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Heather

5 years ago

“To us!” My boyfriend, Danny, lifted his glass in celebration.

“To us.” I clinked my water glass with his, and a huge smile spread across my face. The restaurant he took me to is by far the fanciest place I’d ever been—with my dad being pretty well off, that’s saying a lot. “I don’t know how you can afford this place, Danny. It’s so nice.”

“Don’t worry about a thing, my beauty. We are celebrating you tonight, and you deserve the best there is.” He smiled and took a sip of water.

“But Danny, this is an expensive place.” It was the kind of place where the prices weren’t on the menu. I felt so insecure when ordering. I didn’t want to end up ordering the most expensive thing off the menu, but not knowing it made it a challenge. I took a bite of my salad and listened to him explain.

“Let’s just say I got an early bonus,” he winked, then smiled. I swooned on the inside. How did I get so lucky?

“Why so cryptic? Was it that job you were working on? Did you finally crack the case?” Suddenly, I felt like him, a detective on a case, trying to gather whatever little details I could.

Danny graduated from high school last year and has been working as an assistant to a private detective ever since. He always told me stories of their cases and the little clues that added up to paint this bigger picture. This was what he’d been dreaming of doing for as long as I could remember. He didn’t want to be a police officer, as I had originally suspected. He had bigger plans and wanted to work with the FBI someday.

His smile broadened. “I sure did!” He leaned in close. “But that’s not where the bonus came from. Since working with Mr. Pendleton, I’ve met some interesting people.” I shook my head in agreement. He’s told me about a few of them. Mostly, they’d been on the receiving end of his skills and hadn’t been too happy meeting him. “Well, this guy I met recently is an important member of the information community. If you catch my meaning.” He winked again. “He’s got a job for me coming up. Something big.”

“Oh!” My eyes widened with a sense of intrigue. “Do tell.” I loved listening to him go on about his work. It fascinated me.

“I can’t tell you too much yet. It’s very hush-hush.” He dabbed his mouth with the napkin from his lap and hid his smile.

“So, will this be different than what you do with Mr. Pendleton?”

“Yes,” he confirmed. “It’s on a much grander scale, and if all goes well, I may get hired to work with him permanently.” His giddiness was contagious. I couldn’t help but get excited about what that meant for him.

“That’s great, babe. I’m so excited for you.” I took his hand in mine. “You’re amazing at what you do; it won’t be long till the FBI notices your talents and comes knocking on your door.”

“Enough about me. Let’s talk about you.”

“What about me?” Our waiter briefly interrupted to place our main course in front of us. The smell reached me, and I wanted to die. It smelled so amazing. We each said our thanks as the waiter left us alone once more.

“Well, isn’t Mission Viejo coming up? How’s training going?” As I took my first bite of chicken, my mouth had a joygasm. I moaned, forgetting where I was. “Damn, you can’t make those kinds of noises in here.” My eyes shoot up to him in embarrassment. “Makes me want to forget dinner and take you back to my place.”

I dabbed my mouth with my napkin, trying to tamp down the spike in desire—the delicious food, mixed with my sexy boyfriend, who was treating me like a queen, had me feeling things I wasn’t used to feeling. I rubbed my legs together to try to alleviate the growing need between them. “This is really good,” I pointed to my food, changing the subject. “And things are good. Training has been ramping up to get ready. I’m excited.”

Danny gave me a knowing look that didn’t improve my situation. “I can’t wait to see you dominate in the pool. You’re amazing, you know that?” His praise made me feel like I could do anything as long as I had him by my side.

“Thanks, Danny.” He’s promised to travel with me to Mission Viejo, my next big swim meet in California. He’d be there supporting me during each of my events. It meant the world to me.

My mom couldn’t come this time because of work, and, well, my dad never traveled to see me swim. It was a rare occurrence when he showed up to see me swim locally in a meet—something I came to terms with a long time ago. 

I’d been swimming ever since I was a little girl. My mom had me in the pool as a baby, teaching me everything she knew, and then got me involved with our local swim team, where I became one of the top-ranked women in the butterfly and long-distance freestyle events. Mission Viejo, as we called it, was the Summer National Championships, held at the end of August for those who could qualify.

Danny and I continued to engage in small talk while finishing our meal. After Danny paid the bill, which he refused to let me see, we took a walk around the Olympic Sculpture Park. The night sky with the setting sun was breathtaking. 

We stopped at the pier by a waterfall and watched the last remnants of the day turn to night. This had been a go-to spot for Danny and me on dates to watch the sunset. It’s the perfect ending to a perfect date.

Danny wrapped me in his arms as we listened to the sounds of the city and the water in the sound lap against the pier. I laid my head back on his chest, soaking up the moment. Everything in my life was perfect.

“I have something for you,” Danny whispered in my ear, sending chills all down my body. He pulled out a small black box from his back pocket and placed it in my hands.

“What’s this?” Confused, I turned, looking at him.

“Just open it. Consider it an early birthday present.” He smiled, kissing my temple.

Biting my lip, I felt giddy over what it could be. It was small enough to be a piece of jewelry. I opened the top lid, discovering a gold-encrusted ruby necklace on a gold chain. I gasped at its beauty. “It’s beautiful, Danny. Thank you.”

He took it from me, placing it around my neck. It sat in the perfect spot in the middle of my chest. I touched it, marveling at how gorgeous it was. Turning in his arms, I kissed his eager, waiting lips. He pulled me close as our tongues touched and danced, creating a fire burning between us.

When we pulled apart, I held on to him tightly until my world stopped spinning. Standing there, wrapped in each other's arms, was one of the best feelings in the world.

“You’re coming tomorrow, right?” I looked up as I reminded him of the big birthday bash my family was throwing me, which also happened to be the Fourth of July.

“Of course, I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” He kissed my head gently, and I melted into him once again.

“Good, 'cause I’m going to need you there. My whole family is going to be there, and you know how well that always ends up.” I was not looking forward to it, to be honest. Getting my dad’s side of the family and my mom’s together since the divorce had not been a pretty thing. There were still a lot of hurt feelings and resentment on both sides. Knowing that he’d be there with me set me at ease.

“Everything will be perfect. Just wait. Everyone knows how amazing you are, and they are there because they want to celebrate you. Remember, it’s about you tomorrow. Not them,” he assured me.

I turned in his arms to look into his face. “Thanks, Danny. That means so much to me. I love you.”

“I love you, too, my beauty. I’m just telling you the truth.” With our eyes locked on one another, he leaned in slowly and kissed me again. It was sweet and tender, making it a perfect moment.
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Heather

18th Birthday

Breathe, just breathe. I thought to myself as I tried to process my anger. “What do you mean you’re not coming to dinner? It’s my birthday, Danny. You promised!” I reminded him.

“I know, babe, but I can’t miss this opportunity. It’s a meeting with that guy I told you about last night. He needs me there for a briefing. It’s not something I can just say no to. He’s not someone I can say no to. You have to understand that.” The excitement in my boyfriend’s voice pissed me off even more than his words.

“But you promised, Danny. You said you wouldn’t miss it for the world just last night. I need you there.” A lump formed in my throat at the idea of facing my whole family in one place, alone. “Heather, you know how much this means to me. If I don’t go, I lose out on the biggest opportunity of my life. This isn’t an opportunity that comes around every day. I know I promised you, and I’m sorry I’m not going to be there, but I have to go to this.”

He said he was sorry, but his tone over the phone said otherwise. I wasn’t an idiot. “If you do this, we’re done.” The words formed on my lips without permission. I didn’t want to break up with him. We’d been together for two and a half years. It started when I was a freshman, and he was a junior. I loved him with all my heart. The thought of not being together crippled me, and yet I meant what I said.

“You know you don’t mean that.” His tone changed to annoyance, and instantly, I wanted to take it back. I’m not good with confrontations or when people get mad at me. “I won’t be given an ultimatum.” He grumbled. “It’s like me asking you not to go to your championship meet 'cause I need you.”

“That’s not fair and totally not the same thing!” My cries were met with silence on the other end of the line. Steeling my spine, I sat up in bed and sealed my fate. “This isn’t an ultimatum, Danny; I mean it. I won’t be the second string in your life. I can’t live that way. You’re either with me all the way or not at all. The choice is yours.” Unable to hear his response or rebuttals, I hung up the phone.

A knock on my door startled me, and I almost fell off the edge of the bed as my mom poked her head into the room. “Hey, sweetie, I heard your raised voice. Everything okay?”

Tears welled up, and I couldn’t hide my frustration from her. “No,” I admitted. “No, I’m not okay. Danny may not come to the party tonight.”

She came in and sat next to me on the other side of the twin bed. Placing an arm around my shoulders, she pulled me in. “Oh, sweetie, I’m sorry. I’m sure there’s a good reason for him not to come.” My mom had been my rock through the years. It had just been her and me since Dad left. In his absence, our bond had grown so much stronger.

“I guess. He’s got a meeting with some big shot for a job.” My statement sounded silly, as if I were the selfish one. Yet, I couldn’t help the pang in my heart that felt betrayed.

“Doesn’t he already have a job working for that private detective?”

“Yes!” I shouted in frustration. “Tonight’s important to me, and he promised he’d be there, but it feels like this is more important to him than I am. I almost feel selfish, but at the same time, I NEED him there, Mom.” I cried into her shoulder, letting out the frustration and hurt.

“Oh, honey,” she cooed, stroking my hand gently, “I understand. We’ll get through tonight just fine. I promise.” She rocked me back and forth until I was able to calm down.

“Having our two families together never goes well. Remind me again why we’re doing this?” I sniffled. My mom could keep her composure most of the time. It was my dad and stepmom I worried about. Their little jabs made the outward shows of affection feel more like theater than real moments. Let’s not forget the arrogance and air of superiority that often charged the atmosphere with chaos.

My dad came from a well-off family and co-owned an appliance repair company with his best friend. He’d always been good at fixing things and made a living off his gift. His new wife was a real estate agent who liked the finer things in life, and it always seemed like they put on a show in front of people. I know my party will be no different.

“It was your father’s idea, remember?”

“Right,” I wiped away my tears. “And lord forbid we let him down.” I rolled my eyes, resting my head on her shoulder. 

My dad rented out a cruise boat for my big night. He invited our whole family, his friends, and anyone else he could think of to join us out on the sound while we ate dinner, partied, and then watched the fireworks on the water. At first, I declined my dad’s idea. I didn’t want a huge celebration for my eighteenth birthday. Little did I know that he’d already booked it and sent out the invitations. So, instead of a small party with some of my friends in our backyard like I originally wanted, we’re being treated to a lavish party on a boat. At least my best friend Maddie would be there.

“It will be fun. Chin up, my sweet girl. You need to get ready for your party.” She kissed the top of my head and stood. “Let me know if you need help with your hair or makeup.”

“Thanks, Mom. Maddie should be here soon. We’re going to get ready together.” I smiled at the thought of my best friend. We’d been besties since grade school. Since I wouldn’t have my boyfriend to help me through the madness of the night, I’d at least have her.

A text notification rang on my phone, and I snatched it quickly, hoping it was Danny.


Maddie: Leaving now, be there in ten.



I sighed out loud, feeling defeated.


Me: Can’t wait



I briefly considered texting Danny and begging him to reconsider coming, but I erased my text just as quickly. The ball was in his court, so to speak. I needed to stand my ground. I wouldn’t be a doormat in a relationship. I saw my mom do that for too long with my dad, and I refused to allow a man to do that to me.
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Heather

The night passed in a blur; if not for Maddie and my mom, I would have spent most of my time out on the bow watching the water. There was this niggling feeling I kept getting that something was not right, or something had happened to Danny. He still hadn’t texted me or even tried to call me back. It just wasn’t like him.

Maddie and I leaned over the railing, staring out into the water. The setting sun reminded me of watching the sunset at the Olympic Sculpture Park with Danny. The silence comforted and tortured me all at once. Why hadn’t he called? His meeting should have been over.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Maddie asked, bumping her shoulder into mine.

I sighed. “Danny. Just wondering why he hasn’t called me yet.”

“I’m sure he will. The meeting probably went well. Knowing Danny, they are probably schmoozing it up.”

“You’re probably right.” I sighed again. “I just have this feeling that something’s not right,” I confessed. I’m on edge, and I can’t shake the feeling.

“You should never discount your gut.” A masculine voice piped up behind me. I turned to see my Uncle Elliot lighting a cigarette. “Your gut is like your second brain, you know. It feels things that our brains don’t.” He smiled, puffing out a cloud of smoke.

“You know those things will kill you.” I returned the smile and hugged him.

Out of all my dad’s relatives, he’d always been my favorite. Always treating me like the daughter he’d never had. He and my aunt had all boys. Four mischievous, adventurous, and irritating boys. As much as I loved them, they’d always teased me and made me the butt of their jokes. They are all older than me and out living their best lives instead of at the party.

My uncle always wanted a girl, but after their youngest child, Forrest, was born, they decided they were done. I’d been the closest thing he’d ever gotten to a daughter. Well, and my stepsister, Brittany.

“Everything nowadays can kill you. Might as well have a good time while you can.” He took another drag from the cigarette. “So, what’s troubling you, sweetness? You’ve been down all night. What gives? It’s your birthday; you should be living it up.”

He was the first to ask about what was wrong, aside from those who already knew. The fact that he noticed, and my father didn’t, wasn’t lost on me. My father, who had been all about showing his guests a good time, seemed to have forgotten that it was supposed to be my birthday party.

“Danny bailed on her.” Maddie piped in when I didn’t answer right away.

“The boyfriend, right?”

I shook my head. “Yeah, he went to some meeting with a big shot downtown instead. I thought he would at least text me when he was done, but it’s been crickets from him since this afternoon.”

He shook his head and took up a spot on the other side of me, looking out towards the water. “Boy doesn’t know what he’s missing.” He shakes his head. “I’m sorry, kiddo. I can tell it’s been weighing heavily on you tonight.”

“It has,” I confess. “More so that I haven’t heard anything from him.” I left out the part where I told him if he went, we were done. I still question whether I’ll keep my word on that. 

“I’m sorry, Heather. I’m sure everything is fine, and he’s just too busy having a good time with his new boss. I bet you’ll hear from him before the end of the night, though. If not, dump his ass. He’s not worth it.” He winks at me, and I know he’s trying to make light of the situation. 

“But she loves him,” Maddie whines jokingly.

“Aw, love.” He pauses and blows out smoke slowly from the cigarette. “It makes us do stupid things and make rash decisions. It can be the best thing and yet destroy you at the same time.”

I look at him and watch as he gets lost for a moment, watching the sun lower down over the horizon. His divorce from my aunt is still fresh and probably on his mind. From what he told me and from what I’ve heard from others, it was amicable, and they both walked away as friends. They both wanted different things in life and saw themselves going in different directions. It feels like a load of bullshit to me, but that’s the story. The fact that she’s not here tonight speaks volumes to me.

“Sounds like you know from experience,” I say quietly.

“That I do, kiddo. That I do.” He takes one last puff on his cigarette and flicks it into the water. “But tonight is not about me. It’s about you. So, chin up and try and have some fun. Okay? After all, you only turn eighteen once.” He pulls me in for a hug, and I savor the love I feel from him surrounding me.

“Thank you, Uncle Elliot.”

“Anytime, kiddo. See you both in there?” He nods to the main cabin, where everyone else is drinking and having a good time. I catch a glimpse of my mom talking to one of my aunts who made it, and see her smile. My dad is standing with my stepmom on the other side of the room with a few of their friends. They’re all laughing and having a good time. It eases some of the tension I’ve been feeling, and I decide to try and at least have a good time on my birthday.

“Yeah, we’ll be back in shortly.” I agree.

Taking one last look at the setting sun, I mentally release all the negativity I’ve been feeling and tell myself to focus on the good. I’m surrounded by people who love me and want to see me happy. I’m sure even Danny would want me to be happy tonight. It’s time to let it go and enjoy what’s left of my night.

After the sun has completely set, the captain of the cruise's voice comes over the loudspeaker in the main cabin. “Can I have everyone’s attention, please? The fireworks will be starting soon; we have come to a stop in the best place for you to be able to enjoy the display. After they have concluded, we will be returning to shore. We hope you enjoyed the festivities tonight, and thank you for joining us.”

“Want to go back out on the bow?” I ask Maddie. Being the lifeline that I needed, she hasn’t left my side this whole time. To my surprise, everyone has been getting along. We even spent some time with my stepsister, Brittany, and her bestie, Amelia, and had a good time together.

“Sure! That sounds like one of the best places to watch.” We get up from our seats and make our way outside with most of everyone else.

Once we step out onto the deck, my dad calls us over to the stern of the boat, where there are padded seats for us to sit. He obviously wants us to come sit with them. I look at Maddie, and she shrugs her shoulders. We change our plans and make our way over to them when I feel my phone buzz in my back pocket.

I whip it out hurriedly while we’re walking. It’s Danny’s mom calling me. Surprised and a little curious as to why she was calling me, I answered. “Hello?”

“Heather?” Her voice sounds strange and garbled.

“Yes, Mrs. Miller. It’s me.” I hear muffling, and I can’t hear what she says. “What was that? I can barely hear you.”

The next words out of her mouth freeze the blood in my veins. “It’s Danny, honey. There’s been an accident,” she sobs. “Honey, he’s gone.”

A deep chill comes over me. My phone drops from my hands, clattering on the deck as the first firework display goes off. My legs turn to jelly, and darkness settles in around me. The world starts to spin, and I can’t seem to keep my balance. I collapse into someone’s arms.

“Heather? Heather, what’s wrong?” I hear voices and shouts, but they all seem so far away. My world feels like it’s collapsing in on me, but there’s nothing I can do to stop it. I’m wide awake, but I feel like I’m floating above my body, drifting into a void. It all feels so surreal. This can’t be real life.

He’s gone. He’s gone. Her words repeat in my head... He’s gone.
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Heather

A week has passed since Danny’s passing. As I stand in the bathroom getting ready for his funeral, I look at myself for the first time since that night. I look at what his death has done to me. I’m as pale as a ghost. My once vibrant strawberry-blonde hair looks flat and lifeless as it hangs down around my face. My eyes are puffy and bloodshot from my random bouts of crying since I found out. I barely recognize myself.

A knock on the bathroom door breaks me out of my self-examination. “Honey, it’s almost time to go.”

His funeral is today. There’s no physical body to bury, only ashes. The authorities told us his car exploded after he crashed into a building after coming down an off-ramp at high speed. The explosion burned so hot that all that was left of him were his bones. They had to use his dental records to make sure it was him. 

My mind wanders to the endless questions that I’ve asked myself since I found out. How did this happen? Why did God allow this to happen? Did he suffer? The only answer I’ve received is that they think he died instantly when he crashed into that building. The explosion, however, is still under investigation. The authorities think there might have been foul play, but that’s the last I’ve heard.

I swallow the lump in my throat and steady my voice as best as I can. “Be out in a minute.”

I continue judging myself in the mirror. I hate what I’ve become, a shell of my former self. I’ve barely made it out of bed these past few days. It’s been a whirlwind of emotions dealing with his loss. One moment, I’ll be okay, and the next, I’m bawling my eyes out. Maddie’s been over multiple times to sit with me, providing what comfort she can. Most times, I ended up crying on her shoulder till I passed out from exhaustion.

I know my parents are worried about me. My mom’s been checking in on me every few hours. She’s there when I need her, but also understands that I need time alone. Even my dad called a few times to check in on me. My text messages were filled with people sending me their condolences. All of which had gone unanswered. I just hadn’t had the strength to deal with anything but surviving.

Looking at myself in the black dress I picked out for the funeral, it hit home how much his death had affected me. I hated it. I didn’t like who I was. This wasn’t me. I loved him, yes. He was my world. But I still had my life to live. I couldn’t let myself die with him; that’s not what he would have wanted, either. I was only eighteen; I had my whole life in front of me, as they say. I made a vow to myself right then and there to never let anyone have this much effect on me again. Staring at myself in the mirror, I said over and over again. “I’m strong, and I’ll get through this.”

I took a deep breath, opened the door, and prepared myself for the world once more. It wouldn’t be easy, but I knew it would be worth it in the long run.

My mom greeted me at the door of the garage. “You look beautiful, sweetie.” She hugged and squeezed me tightly.

“Thanks, Mom.”

“I’ll be here for you the whole time, okay? And Maddie is meeting us there. Between the two of us, if you need anything, let us know.” She pulled me back at arm’s length and smiled at me.

“I appreciate everything, Mom. I do. I don’t know what I would do without you.” I tried my best to smile. It felt almost foreign to me. Like I’d forgotten how.

“Of course, baby. I’d do anything for you. I’ll always be here for you,” she promised.

The church for the funeral is the same church I’d attended with Danny on numerous Sunday services. He was brought up Catholic but only went to church to appease his mom. The pews are filled with family and friends who have come to pay their respects to Danny and his family. Maddie catches up to us as we enter the sanctuary.

No words were spoken between us; she just held my hand in hers as we made our way to the front. We sit in the second set of wooden pews behind his parents. Mrs. Miller stood when she saw us, and we hugged in greeting. Her face is covered in a black veil, but I can see the redness in her eyes from crying. My heart breaks even more when I see the pain in her face. No one should have to bury their child.

The service commences, and it feels like I’m in a dream as I listen to everyone speak about Danny’s life. They stood up and talked about how much everyone loved him and what a great life he led. Ending with how he was taken too soon. We stand and sing when prompted and kneel to pray. 

Towards the end of the service, the hair on the back of my neck prickles up. I feel as if I’m being watched. I look around, confused, looking to see if I can find who is burning a hole in the back of my head. As I scan all the familiar faces, I don’t see anything out of the ordinary. A few people see my gaze and nod. I nodded back and moved along.

I’m just about to give up when movement from up in the loft catches my attention. A single man sits with his hands folded over the railing. He’s too far away for me to see his face, but uneasiness settles in. He seems familiar, yet I can’t place him. I must be losing it more than I thought.

My mom taps my knee and brings my attention back to the service as we kneel to pray one last time. When the service is over, I look back up to the loft to find the man gone.

There is no grave site to go to since what was left of his body was turned to ash and now resides in an ornate jar that Mrs. Miller clings to tightly. We do, however, go to a luncheon in a different building across the way. A buffet is set up for everyone to partake in, and long tables are set up for everyone to congregate around while eating.

I don’t feel like eating, but force myself to at least grab a roll and some vegetables with ranch. My mom grabs my plate and puts on some funeral potatoes and a few deviled eggs. I probably won’t eat them, but I don’t fight her on it. I know she means well.

While we eat, my mind wanders back to the man in the loft. Who was he? Why was he in the loft instead of with everyone else? How did he know Danny? And why did I get a sense of familiarity when I looked at him? I wish I could have gotten a better look at him. I scanned the room slowly, hoping maybe he was still there. To my dismay, I came up empty-handed.

“Who are you looking for, sweetie?” My mom must have noticed me looking around the room.

“I saw someone in the loft during the funeral that I thought I recognized. I was just trying to see if he was here so I could talk to him. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but I think I know him.” It sounds a little crazy when I say it out loud. But I don’t have the energy to think up a lie.

“Hmmm... well, maybe you’ll see him again before we leave.” She offers.

I shrugged my shoulders. “Maybe.” 

After I’m done picking at my food, and I’ve handled as much peopling as I can, I tell my mom I’m ready to leave. Without much fuss, we say our goodbyes to Mr. and Mrs. Miller and those we see on our way out. The feeling of being watched comes over me again, and I quickly turn around to see who it could be this time.

I see him at the end of the hallway; he’s about to turn down a different hallway when our eyes meet. I see the recognition there and maybe surprise. He doesn’t look like anyone I know, but there’s something in his eyes that strikes a chord of recognition deep down. A group of people passed between us, breaking our eye contact. Just as quickly as he appeared, he’s gone again. 
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Vince

Present Day

“You know what I miss the most about her?” I asked my new friend, handing him a peanut to munch on. He takes it eagerly, getting through the shell in no time. “I miss the way she made me feel inside. Like I was her very own Superman. And her smile? Man, I miss her smile.” I hand him another peanut once he’s done with the other one.

I’ve been sitting on a wooden rocking chair on the porch of this Montana hideaway for the last hour, enjoying the sun rising over the mountains through the trees. My little friend sits perched on the banister next to me. He only recently joined me some twenty minutes ago, but he seems content to listen to me as long as I’m providing him with a tasty treat.

“She had a smile that would light me up from the inside.” I closed my eyes and stared up at the sun, soaking in vitamin D as I imagined her perfect face. I pictured her vibrant blue eyes gazing lovingly at me while her beautifully soft strawberry-blonde hair flows gently in the wind. Her perfect lips turn up into a smile that makes my heart beat a touch faster. A vision I hold onto on all those cold, lonely nights.

It’s been a little over a year since I broke her heart and walked away. My heart hasn’t beat the same since. It’s as if a part of me died that day. Knowing that I was giving up a piece of myself. Something I did willingly to save her. I knew they would go after her if they found out how much I cared about her. I’m still not convinced that they won’t. Which should be more reason for me to continue to stay away.

“What about you, little fella? Do you have a partner? Someone to share your life with?” I look down at him. His eyes were full of curiosity as he watched my every move. I reached into the bag of peanuts, grabbed another one, and handed it to him. He took the treat from my fingers and began munching once again. “Well, if you do, don’t ever let them go. They make life worth living.”

When my phone vibrated in my pocket, I grabbed a few more peanuts, placed them on the banister next to the squirrel, and then reached to pull out my phone. It was a text from Arturo—The Baron—as I have him on my phone.


The Baron: It’s almost time. Get prepared.

Me: Days or hours?

The Baron: A day or two at most.

Me: Copy that.



I sigh in relief, and it startles my little friend. He runs off the banister, cheeks full of peanuts. “Good talk, little buddy. Come back anytime.”

Standing up, I stretch and take another few moments to enjoy the beautiful scenery around me. I’ve been up here for a month, watching and waiting for the next move to be made. To my dismay, it’s been completely quiet. Well, not completely quiet. There is a wolf pack that roams the woods in this area.

My time here is coming to an end. As much as I craved the fight and being productive, it’s been nice to decompress and relax out here. The past year has been full of training and mission after mission. I’ve changed so much that I’m not even sure my family would recognize me. Not only have I changed in physical strength and grown out my beard and hair, but I’m not the same operator I was going into this. I’ve seen so much that it would be impossible to remain unchanged.

I’m excited to finally move on to the next part of this mission, to finally go home and finish this once and for all. It won’t be easy, not by a long shot, but I’m ready for this. This is what I’ve been training for. I know what I’m up against, and I have more resources than I did before, including allies. We’ve got multiple plans in place once I’m back. There’s no telling how the AO will react to my presence back in the city and in the open.

It will be great to see my family again, too. I’ve been able to talk to them twice since I’ve been gone, once on my sister Ivy’s birthday and again at Christmas. They don’t like that I’ve been gone so long, but they’ve accepted it’s out of their control. 

Ivy and Ryan are engaged now and planning their wedding. Well, as much as they can plan without setting a date. They refuse to set a date until I’m back. When we spoke at Christmas, Ryan even asked me to be his best man.

As for Aiden, I’ve been able to covertly speak to him in code thanks to my friends in the resistance. We’ve had to be careful with what is said, but to give him enough crumbs to navigate through. He’s done well so far, and I plan to bring him in completely now that I’m going back.

The one issue that stands in our way is the hold they have on him. “They” are the ones who’ve experimented on him in the past and to this present day. They’ve placed safeguards in his head, and we don’t want to trigger those. If they were to be triggered, it could cost him his life. But Arturo assures me they have the technology to remove those, and it can be done safely.

During my missions, I’ve learned how deep the corruption goes, how much of a hold the AO has in this world, and just how evil and repulsive these bastards are. It’s been a daunting task, but we’ve been disassembling them piece by piece. The Resistance has its power pieces in place to counter the AO’s moves. Arturo is one of them. He’s royalty, hence the nickname “The Baron.” The world knows him by another name, but outside the limelight, he goes by Arturo, one of his middle names.

Knowing my time here is about to come to an end, there’s one thing I want to do before leaving. I make my way inside, heading towards the fridge to see what’s left. It’s almost bare, which isn’t a bad thing. But I’ll still need to make a small trip to the store this afternoon and pick up a few things for tonight. I make a list and then decide to start packing. Who knows when they’ll make the call? I need to be ready at a moment’s notice.
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