prepare to fake their deaths. They would never be able to work again, but the U.S. government would take care of them financially for life. The only problem was Jared and Elissa refused to comply with the expedited plan.

I tried to talk with them many times, but they wouldn’t budge. The only plan they would agree to, was to relocate to another of their multiple homes around the world, all of which were supposedly also secret. Everyone knew that, yet there were no guarantees. If TAP knew about their other locations, they would be as obvious a mark in Paris or Shanghai or South America as they were right here in New York.

They agreed to relocate but wanted to wait one week. No explanation. No compromise. No counter proposal. They wanted a one-week extension. Even as powerful as The Firm is, they could not force them to go prior to their self-imposed deadline.

So, our boss, Richard Stewart, laid down the word that they had one week and not a day more. If it had been any one of the rest of us, there’s no way he would have conceded, but Jared and Elissa had been with The Firm longer than Richard, so they pretty much threw their weight behind their choice and got their way.

They were scheduled to proceed to Shanghai, China at oh six hundred. The entire team would breathe a little easier once they were on their flight.

That flight would never come.

The microchip, a souvenir Jared had obtained on his last mission just this week, contained the identities of the higher ups in the TAP program, and other top-tier classified information. Jared wouldn’t even say all the info it contained in case the line was tapped. It was a feat only an experienced professional could retrieve, and, no doubt, at least part of the reason TAP had marked him.

I jumped in a cold shower to wake up and threw a pod in the coffeemaker as I dried off and got dressed. Part of me berated myself for taking the time to shower, but in reality, there was nothing I could do for my friends now. If TAP had breached the safe room, then they had retrieved what they wanted and would be gone long before I could get there. My ten-minute wake up shower made me more alert and was therefore purposeful.

Once I got in my Porsche 911 S/T, I pulled their address up on my GPS. The thought that I’d never been to their house for a cookout, a party, or even a drink suddenly struck me as odd. My friends, my mentors, who I felt most close to on the team, had never once invited me to their home. That I now headed to it, knowing they were dead, made me feel both sad and intrusive.

For the duration of the drive, the grief of losing them seeped into my bones. Every ten miles or so, I’d shake my head to clear my thoughts. After several attempts, I put an audiobook in to force myself to concentrate on anything other than what I was about to witness. I’d been a fool to volunteer for this. Yet, my loyalty to Jared and Elissa made me glad I did, regardless of how the image I was about to witness would haunt me.

Richard mentioned a third person at the house. I wish I’d asked more questions. His assumption was that the mercenaries from TAP had breached the safe room. I highly doubted that was possible. Each of us had them in our residences, yet it was against protocol for us to share with one another where it was located for our own safety. In the event one of us was captured, it was best to only know limited information about the others. Regardless of how horrifically we were tortured, we couldn’t tell what we didn’t know.

Once I was able to complete my search, I’d set the permanent alarm, which would cause the house to self-destruct. It was yet another precaution that The Firm insisted so that no one acquired any information outside our agency. We had too many secrets to leave behind to put a house on the market and sell it or for another agent to move into the house. It was caution beyond overkill, but a necessary evil the government felt was unavoidable. I must find that microchip. Richard planned to retrieve it from the airport in the morning before they left for Shanghai. Now it was up to me to find it, an impossible task.

I pulled up to the manor, tall and majestic. Most of us agents kept smaller homes in the city, likely because most of us were single, like me. We couldn’t employ domestic help due to security reasons, so we only purchased homes that were big enough for one, not mansions, which required a lot of upkeep. We weren’t home long enough to get attached, anyway.

When I arrived, I passed by their home and parked on the street. I put my gun between my waist and my pants and stepped from my car. I tipped toed towards the house, looking in every direction. There was no sign of anyone. As I topped the hill, I continued to keep a low profile, sneaking around to circle the house. At each window, I peered inside. It was quiet. I couldn’t see all the rooms, of course, and definitely not upstairs. But after circling the perimeter, I was confident it was clear.

Coming back to the front, I found the door was ajar. The assassins must have been confident the house was empty, or they wouldn’t have left. I said a prayer that they hadn’t retrieved the chip. Taking my gun, I stepped inside my friends' home for the first time. Despite the mess of an extensive search, I could see the house had been beautiful. I’d never given it any thought. Jared and Elissa were both always well put together. No doubt, that fashion sense carried over to their home.

When I reached the kitchen towards the back of the home, glass spewed everywhere from the windows that used to fill the back walls of the house. Glass crunched under my boots, which made me scan the room again, safeguarding I was still alone.

As I turned, I saw them. Ropes secured their bodies to chairs in the dining room with their backs to me. I crunched more glass as I approached them. I checked for any sign of life. There was none. The verification of their death hit me hard.

I stood before them, holding on to the tiny piece of me that reminded me I must contain my emotions and get the job done. In one last act of respect for them, I saluted them both.

I couldn’t explain the sensation I got as I walked around the house. TAP had been thorough in their quest, but I searched relentlessly regardless. There was always a chance they missed it. Jared could have hidden the microchip anywhere, even on their bodies.

I made my way upstairs and that’s when I got the surprise of my life. A child’s room. How was that possible? It was impossible to determine how old the girl was, and it was certainly a girl from the décor. I was no expert, but I’d guess at least a teenager from the music on her phone. It was the only personal information on her phone. No numbers saved, no photos.

If this was Jared and Elissa’s daughter, and it had to be, there was no other explanation, then she had maintained an equally private, secret life as those required by The Firm. That was good. It meant TAP would have as difficult a time finding her as I would. 

Was she the third person hiding in the safe room Richard referred to? Did he know about our friends having a child? Where was their safe room? I didn’t want to leave a child alone amongst this horrific mess. I hoped TAP hadn’t harmed her. More so, I hoped they had not kidnapped her. It was unthinkable what they might do if she was in their custody.

The only fact I knew for sure was that I could not set the permanent alarm, not with the possibility a person, especially a child, still occupying the house.

After searching upstairs to no avail, I made my way back to the dining room. The hidden security camera would be impossible for anyone to find except that each of us in The Firm possessed the same camera cover up of a decorative small statue. Theirs was sitting in plain sight inside their china hutch. Mine sat on a knick-knack shelf in my living room. It was the only camera The Firm was allowed to monitor in order to know if we’d been compromised.

An idea came to me that, if someone was hidden in the safe room, and if they could see me, perhaps I could communicate to her that I was on her side.

The chalk board I found was small, but I wrote ‘friend’ on it. How likely was it that a child would come out of hiding after what she must have witnessed tonight? I don’t know what I expected. Did I think she’d rush out and jump into my arms? I scribbled ‘help’ on it next. I looked around for paper to leave a note, thinking she might come out once I left. The mess that filled the room was impossible to find any writing instruments or paper.

Well, hopefully she would decipher that at least one friend was here. I would return, more prepared next time to let her know I was on her side. Just before leaving, I went to their alarm pad, torn about leaving evidence behind versus the possibility of killing a child. It only took a moment to realize I couldn’t take a chance. I left the home exposed without destroying it.

I was about to call Richard once I was in my car. For some reason I couldn’t put my finger on, I stopped. The Firm forbade us to have children. It was too much of a liability, too much at stake. People who ignored rules from the government tended to disappear without a trace. The only people who knew we existed were each other. It was a brutal reality, yet we all saw the logic in it. This lifestyle was nowhere to raise a child.

Then it became clear to me. Jared and Elissa had stopped working together almost twenty years ago, right after Elissa took a year off. They claimed she was burned out at the time, but no one ever talked about it.

I would do some digging in their files to narrow down the dates Elissa took sabbatical. I was confident it was her pregnancy, not burnout, that instigated her extended vacation. Once she returned to work, she and Jared must have decided they would take turns working while the other stayed with their daughter. It was brilliant, yet risky, that The Firm would connect the dots. They likely didn’t work together or at the same time, in case one was injured or worse. At least the other one would survive to care for the baby.

I would keep their secret, even if I wasn’t sure it mattered anymore. Although, on second thought, it did. Because TAP now realized the same issue I figured out. If Jared and Elissa had a child, they might very well have hidden the microchip with or on her. I had to find out if she was still alive or if she’d been kidnapped. I vowed to my dead friends to protect their offspring at all costs, including protecting her from my own organization.

Yet, I couldn’t tell Richard I hadn’t set the permanent alarm, essentially demolishing the place, without good cause. With a plan in place, I grabbed a burner phone from my console and dialed emergency services to report a rowdy neighbor. It would be better for the local police to find the crime scene now, than for TAP to be able to come back and search it again.

Then I told my car to call Bossman. “It’s a mess, Richard. I won’t lie. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life. I searched it as well as I could, but I had to leave. I heard sirens in the distance.”

“So, you weren’t able to set the alarm?”

“No way, man. With the time buffer, the first responders would have been in the thick of it by the time it detonated. I’m not doing that to them.”

“No, no. That was a good decision. Once they clean the crime scene, you’ll need to go back and set it. I doubt they’ll do an inspection close enough to find the chip tonight.”

“No way. I’d bet it’ll take them days, if not a week, to clear the mess enough to look for anything. Also, they don’t even know to look for it. I’ll go back when they get the bodies out and the coast clears. Maybe in daylight, when I’m not rushed, I might get lucky.”

“Yep. Sounds like a plan. I’ll meet you at the office around oh eight hundred for a full briefing with the team.”

“Sure. Sure. Bring doughnuts,” I added. Richard’s laugher filled my small car as he hung up.

After hours at the office, making my report and briefing everyone that I’d basically found nothing, I returned home. I was beat. I’d gotten maybe two hours of sleep. I’d return to Jared’s house tomorrow and find that microchip.

DAY 1

Krista

I began a diary of sort. It was the best way I could figure to stay focused and to brainstorm with myself. The security alarm went off again, screaming from the previous silence in the room. 

“Poole, poole, poole, poole, duh, duh, duh, duh,” over and over until my brain caught up with my ears to alert me. I jumped up and ran to the computer to turn off the alarm.

The security footage revealed a sudden influx of police and individuals wearing white, tissue-like clothing into the house. I sat, mesmerized, as they took fingerprints, wrote notes, and surveyed the house. I dared not glimpse at the dining room. The thought of what my parents must look like now was too much. I ran to the bathroom, gagging yet able to stop before I got sick. I stayed in the bathroom with a cold, wet cloth on my head for a long time. When I came out at last, I glimpsed at the screens in front of me.

The tissue clad workers laid a drape over their bodies, which someone had unstrapped from the chairs where they’d died. Tears stung my eyes, but I was thankful that a blanket covered them, at least. After several more minutes, they took my parents’ lifeless bodies out of the house.

I turned up the audio feeds from several rooms, hoping for clues. But none of the voices sounded like they knew more than I did. They were just cleaning up a mess. Which raised the question—how did they even know there was a mess to clean up?

Our alarm system wasn’t designed to notify the police in case of an invasion. That had always baffled me. Dad had installed state-of-the-art surveillance, yet deliberately skipped the one feature that could’ve summoned help.

So then… who had alerted the authorities? It wasn’t like neighbors would randomly stop by, and no one would bat an eye if we didn’t answer our phones for a few days. The only explanation I could come up with? A government cleanup crew. Sent to quietly erase any evidence of how they deal with mafia defectors. They certainly wouldn’t want this kind of chaos making headlines.

I watched them for hours until I realized I was starving. How I had an appetite after what I’d been through, I had no idea. But I went to the pantry and saw some fake eggs I could scramble along with some fake cheese. It was a meal. That’s all I cared about. I’d get more creative later.

After eating, I got on the stair-master to get a little exercise, not that I wanted to, but these were two key strategies I knew to be helpful both with stress and to keep in shape, since I couldn’t be active down here.

More than any other fact, I understood I needed to stay in my prime to survive. I must do what I didn’t want to do if I were to have any hope. I did my Krav Maga practice exercises, which worked my heartbeat up. Then I showered and went straight to work. The safe room, Oliver, truly had every need covered. I even found tampons in the bathroom. Thanks, mom.

I made a list of everything I knew about my parents, really knew. Where they said they were born and raised, how they met, everything I could remember. It was entirely possible they’d lied about these facts, like they had lied about so many things. But why would they need to lie about that? So, maybe that intel would help fill in some missing pieces.

Then I made a list of all they’d taught me. They must have thought through their reasoning behind each lesson. What they’d taught me were not random subjects. They’d taught me languages where we had homes around the world. Had they expected me to flee to one of them? As I typed my list into my new folder, it occurred to me there was no way my parents would have made such extensive preparations without leaving me some clue of how to survive.

My dad had lots of files on the computer, more than I would have figured were necessary for a computer whose only purpose was to be used in the event of an emergency. It took some digging, but I found several that had our family photos on them, encrypted so the average computer nerd would not find them. Hidden for safekeeping. As I looked through the albums and albums of photographs and videos, the grief of losing them, of seeing them die, hit me fresh. I had to take a break and yell and scream some more. The forlorn angst of my situation hit me like a tidal wave, slamming the air out of my lungs over and over again.

I was eighteen, just barely, and orphaned, with no clue how I was supposed to live my life completely alone. The immediate despondent shock lifted at last, at least for now, and I was able to take a deep breath again.

For lunch I found a frozen lasagna in the freezer and nuked it in the microwave. Thank heavens for dad and mom stocking Oliver with most of my favorites. Back at the computer, I found a letter from each of my parents, clearly addressed to me in the event of my survival. When I saw the file with them, a load of grief and guilt hit me afresh.

I couldn’t bring myself to read them. Not yet. I needed another moment to absorb the shock of it all, again. I’d cried so much that my eyes were swollen almost shut. I grabbed an icepack from the freezer and laid it on my face for a minute as I rested.

The next thing I knew, I woke up. Two hours had gone by. I reprimanded myself for wasting time. I told myself I had to be tough. I needed to stay focused. I couldn’t stay in this cocoon forever. I’d have to sprout wings and fly out of here. Just the thought of leaving gripped my heart and fear filled me. Even though my parents had prepared me, I’d never actually traveled alone. They would occasionally have me oversee the travel plans. Yet, overseeing going on a trip and going on a trip by myself was different.

I rose and grabbed some pork rinds and went back to the computer. I must force myself to focus, which meant reading the letters dad and mom had written me, understanding any instructions they might have left me, and creating a plan to escape. I opened my father’s letter first, figuring my mother’s would be even more difficult to get through.

My dear child,

If you’re reading this, then it means your mother and I have been compromised. First, let me say I am so sorry we left you without a thorough explanation, but it was necessary. Your mother and I are in a secret government organization we refer to as The Firm but must remain unnamed in case this computer is compromised. I’m afraid I will have to remain vague for the same reason. 

You might have figured out by now that we have tried to train you in how to care for yourself. Having you was a completely selfish desire. My only regret is that I am not going to continue to be there to love and support you.

You’ll find more instructions at the next place. We discussed going to a certain city before your party, remember? Do not go there now. If we’ve been compromised here, it’s possible that location was discovered as well. Until you can verify that the location is secure, do not go there. 

Instead, go to the place where we lived when you got your ears pierced. Again, sorry for the vagueness, but I’m sure you understand now. Under the bed, you’ll discover a bag filled with money, instructions on how to retrieve more, along with passports with different names. One issue you do not have to worry about is money, at least not for a long time. Use your favorite disguise to throw them off. If we are gone, they know we have a child, although little else about you. You must evade them at all costs.

Remember your training, look over your shoulder, trust no one. I have left you information at each place to protect the information as a whole. When you leave, set the permanent alarm on your way out. This will cause the home to be destroyed, so make sure you have all you need before you go.

I love you with all my heart, sweetheart. Keep your mother and me in your heart. I’m so very sorry to leave you alone in the world. At least you are well prepared. Be confident and when, and only when, you know it is safe to leave, then go out as we showed you how to do. 

Dad

I had really hoped he’d give me more than that. I understood he couldn’t divulge everything, but seriously? Go to the next home incognito and I’ll tell you more??? Just how very alone I was in the world hit me afresh and I screamed to release the angst that filled me. I reread the letter to ensure I’d gathered all I needed from it.

I remembered exactly where I got my ears pierced, just as he knew I would. I had all the addresses memorized. I wouldn’t purchase an airline ticket until I got to the airport, another caution we always observed. So, I’d bide my time and when I was ready and the coast was clear, I’d go. I’d be safe at the new location, I guessed. He wouldn’t send me there if he wasn’t sure I’d be safe.

I double checked the monitors. Every one of them was quiet and still, almost too quiet. I put some music on to break the deafening silence, forcing myself to dance. But dancing only brought back memories of my party. And those brought back all the reasons I was hiding here alone. Guilt consumed me once again.

At last, I decided to go to sleep. I’d only gotten a few hours so far, and the mental exhaustion weighed more heavily on me than the physical restrictions of remaining in this small apartment of a saferoom. I couldn’t deal with mom’s letter yet.

“Tomorrow,” I told myself. “Tomorrow, mom, I’ll read yours. Please have written more to me than dad did.”
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