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      Klaus and Hanna stood on a peeling wooden porch at sunrise, surveying the picture-perfect scene before them. Klaus’ Gramma Claudia’s farm sprawled in an idyllic series of hills, sheds, fences, and green grass over six acres of eastern Tennessee foothills.

      “I’m shocked she’s kept it up this long on her own,” Klaus remarked as he sat on the porch step and wrangled on muddy boots. “Too bad we never knew Gramma existed. Otherwise, I would have come here sooner.”

      Hanna sat beside him, the morning sunlight making her smile radiant. “It’s beautiful,” she remarked softly. She was wearing paint-stained overalls and Gramma’s boots, her hair thrown up in a messy bun with wisps that framed her face perfectly. She picked up the basket padded with a gingham cloth and eyed him. “Sure you don’t want to put your hair up?”

      “Why, so I can have a man bun?” Klaus scoffed. “No, thanks.”

      “Here, let me do it. I won’t make it a man bun.” Hanna grabbed a black elastic off her wrist and gave him a stern look when he refused to move. “Turn around, stubborn-head. I won’t have you complaining about chicken gunk in your hair later.”

      Klaus sighed and obeyed. “Fine.” He tried to resist smiling as Hanna’s fingers ran through his hair but failed. He’d been stubborn on purpose—to ensure that she put his hair up for him. He wasn’t about to let her know that, though.

      Her nimble fingers worked his hair into a low ponytail much like the ones his alter ego Desert Wind used to wear, minus the slicked-back, gelled texture.

      “There. Perfectly manly.” She kissed his cheek, smirked at him, and took the basket off the porch. “You ready?”

      Klaus took a deep breath, then let it out as a contented sigh. He picked up the bucket of feed and nodded. “Yep.”

      They walked side by side in an amiable silence until they reached the little red chicken coop. Already the multi-colored rooster strutted around the yard, his call echoing across the farm and rousting the other animals from sleep.

      The Smoky Mountains lay covered with a sleepy fog in the distance, a sight that made Klaus a little homesick. The Carpathians looked like that from the grounds of the Academy.

      Hanna unlatched the gate, and they stepped through into the nearly-empty yard. Klaus heard the muffled chatters and clucks of hens from within the coop. The rooster strutted right up to his foot and turned his beady eye on Klaus’ face.

      “Yeah, I know, I’m not Gramma,” Klaus teased. “We’re just here to get breakfast.” He traipsed after Hanna who was busily inspecting the coop.

      “You see a latch or a door anywhere?” She called.

      “Over here.” Klaus saw a ramp leading up to a well-hidden door made to look like the siding of the red coop. With a little searching, his fingers found the latch and undid it.

      The door swung open and several white and brown hens meandered through and down the ramp.

      “Morning, girls,” Hanna called in a sing-song voice.

      Klaus began spreading handfuls of feed on the ground, and the hens rushed him with an excited conundrum of clucks and shrieks.

      “Sheesh! Back up, it’s just a little grain. Ow!” He swatted one away as she pecked at his shin.

      Hanna laughed from the side of the coop as Klaus desperately tried to find a path through the marauding birds, nearly tripping over one. “Come on, D-Dubs. It’s just a few chickens.”

      Klaus rolled his eyes. “Forgive me for not being Farmer Brown. Besides, you have the easy job.”

      “Maybe.” She jerked her head, inviting him over. “You want to grab a few eggs?”

      Klaus eyed the square-shaped holes in the far side of the coop and watched as Hanna pulled her arm out and deposited three eggs—one brown, one turquoise, and one spotted—into the basket. She’d already harvested about a dozen.

      “You’d think you were raised on a farm,” Klaus remarked.

      “Nah. I just learn fast.” She winked at him and pointed to the hole nearest him. “Go ahead. It’s fun.”

      Klaus scrunched up his mouth dubiously, but he obeyed. He felt wet straw and grimaced. As his fingers moved side to side, he felt the smooth, round surface of an egg and grabbed it out.

      “Good!” Hanna beamed as he put the still-wet egg in the basket.

      “I think Henrietta had just laid that one,” Klaus muttered.

      “That’s okay, we can wash our hands over there.” Hanna pointed toward a bucket and spigot near the fence of the chicken yard. “Just a few more holes to go.”

      Klaus helped, making the process go much faster, and he even began to enjoy it when he happened upon a nest with half a dozen eggs, most of which were the pretty turquoise color Hanna had drawn out earlier.

      “Six! Beat that.”

      Hanna laughed. “Hey, that’s a good haul. That’ll feed, like, one of your brothers?”

      Klaus snorted. “Yeah. Kieran, maybe. He’s a sucker for omelettes.”

      “I’m sure your Gramma makes the best omelettes,” Hanna gushed.

      “I’m sure she does.”

      They walked to the spigot and washed their hands, and Klaus became aware of every glistening drop of water splashing against his boots and the coldness of it on his hands as it soothed his anxious magic into submission.

      If only life could be this simple.

      “You look thoughtful,” Hanna remarked as she turned off the water.

      Klaus glanced at her with half a grin. “Yeah.” He shifted his gaze out to the rising sun. “I’m happy to be here with you and with Tati, Kieran, Kris, Becca, and everybody. It feels a little like a vacation and a family reunion all in one, but it can’t last, you know?”

      Hanna studied him. “What do you mean?”

      “Eventually, my mother will try and find us, and I’m sure she won’t be happy when she does. Eventually, we will have to move on from here. We won’t ever be able to settle and have simplicity until we face her. After everything we’ve been through already, I just want simplicity. I want stability and routines. I want the sun to rise and set and I don’t want to have to guess any more than I have to about what tomorrow will bring. I want to be an adult on my own terms and stop being terrified of what my mom might do to us.”

      Hanna nodded thoughtfully. Her cold fingers wrapped around his bicep as they walked slowly back toward Gramma’s house. “You and your family deserve stability and peace more than anybody I know,” she said softly.

      “So do you,” Klaus replied. “You and Becca have been through far too much. Now you have lost the security of your own home, and it’s because of me.”

      “No. Not because of you.” She eyed him sternly. “You have no control over what Aurora does and you never have. All you’ve ever done is try to protect me. You should know by now, Klaus, that I want to protect you, too.” She slipped her hand down his arm and twined her fingers through his. “I’ve stuck by your side through fires and storms, and I’m not going anywhere. No matter what we have to face next.”

      Klaus gazed at her. His heart flipped, then settled warmly in his chest.

      His Tati was right. Hanna was his guardian angel just as much as he’d always tried to be hers. He didn’t want to face the storms ahead without her by his side, and if he took Kevin’s advice, he wouldn’t have to.

      His thoughts drifted to the special secret he’d made and kept hidden in the pocket of every pair of pants he’d worn for weeks. He resisted the urge to feel for it and squeezed Hanna’s fingers instead.

      He’d give it to her soon. Very soon.

      “Te iubesc,” he murmured. “I don’t deserve you, my queen, but I am certainly glad you are here.”

      Hanna kissed his cheek—the second time that morning—and wrapped an arm around his waist.

      “Good, because I’m staying.”

      Klaus paused with her on the porch steps. He set down the basket of eggs, cupped her face in his hands, and pressed a lingering, warm kiss to her forehead.

      “Love you,” Hanna said shyly. Her cheeks were the most wonderful shade of pink, and Klaus couldn’t help but let his fingers trace her soft skin.

      “Love you, too.”

      The porch door swung open with a squeak.

      “Hey, are we kissing or cooking?” Kris demanded, his eyebrow arched teasingly. “Coffee’s getting cold.”

      “Kris!” Klaus rolled his eyes and dropped his hand as Hanna scoffed.

      “Way to ruin the moment, bro.” Hanna picked up the basket of eggs and punched Kris’ arm as she passed.

      Kris winked at Klaus as he held the door open for him. “Very sweet, baby brother. Always knew there was a Casanova in there somewhere.”

      “You’re one to talk,” Klaus huffed. “I haven’t seen you stop kissing Sylvie since we arrived.”

      “Once you are a newlywed, you will understand.” Kris ruffled Klaus’ hair and moved to the sink to help Hanna wash the eggs.

      Klaus gulped. His cheeks warmed. If he had his way, he’d be asking Hanna to marry him soon. How quickly would they get married? How long before they, too, would be newlyweds enraptured with the glow of marital bliss?

      He smiled stupidly in spite of himself, then brushed the thought away before his knees could get too weak.

      Hopefully, it wouldn’t be long at all.
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      Kurt stepped onto the hot island sands of Puerto Rico, his eye on the hammock cradling Sheena’s sleeping form near the shore. It swayed gently in the wind, but even from this distance, he could hear the tears and the pain in her sleep-talking voice.

      He glanced around. The turquoise water was still and calm, the sunset faded and bled red into the indigo over his head, and no other vacationers lingered nearby. No one would pay him any mind.

      He hurried into the shelter of the palm trees and carefully approached the hammock.

      The sight of Sheena’s raw, red, freckled cheeks sent a dagger through his heart. It had been months since he’d allowed himself so close. Though he’d healed rapidly from his lightning-wrought injuries under the watchful eye of Hanna’s memory-Edited, mountaineer parents, he’d spent weeks since then checking in on his family, Hanna, and Sheena, never daring to let himself be noticed.

      But as Sheena had grown thinner and more despondent, as her liveliness and good humor had faded to dull apathy because of her grief, he knew he couldn’t allow her to keep believing the lie he’d crafted to keep himself and his family safe.

      That was why he was here on this island to visit her, with every fiber of his being urging him to reach for her and gather her in his arms.

      Her outstretched arm moved and her fingers twitched, and he froze in place.

      “Don’t leave,” she muttered.

      He studied her eyes. They moved rapidly behind her closed eyelids. Her auburn brows scrunched and she gave a muffled sob.

      He relaxed and took a few steps closer. She was dreaming, and likely dreaming of him, if the meager surveillance he’d gathered on the Callahans before was anything to go by.

      He’d meant to set her free to live life abundantly, not to grieve him for months and lose the glow that had brought him so much joy for the few months he’d been in control of her fate.

      He knelt beside her hammock and reached instinctively for her outstretched hand, then paused.

      Was this really the best idea? Was he ready to be known again?

      “Please,” Sheena mumbled. “Please, Kurt. Don’t leave me.”

      His heart twisted and broke, shattering his doubts with it.

      Well. He couldn’t turn back now.

      He curled his fingers around hers. “I’m here,” he whispered.

      Her skin was slick with sweat despite the pleasant breeze rushing through the palms. A low, keening moan welled in her chest, and she shook with sobs.

      Kurt brushed a stray curl out of her face and carefully leaned over her to murmur in her ear. “Sheena. It’s alright. I’m here. Please don’t cry.”

      She pulled in a long, noisy breath. Kurt left some space between them as she blinked awake. Her eyes crossed, then focused on him. Her brow furrowed.

      Then she gasped, shrieked, and almost tumbled out of the hammock trying to crawl away from him.

      “Who the heck are you?” She demanded, eyeing his half-mask with terror. “What do you want?”

      Kurt put his hands up and kicked himself internally. He should have remembered he looked much different now. Even Sheena didn’t recognize him with his hidden eye, facial hair, and long, shaggy mane.

      “It’s alright. I’m not going to hurt you. I heard you crying. I was checking on you.”

      Her gaze fixated on his prosthetic fingers. “How did you know my name?”

      Kurt smiled. “I know you.”

      She peered at him suspiciously, taking in his whole appearance—his hair, his mask, the scars on his chest which were visible under the open vest he wore. Her brow furrowed more and more the longer she looked.

      “Do you work here or something?” She asked. Her gaze flicked up to his good eye, and he moved into the light of a nearby tiki torch for her benefit. Her mouth dropped open a bit and her eyes glittered with moisture. “Um. You look a lot like…” She sniffed and wiped at her eyes. “Sorry. I’m acting like a fool right now.”

      Kurt shook his head. “You’re not a fool, my dear Miss Callahan.”

      Sheena froze, her blue eyes round and wondering. She clamped a hand over her mouth and shook her head, dissolving into sobs.

      “No,” she wept. “No, no, no. I thought I woke up already!”

      Kurt took that as his cue to move. He approached the hammock and knelt at her feet. “Sheena, it’s alright.” He grasped her hand.

      “Please stop,” she begged, her voice pitched high with tears. “I can’t take another cruel dream. Just let me wake up.”

      “You are awake,” Kurt insisted. “Let me prove it.”

      He stood and pulled her into his arms, and she let him, too weak from sobbing her eyes out to fight him. Then he settled back with her on the hammock and set it rocking to try and soothe her. He relished her scent, her warmth, the floral aroma of her hair and the way she nestled against him, desperately seeking comfort.

      “Mercy’s sakes,” Sheena breathed after a moment. She’d turned her head to the side against his shoulder, not daring to look at him again. “You even smell the same. I remember every freaking detail about you and this is what my brain does with them. It turns them into these dreams that torture me with hope.” Her voice cracked.

      Kurt picked up her hand and pressed his prosthetic fingers against her whole ones. “I’m not a dream, Sheena. Nor do I deserve to be a part of your dreams.”

      Sheena turned her head, startled by the leather and wood of his prosthetic. “I’m even making up stories now. Like you went through some kind of near-death experience and came back looking like a war vet.” She shivered as he traced her knuckle with a faux fingertip. “What the heck happened, boy?”

      “Do you really want to know?”

      She snuck a glance up at him and studied his good eye, then his mask.

      “Yeah. I want to know.” She gulped and settled her head back against his shoulder.

      “Very well.” He sighed. “After the lightning struck, I woke up buried in snow. I was found by travelers in the mountains who helped me recover. They couldn’t save my eye, but they managed to make me a prosthetic so I could use my hand again. And as for the scars…”

      She pulled back and took in the full extent of the dark zig-zags across his chest. “Yeah?”

      “They’re permanent, though they don’t affect my health. Well, I suppose sometimes I have arrhythmia, but thanks to my power, I can solve it with a snap of my fingers.” He demonstrated with his good hand, and Sheena lifted her hand toward the spark he’d created. “Go on. Touch it. It won’t hurt you.”

      She obeyed readily and watched the harmless blue sparks dance around her fingers. Then she looked up at him, looking like she was ready to cry again.

      “Sheena, love, don’t start that again,” he chuckled. “I can’t watch you cry any more tears over me. I’m not worth it.” He glanced away, his smile fading. “I’d hoped you would forget me and move on to a better life.”

      Sheena scoffed. “Like I could ever forget you.” She traced the edge of his half mask.

      “Take it off if you wish,” he murmured. He caught her hand and pressed a kiss to her palm. “I have nothing to hide from you anymore.”

      Sheena hesitated, studying him uncertainly until he nodded. Then she pried the mask away.

      He didn’t wince as her eyes widened. He didn’t flinch as she shut her eyes and covered her mouth and shook her head.

      “You did this…” She sniffed and gathered herself. “You did this for me?”

      Kurt nodded. “For you. For my twin and for your best friend, as well.” He traced one of the scars on his chest. “Poetic justice, isn’t it, for what I did to her?”

      Sheena huffed. She stared out at the gently swaying palms, gnawing her bottom lip as she thought.

      “Come here.” He pulled her close and pressed her ear to his heart. “Listen.”

      She settled against him and listened for a moment to his heart beat. Then her arms snaked around him and tightened, her tense frame relaxed, and her eyes closed again.

      “This is the best dream I’ve ever had,” she whispered. “It’s like you’re really here.”

      Kurt stifled a sigh. She still wouldn’t believe reality, and night was falling fast. He needed to leave before her parents came looking for her.

      “What can I do to make you believe I’m real, Sheena? Tell me. I’ll do it.”

      She looked up at him, and her eyes closed in contentment as he brushed his fingers along her cheek.

      “What’s your middle name?” She asked dreamily.

      Kurt chuckled. “Rafael,” he answered.

      “Rafael,” Sheena repeated. She studied him with a smile so tender and full of love that Kurt’s heart began to beat off-kilter.

      He hugged her, delighting in the way her face burrowed against his neck and her arms locked tight around him. “I have to go,” he whispered.

      “Please don’t.” Sheena wrapped her whole body around him like a koala, preventing him from getting up. Her words pierced his heart, echoes of the ones he’d heard her weeping as she dreamt.

      “I’ll come back,” he soothed. He stroked her red curls and her shoulder blades. “I promise.”

      She pulled back and looked at him sternly. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, boy.”

      “Have I ever broken a promise to you?” He teased, tapping the end of her nose as he spoke.

      “I want you to stay.” Her sternness melted away, replaced with a childlike longing.

      “If I stay, I’m in danger of breaking my first promise to you,” Kurt said. “And that promise is the most important of all.” He disentangled her limbs from around him and slipped off the hammock though every inch of him protested. “I will come back, though.”

      Sheena followed him off the hammock. “When?”

      Kurt plucked a hibiscus blossom from the bouquet at the end of the hammock and tucked it into her hair. “When the two brightest stars meet at the sunset for a kiss, I’ll meet you here again.”

      Sheena’s cheeks turned red, much to his delight, but she shot him a teasing grin. “Tell me like a normal person, boy.”

      “Alright, alright.” He lifted his hands and laughed again. “Just after sunset two days from now, look for Jupiter and Venus close to the setting sun in the west. I’ll be coming from that direction.” He took a step toward her. “Can you remember that, my love?”

      Sheena cast her eyes down at his feet and bit her grinning lips. “Of course.”

      “Good.” He took another step closer, unable to resist her bashful side.

      She glanced up at him, her eyes widening a bit, and unconsciously backed into the tree behind her.

      Seizing the opportunity, Kurt leaned his forearm against the trunk of the tree, right over her head, and closed the distance between them.

      Sheena’s hands splayed against his chest, and her steadfast blue gaze smoldered in the torch light, watching his every move as he bent to kiss her.

      He paused just shy of her lips as the harsh truth caught up with his romantic intentions.

      If he lost his senses, if he let raw desire and muscle memory play out with her, he would not be keeping his first promise to her. Not in the slightest.

      Though she’d kissed him before, there had been a cruel ticking clock and her safety on the line.

      Now it was dark and secluded, with only the torches to light their tryst, no one around to say when to stop...and a different security of hers on the line.

      He gulped. The rapid, shallow sound of her breath and the warmth of it against his lips urged him to abandon reason.

      He had to fight. He had to maintain the upper hand against his passion. Losing control had dragged him into many dark places in the past, most notably with Hanna. He would not let his troubled history repeat itself.

      I am in control here, he thought, over and over, repeating it like a mantra. It was a phrase the Skyes had used to help him regain agency over his lightning power while he healed, and he found it worked just as well to rein in his unchecked emotion as well.

      “Kurt?” Her trembling voice made him open his eyes.

      He gazed into her eyes and smiled. Then he carefully, lovingly, turned her face to expose her freckled cheek and planted a slow kiss there.

      He stepped back as soon as his lips left her skin. “Remember. Two days from now. I’m already counting the hours.”

      Sheena lifted a shaking hand to her cheek as she gazed at him. Her lips curled in a shy smile.

      “Don’t forget me, love.”

      She shook her head. “I could never forget you.”

      He smiled and blew her a kiss, then turned toward the dark shore.

      “Kurt?”

      He paused and glanced over his shoulder.

      Her eyes were earnest, her hand outstretched. She bit her lip before speaking. “I love you.”

      He turned fully to face her, the impact of her beautiful words drawing tears forcibly to his eyes.

      “Ai,” he whispered, placing a hand over his erratically-beating heart. “Te iubesc. I love you more.” A tear slipped down his cheek as he gazed at her smiling face a moment longer.

      Then he turned and forced himself down the beach.
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      Gramma Claudia sat between Klaus and Hanna on the faded, floral couch in her living room. A yellowed photo album lay across her lap.

      “Wow.” Klaus ran his fingers over a photo of three young men. His eyes welled with tears. “There’s Karl.” His fingertip paused on the one furthest to the left, a dark-haired teen with a mischievous smirk and shoulder-length hair.

      “I see the resemblance,” Hanna noted with quiet wonder. Klaus definitely had Karl’s nose and his hair color, plus his lanky build. She scanned the other two young men, picking out Kevin with his mahogany hair and Trembling Earth—Kingston—with his curlier, darker mane. “Goodness, they’re all so happy without their masks.”

      “They’re also much younger in this picture than they are now,” Gramma noted with a chuckle. She turned the page.

      A huge photo of a smiling, blonde bride alongside Karl made Hanna’s breath catch.

      “Oh, she’s beautiful,” Hanna said. “And look how handsome Karl is. They look so in love.”

      “They were,” Gramma Claudia said. Her voice wasn’t quite as chipper anymore.

      “How did they meet?”

      “They didn’t meet naturally. It was an arranged marriage.” Gramma’s eyes were distant and sad. “Madeleine was specifically chosen for her ice affinity. The boys’ father—your Grandpa, Klaus—picked her out from among the most loyal families for Karl. The two hit it off when they were introduced, and were inseparable after that. However, they didn’t quite see eye to eye on everything.”

      She turned the page again, showing a picture of Madeleine with a round, protruding belly and a beaming smile. Karl’s arm was draped around her shoulders and his hand protectively covered her tummy. “Karl wanted to raise his children a little differently than his father, while Madeleine was trained to do things the Sturm way. An interesting dilemma when you think about it. When Kris and Kieran were born, there were many fights and many tears. Karl called me so many times in utter defeat over her stubbornness.”

      “I thought they weren’t allowed to contact you,” Klaus noted.

      Gramma smiled mischievously. “Do you think that stopped them?” She turned the page again. This time Hanna could feel the strain and fatigue on both Madeleine and Karl’s faces as they held a pair of blue baby shoes in front of Madeleine’s pregnant belly. “This was their third pregnancy. As was tradition, Madeleine refused all ultrasounds. She already knew what she was having, and that was the next Lightning Bearer. She became more insistent that everything be done according to the way she’d been trained, while Karl became more distant and reserved. But there was certainly a surprise in store for them both.”

      Gramma’s face showed its age as she turned the next page. On it was a full-color photo of two tiny baby boys wrapped in blankets. One had a head of dark hair and a golden glow, while the other looked sickly and weak with hardly any hair at all.

      “Oh,” Hanna squealed. “How precious!”

      “That’s us,” Klaus said. “Me and Kurt.”

      “It sure is.” Gramma brushed her fingers lovingly over the picture, then glanced at Klaus affectionately. “How I wish I could have seen your brother in more than just photos.”

      Klaus nodded sadly. “I wish you could have, too, Gramma.” His hand rested over the sickly baby’s image and a tear fell onto his cheek.

      Hanna laid her head against his shoulder and grasped his hand.

      Something pinged in the kitchen.

      “Oh, those are my cookies.” Gramma got up and left the album on the seat next to her. “That’ll do for cheering us up, won’t it, sweetheart?” She pinched Klaus’ cheek. “Come help me, won’t you?”

      Klaus got up and subtly rolled his eyes when Hanna glanced up at him.

      “Go help your Gramma,” Hanna said. “You should be glad to have her.”

      “You’re right.” He winked and shuffled off after Gramma Claudia.

      Hanna watched them go, then picked up the album. She studied Klaus’ baby picture with a smitten smile. What a cutie he’d been, all curled up and sound asleep in his blanket. And Kurt, in his own way, also made her smile, with his grumpy expression and newborn forehead wrinkles.

      How could Madeleine have raised them so cruelly, even against her own husband’s wishes?

      She heard a shuffle and glanced up to see Gramma standing in the doorway with a plate of cookies.

      “Oh, um, did you want my help, too?” She offered.

      Gramma studied her for a second without answering. Then she said, “You look like Madeleine.”

      Hanna blinked in surprise. She paged back through the photo album carefully and glanced at the image of Madeleine on her wedding day. Sure, they both had blonde hair, but Hanna didn’t feel nearly as pretty.

      She looked back at Gramma, unsure what to say.

      Gramma’s studious expression cracked a bit as she smiled. “You don’t feel like her, though. That’s a good thing.” She shuffled in and sat next to Hanna on the couch, putting the cookies on the side table. “You know why?”

      Hanna shook her head and waited for the elder woman to speak again.

      “Because Klaus reminds me so much of Kevin. He is unsure of himself, although he has very good ideas and a big heart. If he had given that heart to a woman who would put him down and make him second-guess his own choices at every turn…” Gramma shook her head. “He would not survive. He would be just like Karl.” Her eyes darkened. Then she shook her head again as if to clear away bad memories. “You are brighter and more warm, despite your ice affinity. You do not seem cruel and rigid like her.”

      Hanna still wasn’t sure what to say. She folded her hands in her lap and picked at her fingers.

      “I hope I can be what he needs,” she said after a moment of quiet stretched between them. “I never want to see him beaten down like Mr. Sturm…like Kevin. It would break my heart. He’s been through enough from girls at school and even his own mom trying to break him down. I want to see him stand strong.” She imagined him on his field commander podium, completely at ease and in charge, and smiled smittenly.

      Gramma chuckled softly. She lifted Hanna’s chin and smiled warmly at her. “My dear, I think you are everything that he needs.” She pulled the plate of cookies off the side table and offered her one, and Hanna’s mouth watered at the irresistible scent of chocolate chips.

      She took a cookie and looked the woman earnestly in the eyes. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you.” Gramma patted her cheek, then got up and shuffled off to the kitchen with her cookies.
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        * * *

      

      Klaus, his cookie half-melting in his hand, felt so warm and full he could burst. He pressed his back against the kitchen wall as Gramma shuffled past and felt for the ring in his pocket.

      He’d heard everything Hanna had just said. Hanna was making it so difficult for him to wait. He supposed he didn’t have to wait, but he wanted the perfect, romantic opportunity to ask her like a proper gentleman.

      He heard Kris’ laughter echoing down the hall and smiled. He knew exactly who to talk to about this.

      He finished off his cookie and brushed the crumbs from his fingers as he headed toward Kris’ room. Sylvie was out in the garden with Becca, so he’d caught a rare opportunity to talk to his newlywed brother alone.

      When he stepped inside, he found both his older brothers huddled together over a phone screen.

      “What’s so funny?” Klaus teased. “Gramma’s got cookies, by the way.”

      “Oh, hey.” Kieran waved him over. “We were just watching something hilarious. Cookies, you say?”

      “Yeah, but I want to ask something first.” Klaus grinned and shut the door behind him. He didn’t mind Kieran being here. After all, he’d just proposed to Bea not that long ago. Maybe he’d have some ideas.

      “What’s up, baby bro?” Kris tucked his phone away and patted a spot on the bed.

      Klaus sighed and plopped down. “It’s about Hanna.”

      “Go on.” Kieran flanked him on one side while Kris scooted to his other side.

      “Say you love a girl, and you want to ask her something very important. How would you do it?”

      Kieran’s eyes glimmered with amusement. “Ah. Thinking ahead, are we? You already saw how I did it. I doubt you want to go to some random field, though. That field was only meaningful to Beatrice and me.”

      Kris scratched his chin. “Hard to say, bro. Had I had the chance to ask Sylvie myself, I probably would have taken her somewhere she could swim, or to the greenhouse with all her herbs.”

      Klaus chewed his lip thoughtfully. All the places that were meaningful to him and Hanna were off-limits currently, including the high school, her home and treehouse, and the training room at the Academy.

      “We don’t really have any place like that here,” Klaus noted. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s nice, but we haven’t made memories.”

      “Then make some memories,” Kris suggested.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Take her on a picnic out near the mountains,” Kieran suggested. “That’s picturesque.”

      “Or you could take her on a real, grown-up, romantic kind of date,” Kris added. “Something you’ve never done before.” He smirked and arched an eyebrow. “Dinner and dancing? Maybe a movie? There’s tons of stuff to do in Sevierville, and it’s not that far away.”

      Kieran rolled his eyes. “Leave it to Kris to one-up me.”

      Klaus scratched his chin. Both options sounded like something Hanna might enjoy. Between the two, the picnic was looking more viable due to his empty pockets, however.

      Part of him wanted to get out and explore, though. He knew Hanna did, too. She’d been in a small town for so long, she deserved to go do something really fun. Something where she didn’t have to worry about cleaning up dishes afterward or ruining nice clothes by sitting in the grass.

      Klaus pictured a romantic waltz on a patio under a dome of fairy lights and grinned. She’d love something like that.

      “Oh, there it is,” Kris laughed. “I see the gears turning. Whatever it is, if it makes you smile like that, do it. She’ll love it.”

      Klaus’s smile faded. “I don’t have any money, though.”

      “Go ask Kevin,” Kieran urged. “He would help you out.”

      “Ask Becca, too,” Kris added. “She’s been wanting to do something nice for her sister for ages, and thankfully, CAPE is paying her enough now to do it.”

      Klaus frowned. “But I want it to be me taking care of her.”

      “You will, and you do in so many ways, bro, but you’re not in a position financially to do much. You just evacuated your home and you’re in hiding.” Kris eyed him sternly.

      “Let other people help you, Klaus,” Kieran put in. “You have a bad habit of wanting to do it all yourself.”

      “But she’s my girlfriend,” Klaus protested.

      “And she’s Becca’s sister and your Tati’s future daughter-in-law,” Kris reminded him. “No man can be an island.” He got up and helped Klaus to standing. “Go ask. I would bet Gramma’s entire plate of cookies they will be more than glad to help you.”

      Klaus sighed. “Alright. I’ll ask.” Even though it might kill his pride to do it, he would do it. For Hanna, so she could have the perfect night.

      “We’re rooting for you.” Kieran patted his shoulder, then hurried past.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Those cookies aren’t going to eat themselves,” Kieran replied.

      “I second that,” Kris noted as he rushed past Klaus to the kitchen.

      Klaus chuckled and shook his head.
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        * * *

      

      Sheena paced the sand two nights after Kurt’s reappearance, her steps lit by a dim fire. Her eyes focused on the two bright planets nearly in conjunction over the setting sun, and on the water where the muddy reds and purples of twilight mingled with the ripples of the waves.

      Her heart fell as the pace of her feet rose. He should have been here. He’d promised, and he never broke a promise to her.

      Unless it had just been a cruel dream after all.

      That seemed pretty unlikely after her phone chat with Hanna, who’d asked Kurt’s brothers and confirmed the middle name he’d given her while cuddling in the hammock. How would she have learned that information unless he’d given it to her himself?

      A gentle breeze stirred her out of her thoughts and pulled her attention toward the water.

      No boats were out sailing, all moored safely in the distance at their piers, but something new was forming in the cloudless evening sky.

      Dark, piling clouds were rapidly spinning into a tiny thunderstorm. As she watched it tower up and bubble over, as if someone had pressed fast-forward on thunderstorm footage, she saw the beginnings of blue sparks of lightning flashing within its core.

      She smiled, her eyes welling with tears, captivated by its beauty, completely sure that this storm wasn’t some natural little tropical spin-up.

      Whether or not Kurt had been here in the flesh, he’d kept his promise. Whether or not he was on some distant shore spinning up a storm for her, or on the distant shores of the afterlife, he’d really spoken to her. Now he was giving her this gift, this kept promise, to remind her that she wasn’t alone.

      The little storm spun closer and closer to her family’s island retreat. She closed her eyes as the gusty winds approached and tousled her hair around her face and laughed when gentle thunder echoed across the water.

      “I hear you, boy,” she whispered. “You’re talking to me, ain’t you?”

      As if in response, a brilliant strobe of lightning flickered down to the water, its pulsating tendrils forming a heart in midair before dissipating to nothing.

      Sheena laughed again. Then she sniffed as tears broke over her face like the rain out of the storm.

      “I love you, too,” she shouted. She blew a kiss into the gusty winds and danced with glee in the pouring rain.
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        * * *

      

      Kurt sat grinning on a pier, watching Sheena dance in the rain and firelight. He pressed a hand to his chest to calm his heart and wiped at his eyes.

      He hated not being there with her. He’d wanted nothing more than to hold her for the past 48 hours. The smell of her hair had lingered on his clothes, driving him to the brink of insanity.

      But what he’d seen on the way here had been too concerning to risk her family’s safety.

      Someone was tailing him—someone from the Academy, he felt sure. And if they figured out where Sheena was, they might harass her or even capture her to get him to capitulate to their demands.

      He had to stay away from her, at least for now. He had to keep his promise to protect her, no matter how much his heart hurt watching her from a distance.

      It was the only way to make his second chance at life worth it.
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