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CHAPTER One
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Mid-September 2008 — Naval Base, Oahu, Hawaii

“Mom, I’m going to the playground to meet the guys one last time before we finish packing!” ten-year-old Rory Flynn called, clutching a glass jar to her chest like it held treasure.

“Aurora, one hour,” Jessica warned, hand planted on her hip. “We have to be prepped tonight.”

I know,” Rory said breathlessly. “But I have to give my earthworms to Malcolm. Dad said we can’t take them. Hermie and Henry need a new home.” She darted out the back door, ginger hair streaming behind her.

Jessica watched her go, heart tugging. Moving to the Philippines was hard enough; being an only child made it harder. The Flynns and the Bennetts had been stationed together for years — Norfolk, then Hawaii. Now Greg’s extension meant another move, another goodbye.

Rory reached the playground, jar tucked safely in her arm. Her friends were already there — her little island family.

Sally Jenkins hung upside down from the monkey bars, waving at Rory with her hair brushing the sand. Sally’s older brother, Randy, and Oscar Redman were locked in a dramatic swing-battle. And Malcolm — her Malcolm — stood with his arms crossed, trying to look annoyed and failing.

“Jeez, Rory,” Malcolm said. “I thought you’d never get here. I have to leave soon.”

“I had to get my worms!” Rory thrust the jar toward him.

Malcolm lifted it, grimacing. “What are their names again?”

“Hermie is the short one. Henry’s the long one,” Rory said proudly. “I put fresh dirt in there. They like to wriggle on flat surfaces.”

Malcolm pushed his glasses up. “Normal people have cats or dogs.”

“Yeah, well,” Rory said, “my parents vetoed everything else. Worms don’t take up space. And they don’t shed.”

Malcolm set the jar beside his bike. “Come on.” He grabbed her hand. “Let’s play. Tomorrow you’ll be gone...”

Rory swallowed hard. She looked at her circle — Sally with her movie trivia, Oscar and Randy with their Braves obsession, and Malcolm... who understood her. Who always had.

“Not it!” she shouted.

“Not it!” Malcolm echoed.

“Not it,” Sally chimed.

“Not it,” Randy and Oscar said together.

Rory grinned. “Randy, you’re it.” 

Everyone scattered the moment the game of tag began, sneakers kicking up dust as they darted around the enclosure. Randy zig-zagged between the swings and the fence, finally lunging forward and tapping Oscar on the shoulder.

“Ha!” Randy crowed. “Oscar, you’re it!”

“No fair,” Oscar groaned, throwing his hands up. “I had nowhere to go. Rory was all over the place.”

Rory skidded to a stop beside him, breathless but smug. “It’s not my fault I can run faster than you.”

Malcolm jogged over, cheeks flushed, always the one trying to keep the peace. “Let’s do one last game of tag, then move on to something else.”

Everyone agreed, and after Oscar managed to tag Sally, the group shifted seamlessly into their next favorite pastime—baseball.

Oscar, who prided himself on having the best arm, took the pitcher’s spot. He twirled the ball in his hand and smirked at Sally. “I bet you can’t hit this pitch.”

He wound up dramatically and sent the ball sailing straight into the strike zone.

“Strike!” Randy shouted from behind the makeshift plate, catching the ball and tossing it back.

Oscar threw again. This time, Sally connected with a sharp crack that echoed across the enclosure. The ball soared over their heads, disappearing into the grass beyond the fence. 

She dropped the bat with flair. “That’ll teach you to tell me I can’t hit a ball.”

“Great hit, Sally!” Rory called, sprinting to retrieve the ball. She scooped it up, jogged back, and grabbed the bat. “All right, Oscar. Give me your best shot.” She took a few practice swings—quick, confident, the way she always moved when she knew she was about to show off—then nodded that she was ready.

Oscar stepped onto the pitcher’s mound, chewing his lip. He knew Rory’s swing. He’d seen her knock balls into the next yard more times than he could count. He hesitated between a slow pitch that might trick her and a fast one she’d probably send into orbit. Oscar chose the split-finger pitch. The instant the ball left his hand, he regretted it.

Rory’s bat connected with a clean, powerful crack. The ball shot upward, clearing the fence with ease.

Oscar groaned. “I knew it.”

Rory just grinned, lowering the bat like a champion who’d known the outcome before the pitch was even thrown.

“Holy smokes, Rory!” Malcolm yelled. “You crushed that!”

Rory beamed. Malcolm always cheered the loudest.

They squeezed in as many games as they could before Sally and Randy had to leave. Sally hugged Rory so tightly she squeaked. “I’m going to miss you. Write if you remember.”

“I’ll miss you too,” Rory said. “Who am I supposed to talk movies with now?”

Randy high-fived her. “Braves forever.”

“Braves forever,” Rory echoed.

Oscar hugged her next. “Good luck. And I hope I get my braces off before Halloween. I want candy freedom.”

“You’ll get it,” Rory said. “And yeah — we don’t quit our team.”

When Oscar left, Rory turned to Malcolm, throat tight. “I don’t want to leave, Mal. The Philippines is so far.”

“You’ll be fine,” Malcolm said softly. “You’re always fine. You’re strong. And scary. Mostly scary.”

Rory snort-laughed. “Am I that difficult?”

“Uh, yeah,” Malcolm said. “You never listen when I tell you that.” He reached for his bike — and groaned. “Ugh. Chain slipped again.”

“I’ll fix it,” Rory said immediately. “Come on.” She walked him home, forgetting the time completely.

Five minutes later, Rory had the bike flipped over and was elbow-deep in chain grease. Malcolm’s mom, Maura, called Jessica to let her know.

“They’re in the garage,” Maura said. “Rory’s fixing the chain again.”

Jessica sighed. “She’s having such a hard time with this move.”

“Aren’t they both,” Maura said. “They’ve been joined at the hip for years.”

Jessica’s voice cracked. “It’s been fun.”

Maura promised to send Rory home soon.

Back in the garage, Rory tightened the last bolt. “There. You’re good.”

Maura stepped in. “Rory, honey, your mom says it’s time to head home.”

“Okay, Mrs. Bennett.” Rory pressed the screwdriver into Malcolm’s palm. “Remember what I showed you.” She rarely cried. She rarely showed anything. But this — this was too big. She hugged Malcolm tightly. “I’m going to miss you.”

“I’m going to miss you too,” Malcolm whispered.

Then Rory did something she’d never done before. She leaned in and kissed his cheek — feather-light, lingering just a second. “Thanks for taking care of my worms,” she said. “You’re the best friend a girl could have.” And she ran.

Malcolm stood frozen, heart pounding. When he finally moved, he picked up the jar of worms and whispered, “Well, guys... it’s just us now.”

Rory walked into the house wiping her eyes.

“Dinner,” Greg called. “Wash up.”

She washed her hands, splashed her face, and joined her parents at the table — where Greg had brought home pizza, her comfort food. “So,” Rory said, trying to sound normal, “what are we doing tonight?”

“Packing,” Greg said. “Keep out a week’s worth of clothes. And something for the plane.”

“How long is the flight?”

“Almost eleven hours.”

Jessica groaned. “Eleven hours? That’s insane.”

Greg shrugged. “Navy life. But after this assignment, I can retire.”

“Finally!” Rory and Jessica said together.

They talked about Norfolk, Pensacola, possibilities. Then Greg asked, “Did you say goodbye to everyone?”

Rory nodded. “We played tag. Baseball. I reminded Oscar and Randy that we don’t quit our team.” Her voice wavered. “I’m going to miss Sally.”

“And Malcolm?” Greg asked gently.

Rory squared her shoulders. “He’s taking Hermie and Henry. And I showed him how to fix his bike chain. Again.” She folded her napkin, avoiding their eyes.

Greg knelt beside her. “It’s okay to be sad. You two grew up together.”

Rory snorted. “Yeah. And we learned not to walk dogs while wearing roller skates.” She tried — really tried — not to cry. “He’s my best friend. Who’s going to get me like he did?”

Jessica rubbed her back. “Maybe no one. Malcolm is special. But we’ll try to stay in touch.”

A knock at the door interrupted them.

Jessica opened it to find Malcolm, clutching something.

“I wanted to give Rory something,” he said. “May I see her?”

Jessica let him in.  

Malcolm sat beside Rory and placed a worn Swiss Army knife in her hand.

“To remember me. Every time you fix something, you’ll think of me.”

Rory traced the initials MB. “Oh, Mal... I don’t need this to remember you.” But she held it to her chest anyway. “I can’t take this,” she said. “You’ve had it forever.”

“MacGyver gave his knife away sometimes,” Malcolm said. “He’d understand.”

Rory bolted upstairs and returned with her lucky wrench — Jerry. “I want you to have this,” she said. “For your bike.”

Malcolm’s eyes widened. “I can’t take Jerry.”

“You can,” Rory insisted. “I’ll use the knife. And Dad has tools.”

They walked to his house in silence. At the garage, Malcolm said, “Thanks for Jerry. I’ll remember everything you showed me.”

“I know you will,” Rory said. She turned to leave — but Malcolm grabbed her arm.

“Don’t be afraid to let people in, Aurora Flynn,” he said, hugging her tightly. “You act tough, but you need people too.”

Rory broke. Tears spilled freely. She pressed her forehead to his chest.

“It’ll be okay,” Malcolm whispered. “You always stick up for the underdog. That’s your thing. Why else would you be a Braves fan?”

Rory snorted through her tears.

“You’d better go,” Malcolm said softly. “Before your parents think I kidnapped you.”

“Bye, Malcolm Bennett,” Rory whispered. “I’ll never forget you.” She walked away without looking back.

Malcolm watched until she disappeared. “I’ll never forget you either,” he whispered.

That night, Rory packed in silence. When Malcolm’s knife fell from her pocket, Jessica picked it up.

“Rory... what’s this?”

“He gave it to me,” Rory said. “So I wouldn’t forget him.”

Jessica and Greg exchanged a look — the kind parents give when they know their child’s heart is breaking.

Later, Jessica tucked Rory in. “Try not to think about leaving. Just rest. Who knows — maybe we’ll see the Bennetts again.”

“I love you, Mom.”

“I love you too, Aurora.”

Rory waited until the door closed. Then she pulled the knife from under her pillow, held it to her chest, and cried quietly into the dark. 

One street over, Malcolm wasn’t sleeping any better than Rory. Even though he was older now and technically capable of fending for himself, the truth was simple: Rory had always been part of his world. From their chaotic dog-walking adventures to their *NSYNC vs. Backstreet Boys dance-offs, she was the person who understood him without needing explanations.

He pushed back his covers, slid on his glasses, and clicked on the desk lamp. The soft glow lit up the jar of earthworms sitting beside his schoolbooks. He picked it up, holding it like a fragile secret. “Well, guys,” he murmured, “we’ll have to get along without her.”

Heath paused in the hallway, hearing his son’s voice. He peeked into the room. “You okay, son?”

Malcolm set the jar down and let out a long, heavy sigh. “Dad... it’s going to be strange without Rory. Knowing she’s leaving makes me feel like part of me is already missing.”

Heath chuckled gently. “Maybe that’s a little dramatic, but you two have been through a lot these last six years. I’d tell you everything will be okay, but that’s not exactly true.”

“Yeah, I know,” Malcolm groaned, shoulders slumping.

Heath sat beside him. “Rory will miss you just as much as you’ll miss her. But you know how the military works. We go where they send us.”

Malcolm shrugged, not comforted.

Heath tried again. “People reunite after the military all the time. Sometimes in the most unexpected places. Maybe you’ll see Rory again.”

Malcolm’s head lifted a little. “You think so? You know how closed-off she is to other kids.”

“Well,” Heath said, “we moved here with the Flynns, didn’t we? Who’s to say Mr. Flynn won’t get out and move back to Norfolk someday?” He added, “And as for Rory’s fear of getting close to people... that’s something her parents will help her through.”

A small spark of hope flickered in Malcolm’s chest. “Thanks, Dad. I think I’m ready for bed now.” He stood and hugged him. “Good night.”

Heath squeezed him tighter than usual. “Good night, son. Try not to dwell on things. We’ll see what the future has for us.”

When the door clicked shut, Malcolm crawled under his covers. He set his glasses on the nightstand and reached under his pillow for Jerry — the small wrench Rory had given him years ago, the one he never slept without. He held it tight in his fist until sleep finally pulled him under. At some point in the night, his grip loosened, and the wrench slipped from his hand, landing softly on the floor beside his bed.

Neither Rory nor Malcolm slept well.

Both knew — even at ten — that some goodbyes change you forever.

.
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CHAPTER Two
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Late May 2021 — Outside Kabul, Afghanistan

Rory headed toward the motor pool after lunch, boots kicking up dust with each step. A conversation earlier that day had dragged her back to the moment she told her father she planned to enlist — a memory she could still hear as clearly as if Greg Flynn were standing beside her now. She recalled—

“Rory, that’s terrific!” he’d said, half-buried under the hood of her mother’s car. “Your ASVAB scores were off the charts. I wondered why you didn’t do it sooner.” Then, with a mock frown: “The Army? Not the Navy?”

She’d handed him a wrench. “I don’t think I’m cut out for carrier duty. I’d rather be on land.”

Greg had laughed, wiped his hands, and slung an arm around her shoulders. “You’ll be the best mechanic in whatever unit gets you.”

She’d believed him then. She still did.

In the present, when Specialist Aurora Flynn stepped into the motor pool, Staff Sergeant Jace Carnahan waved her over.

“Flynn. Oglesby. Over here.”

Rory moved at once, posture straight, expression neutral.

Carnahan held a clipboard, jaw tight. “We’re pulling out of this area soon. Orders are clear — no vehicles left behind. Lt. Colonel Pierce has the last parts we need for two jeeps. You’ll drive to his mobile unit, pick them up, and get back. It shouldn’t take more than an hour. This is an active hot zone. Take adequate fire protection.”

“Yes, sergeant,” Rory said.

Sergeant Brad Oglesby stepped beside her. “We’ll get it done.”

“Good. I’ll alert the Colonel you’re coming. Move.”

They jogged to the Humvee.

“You driving or am I?” Rory asked.

“You,” Brad said, climbing in. “You’re the mechanic. I’m the better shot.”

Rory snorted. “You beat me by one point on the range. One.”

Brad grinned. “Whatever helps you sleep at night, Rosie.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re impossible.”

“You love me,” he said lightly. “Like the annoying brother you never wanted.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Rory muttered, pulling onto the road. “You’re the closest friend I’ve had since Malcolm.”

Brad didn’t comment. He didn’t need to. He knew her tells, knew when not to push.

Wind roared through the open windows as they drove. “When’s your next chance to go home?” Rory yelled over the noise.

“December, if I’m lucky. Maggie’s graduating early. Social work degree.”

“That’s huge,” Rory said. “Your family must be proud.”

“They are. Yours?”

“Oh, Dad’s thrilled. He keeps telling everyone how proud he is that his daughter is a mechanic in the Army.”

Brad laughed. “Sounds about right.”

They reached the battalion commander’s motor pool without incident. PFC Timothy Vargas met them with a box and a duffel bag.

“You made good time,” Vargas said. “Enemy movement reported in the area. Be careful heading back.”

“Roger that,” Brad said, loading the box. “Let’s move.”

Rory drove faster on the return trip, tension coiling in her gut. “Think we’ll hit anything?” she asked.

“Hard to say,” Brad answered, scanning the horizon. “They’ve been popping up everywhere.”

Silence settled — the kind that wasn’t uncomfortable, just necessary. Seven minutes from base, the world exploded. Gunfire ripped from the left side of the road. Bullets tore past them, pinging off metal.

“Contact left!” Brad shouted.

Rory swerved, ducking instinctively.

Brad leaned out the window, firing controlled bursts. He hit a soldier on the back of the pursuing jeep, then blew out its front tire. The vehicle veered off the road, but four enemy fighters jumped out and kept firing.

A second jeep appeared on their left. Its shots strafed the engine, killing the radio and slowing the Humvee.

“Damn it,” Rory hissed, pulling off the road. She grabbed her rifle and dropped three soldiers from the second jeep before diving under the hood.

Brad crouched behind the door, firing. “Radio for help!”

Rory grabbed the receiver. “Radio’s dead!”

“Fix the jeep!” Brad yelled. “We need those parts!”

Rory’s hands flew over the engine. She spotted the ruptured hose, grabbed duct tape from the glove box, and pulled out the knife she’d carried since childhood — Malcolm’s knife. She wrapped the hose, sealing it just as a burning pain tore through her right shoulder. The impact knocked her backward. She gritted her teeth, slammed the hood shut, and fired at two advancing soldiers. One dropped.

Then Brad cried out — a sound she’d never forget — and slumped against the Humvee, blood spreading across his chest.

“Brad!” Rory scrambled to him, ignoring the fire in her shoulder. He was bleeding out fast. She ran for the glove box, grabbed an oil rag, then spotted the duct tape and her knife on the ground. She wiped the blade on her pants, snapped it shut, and shoved it into her pocket.

Her own blood soaked her uniform, but she pushed the thought aside. Brad first. Always Brad first. Rory ripped off her outer shirt, folded it tight, and pressed it to his chest wound. She taped it down with her teeth, wrapping the tape around him to hold pressure. “Come on,” she panted. “We’re getting you in the jeep.”

A second bullet slammed into her back, just below the ribs. She fell forward onto Brad.

He lifted his rifle with shaking hands and shot the last enemy soldier. “Rosie...” Brad gasped. “Leave me. You’re hit too.”

“That’s not an option,” Rory growled. “We’re getting out of here.” Adrenaline surged. She hauled him upright, half-dragged, half-lifted him into the Humvee, and strapped him in. “Stay with me,” she yelled as she climbed in. “Don’t you dare leave me!”

“Rosie...” Brad whispered. “Let people in. Don’t...close yourself off...”

His words hit her like another bullet — Malcolm’s voice echoing across years.

“You’re not dying,” she snapped. “Not today.”

But Brad’s eyes fluttered. His head slumped.

“Brad!” Rory screamed. She floored the Humvee, blowing past the gate and crashing into the motor pool. Soldiers swarmed them, lifting the tent canvas, pulling Brad out, shouting orders.

“Flynn, you’re bleeding too,” a medic said.

“Yes, sergeant,” Rory whispered — and collapsed.

***
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The next day, Rory woke in the medical tent, pain radiating through her shoulder and back. Bandages wrapped her torso. Staff Sergeant Carnahan sat beside her.

“Stay still,” he said. “You’re lucky. The shoulder wound went clean through. Missed bone. But the other bullet hit your right kidney. They had to remove it.”

Rory swallowed. “Brad?”

Carnahan didn’t answer immediately.

––––––––
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Rory’s hands fisted. “Sergeant. Brad.”

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “He lost too much blood.”

Rory stared at the ceiling, jaw clenched so hard it hurt.

Carnahan continued, “You did everything right. You retrieved the parts. You neutralized enemy combatants. You got the jeep running and brought it home. No one could have done more.”

“If that were true,” Rory said flatly, “Brad would still be alive.”

Carnahan exhaled. “Walk me through what happened.”

Rory did — every detail, every shot, every decision — her voice stripped of emotion.

When she finished, Carnahan squeezed her hand. “You did your job. You did it well.”

Tears slid down her temples. “It doesn’t matter.”

“No,” he said. “But it’s the truth.”

“What now?”

“You recover. That’s an order.”

“Can I work in the motor pool?”

“Not yet.”

“Please,” Rory said, sitting up too fast. The room tilted.

Carnahan steadied her. “Fine. But you get help. And you don’t push it.”

***
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Rory developed a  staph infection that kept her off duty for four months, and with her obligated service complete, the Army processed her honorable discharge.   By early September, she arrived at Walter Reed Military Hospital in Bethesda. Her parents had flown in when she was first wounded, but they’d only been able to stay for the final week of her recovery. She loved them — deeply — but the hovering she knew was coming made her brace herself before they even walked into the room.

“Hi, Mom, Dad,” Rory said, leaning in for a gentle hug. She winced when they squeezed too tightly.

Jessica’s voice trembled. “Oh, Rory. I’m so sorry about your friend.”

Greg stepped to her side, taking her hand in both of his. “From what I understand, you and Brad finished your mission. You can’t do any better than that.”

Still in uniform, Rory murmured, “Thanks, Dad. I’m a little tired. Can we go to the hotel now? I want to take my hair down and stretch across a bed for a while.”

“Of course,” Jessica said, slipping an arm around Rory’s good shoulder. “Tomorrow, we can head back home.”

Rory didn’t hesitate. “I’m not going back home.”

Greg blinked. “But why?”

“We have to take care of you,” Jessica insisted. “And what better place to do that than at home?”

“No offense,” Rory said, her voice flat, “but I can’t stand the thought of the pity and the awkwardness of it all.” Her eyes went distant. “I’m going back to Norfolk.”

“Norfolk?” Jessica asked, startled. “Aurora, you don’t even have a car.”

“I know. But Grandma and Grandpa gave me a little money to get one when I returned. I can find something that needs fixing up. It’ll give me something to work on.”

Jessica shook her head. “Don’t be silly. Your body isn’t ready for that kind of work, and you know it.”

Rory kept her tone even. “As far as Norfolk... I want to go back to where we lived before Hawaii. Aside from the two of you, I have nothing and no one in Pensacola.”

Pain flickered across Greg’s face — brief but unmistakable. Still, he nodded. “If this is how you feel, I’ll help you fix the car you choose.” He could see her mind was made up. “Let’s get your things and head to the hotel.” He grabbed her duffle and walked her out.

At the hotel, Jessica helped Rory change into civilian clothes. “Here you are,” she said softly, guiding Rory’s arm through her sleeve.

“Thanks, Mom,” Rory said, trying to button the shirt. A sharp pull of discomfort made her inhale, but she kept going.

“Want me to get that for you?” Jessica asked, stepping closer.

“I got it. I need to be able to do this myself.” She caught the flicker of hurt on her mother’s face and immediately reached out, pulling her into a gentle hug. “I’m sorry. I know you want to help. I’ve been on my own for a while. I forget you need to feel needed.”

“It’s fine,” Jessica whispered. “You’ve been independent for so long. A mom never loses the urge to help her child when they’re hurting.”

Greg stepped back into the room, holding up his phone. “I think I found a vehicle you’ll like. We should be able to get it fixed up in no time.” He turned the screen toward her — a Jeep Rubicon, bright red, her favorite shade.

Rory’s face lit up for the first time in weeks. “This is fabulous! I can’t wait to get started.”
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