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Nine Years Prior

The war was still ongoing, but thanks to the raid on the Adrenti Terra Camp eighteen months earlier, the local threats in Canada had been significantly weakened. There were smaller, isolated attacks by individual supporters, which fortunately usually caused minimal impact. The Terra terrorist group was nearly under control, allowing the country to focus on international threats and support its allies. 

The raid on the camp marked a crucial turning point in the country’s war effort. Thanks to the efforts of two special agents, the NSE and Special Forces managed to send an undercover agent into the camp, safely extract a hostage, and coordinate an attack that dismantled the camp and seized their funding. They also successfully eliminated the head of the Terra organization and his second-in-command. Jay Harris was seriously injured during the raid, but once he recovered, the Prime Minister honoured him and Liam Allens as heroes. The specific roles they played were never publicly disclosed, but those who closely followed the events realized that one of them was the person who had gone undercover. 

After recovering from the raid, Jay Harris decided to run his grandfather’s construction company and also secured a seat on the board of Harvest Foods. He worked closely with the government to ensure enough food for everyone, especially those who had been evacuated and were now homeless. Then, he concentrated on rebuilding communities and restoring people's homes. 

Liam had remained with the army and was promoted to Captain. He continued to eliminate the remaining Terra soldiers. He had left the NSE to fully focus on the missions assigned by the Special Forces. Although he was successful in leading his team and completing his missions, General Kitts knew Liam was taking unnecessary risks. While he always took care to protect his team, he often put himself in danger to finish the missions, even when retreating would have been the smarter choice. 

Present Day: Jay

Jay sat at his desk in his home office; the dreaded file lay closed in front of him. It had been three days since Adam finally provided the information he had requested for nine years. He felt devastated, reflecting on how much time had passed. Liam was his friend, and he blamed himself for letting this happen. If he had been more persistent, maybe something could have been done sooner. Jay was the most powerful man in the country. He knew he could have done more; he should have tried harder.

Adam was mistaken; the file didn’t answer his questions, it raised even more. Why would they have allowed this to happen? How could Liam have been the one sent on this mission? He was just a kid! Jay had memorized the entire file; each page had burned into his memory as a permanent record of how he had failed his friend. Adam told him not to think badly of him, and to remember the times they had shared. But Jay couldn’t shake the idea that his friend had been imprisoned for nine years because of Adam’s mission, and now Adam wanted Jay to find him. Frustrated, Jay slammed his hand on the desk. Since reading the file, he had pondered what he could do, and the answer was clear. He needed to go. He had to see if he could find Liam and free him. Hunter had tried calling him repeatedly, and when Jay didn’t answer, he followed up with dozens of emails and texts. Hunter was insistent that Jay not act on his own. Jay only responded sharply, “You had nine years.” 

There was a gentle knock on the office door, then it opened without waiting for a response. Ashley entered the room, still dressed in her pyjamas, holding two cups of coffee. She placed one in front of him and frowned when she saw the file on his desk again. He hadn’t told her what it contained, she had asked, but he had told her he would tell her when he could. She continued to ask, but Jay stood his ground; he didn’t want her influencing his decision. He knew she would disagree, and he needed to decide with a clear head, not with his wife yelling at him. 

“Beth wants to see the fireworks tonight,” Ashley said. “I think we can risk a short trip out. It will be dark.”

It was the May long weekend; Jay had been expecting this request. He looked at his wife longingly, willing to agree to almost anything at that moment since he knew he would be breaking her heart soon. Even though the RCMP had cautioned them to keep a low profile, the few quick trips into town hadn’t raised suspicion. No one had guessed their true identities, and they had done well to keep them hidden. Ashley had cut her long blond hair and dyed it dark. Jay, who had always been seen as well-groomed and dressed in expensive suits, had stopped shaving and now wore sweatshirts and jeans. They also now had a child. No one would have thought that the country’s most powerful couple was now living in rural Canada, raising an eight-year-old. They could almost pass as a normal family. 

“Yeah, that sounds like it could be fun,” Jay replied, taking the coffee from Ashley as she sat across from him at his desk. 

“What are you working on?” Ashley asked, although he knew she could see the file on his desk. This was her passive-aggressive way of asking what was in the file. When Jay didn’t answer immediately, she sighed and leaned forward.

“It’s been days, Jay,” she said. You've been hiding in this office, pouting over whatever's in that file and completely avoiding us. I’m sorry, but you need to tell me: where did Hunter take you?”

Jay shook his head and gave her an apologetic look. “I can’t tell you, at least not yet. I need to figure this out on my own first, and then I’ll explain everything.”

“Figure what out?” Ashley said impatiently. “If you are making decisions that will impact this family, you have to include me. Jay, you’re scaring me. What the hell has gotten into you? Are you investigating your murder?”

“No,” Jay replied quickly and honestly. “I agreed to let the police handle that.”

“Then what is it, Jay?” Ashley demanded.

He hated to see her upset. Their relationship had been fragile before they went into hiding. Faking his death brought them closer, as he could suddenly dedicate almost all his time to her and Beth. That was until Hunter took him to meet Adam, and then Jay was lost to Ashley again. He knew she was angry with him, but he didn’t know how to explain it yet. He didn’t know how he could tell her he was considering leaving her to try a hopeless rescue mission for a friend who had been missing for nine years. 

“Jay, tell me,” she begged. Jay sighed; he needed to tell her. His mind was made up, but he was too scared to admit it, and he knew that avoiding the confrontation wouldn’t make it easier.

“When Hunter came for me,” Jay began. “He took me to see General Adam Kitts.” Ashley instantly leaned back in her seat, ready to listen. “He’s dying,” Jay continued. “Cancer, he may already be dead. Anyway, he gave me that file, it’s Liam’s file. It explains why he vanished.”

Ashley looked at the file with a horrified expression.

“So, this is why you have been acting so strange,” she replied slowly. “Jay, I’m so sorry. I know you guys went through so much together; it must be hard, but at least you have closure.”

Jay realized Ashley was under the impression that Liam was dead. They all thought that; it seemed like the only explanation for why he hadn’t come back. That was the only thing that made sense until Jay knew the truth.

“He’s not dead,” Jay corrected her quickly. “At least he wasn’t up until a few years ago, where the file ends.” 

He looked at the file on his desk then at his wife. He loved her more than anything, so if he was going to leave her, she needed to know why. He slowly slid the file towards her and opened the cover, inviting her to read the documents inside. 

Ashley took some time to read the entire file, while Jay sat calmly, watching her and giving her the time she needed to process it. She didn’t ask any questions, and when she finished, she slowly closed the file and looked at Jay with tears in her eyes. 

Nine Years Prior Liam

Liam opened the front door to his house and was immediately met with the screams of a nine-year-old girl. There was a full-blown temper tantrum happening in the kitchen, and Melissa looked overwhelmed. Liam quickly went to her rescue.

“Grace, what the heck?” Liam scolded her as he entered the kitchen. Grace was sitting at the small table with her schoolbooks in front of her. Melissa sat across from her and looked defeated.

“I don’t get this!” Grace cried. “I’m too stupid, I don’t understand any of this!”

“It takes time, Grace, I’m just asking that you try,” Melissa replied. 

“Grace, why don’t you take a break?” Liam suggested. “I’ll help you in a little bit.”

Grace slammed her books shut and exited the kitchen. Melissa shook her head and looked at Liam.

“She’s getting worse, Liam,” she told him when they were alone. “She doesn’t know how to handle the PTSD; she should be medicated, but no one has access to those types of drugs here. The therapy can only get her so far.”

“I know,” Liam said, sitting at the table. He ran his hand through his short blond hair and looked at Melissa. “Thank you for helping.”

“She’s not listening to me anymore. I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up either. It’s exhausting.”

Liam frowned. He needed Melissa; she was the only one still willing to help him care for Grace. Melissa understood the terrifying events Grace had gone through, including seeing Amy, Melissa’s daughter, murdered, and Liam nearly beaten to death. She also knew that Amy loved Grace and Liam, which was why she kept helping, though her charity was starting to run out.

“I can’t send her away,” Liam said. “She would never forgive me.”

“But it might be best for her,” Melissa replied. Centres are being established to handle this type of problem. We don’t have the resources here.

“I just can’t,” Liam repeated.

“If you think caring for her is out of obligation to Amy or the Baileys, you need to put that behind you, Liam,” Melissa said. “This isn’t what’s best for Grace. You have to let her get the care she needs. For god’s sake, Liam, you haven’t even recovered yet yourself. How are you going to help her?”

Liam realized Melissa was right. He hadn’t mentally recovered from what happened to him last year, and he didn’t bother denying it, especially to Melissa, who had also lost her daughter. Instead of working through it and healing, he threw himself into his job. He didn’t go back to the National Security Enforcement Team but stayed with the army, continuing to work with Special Forces to track down the remaining Ardenti Terra terrorists that had scattered since the raid on their main camp last year. He had impressed General Kitts with his efforts so much that he was promoted, and at eighteen, he was the youngest Captain Adam had ever appointed. He knew he wasn’t acting wisely; he took risks no one else dared, risking his own life for the missions he took on. He didn’t care; he felt he had nothing to live for, but as long as he remained useful to his country, he would keep doing what he believed was necessary. 

Jay Harris had tried to counsel him, but the man had his own issues. However, two near-death experiences and being tortured would take a toll on anyone. Liam appreciated his friendship, but Jay was now married, busy running his companies, and helping to rebuild the economy and country with the Prime Minister. Their lives were heading in different directions, and they had less and less time for each other. 

Sara Heckly had remained a close friend, and although her job with Jay was demanding, she stayed in contact with him regularly. Liam noticed that she had feelings for him, but he didn’t believe he could ever reciprocate. The thought of potentially losing someone else he loved was intolerable, so he decided he wouldn’t allow himself to experience that pain again. Though that had been Jay’s approach to relationships for years, he was now the first to criticize Liam for it. 

“I’ll think about it,” Liam said to Melissa. He didn’t want to think about it, but he knew Melissa was right; there were places that could help Grace better than he ever could. He needed to consider what was best for her. 

“Please don’t take too long thinking about it,” Melissa said as she gathered her purse.

“Thanks, Melissa,” Liam said as he opened the front door for her. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Liam and Grace lived in a small house on the base. They had decided to stay there, even after what had happened; they still considered it home, but Liam didn’t have the heart to leave. It was the last link he had to Amy. The house was small and square with a triangular roof. The downstairs featured a small living and dining area with a kitchen. Upstairs were three tiny bedrooms and a bathroom.

Liam could hear Grace crying as he went up the stairs to the second floor. He found her in her room; she had buried herself in her bed and pulled the blankets over her head. She was sobbing loudly as Liam sat on the bed beside her. He had a routine for this: he reached down, pulled her into his arms, and let her cry until she tired herself out. Eventually, she exhausted herself, wiped her eyes, and looked at him.

“I don’t understand anything in those schoolbooks,” she said softly to him.

“That stuff isn’t that important, Grace,” Liam sighed. “I want you to learn, but not if it’s going to upset you this much.”

“Liam, I miss my parents.”

“I know Gracie, me too.”

“When I try to sleep, I keep seeing everything he did! I see what he did to Dad and Amy, what he did to you and Jay. And then I see him dying on the side of the road after you... after you.” 

She didn’t finish, and Liam was thankful for that. He knew she wasn’t upset with him for her brother’s death; she understood he had killed Matt in self-defence. But that didn’t erase all the horrors she had seen at her brother’s hands. Her father’s death, Amy’s death, and Jay and Liam being tortured—all those memories were seared into her mind and continued to torment her.

“I want to go back in time,” she said, barely awake. “I want to go back to when Mom and Dad were still alive, and Matt was still good, and we were all happy. I want that back.” 

Liam felt her crying again in his arms, and suddenly, he found himself crying too. He wanted that so much as well. He had so many regrets, so many things he would do differently to keep the people he cared about safe. Liam held Grace until she fell asleep, then gently laid her back in her bed, and tucked her into her blankets. He stared at her for a moment, wondering if she would hate him if he sent her away to get help.

Liam headed to his room intending to sleep early, but when he got into bed, he pulled out his phone to check messages. He noticed a news alert had appeared on his screen, so he opened the notification and read the article. It was about the US President, who had once again renounced his support of the UN alliances and was trying to fight the war on his own. All the other allied countries had agreed to join forces and fight back against the invading nations and the local terror groups supporting them. However, the President wanted to continue dominating the situation and pushing his own agenda. Almost all the allied countries had suffered various attacks, either from international forces or local terrorist groups that had coordinated with the global threats. North America had been hit first and hardest, but when the European countries began defending North America, they were also targeted. This triggered World War III. Thanks to Jay and Liam’s actions last year, the threat from local terrorists in Canada had been nearly completely neutralized. That left Canada in a unique position where it could support the allied efforts. The Canadian Army deployed soldiers overseas and domestically, but Canada soon began pulling its troops back from the US. It was clear that the President was working on his own mandate. His demands not only provoked their enemies but also threatened his closest allies. The US had implemented conscription, being the only country to do so. Thousands fled the US for Canada, Mexico, and overseas to avoid the draft. The President demanded that the allied countries return the US citizens who had fled, but they all refused. The President was now very close to declaring war on his closest allies. 

Because of his role on the special forces team, Liam knew that the NSE had also discovered that the US had started developing nuclear bombs at a pace capable of wiping out half the world’s population. The information was shared with the top agencies of the allied countries, and it worried everyone, especially Canada and Mexico, since they share borders with the US. Everyone agreed that action was necessary, but no one could agree on what that should be. Liam shook his head as he finished reading the news article. The President was ranting again, threatening the allied countries, and demanding the return of US citizens so they could be prosecuted. Once again, his demands were refused.

At Adam's request, Liam found himself in Hunter’s office early the next morning. He was often included in these meetings because of his past work with Hunter and because Adam trusted him as an advisor. Hunter explained that the news from the night before was only part of the whole picture. The President’s demands were also accompanied by threats to the country’s leaders, which were not made public. He demanded that his requests be fulfilled, or he would formally renounce his alliances. No one was sure what that meant, especially considering the nuclear weapons he had developed. His country was also in civil war; the citizens were terrified of their leader and were protesting daily. This was during repeated terrorist attacks and ongoing international threats. 

“The United Nations has called another meeting,” Hunter explained. “They are going to give the President an ultimatum.”

“Will that make a difference?” Liam criticized. “They haven’t had much success with him so far. I doubt he will listen, especially now.”


“I agree, but we have limited options without declaring war, and they are meant to be our closest ally,” Hunter sighed. “Unless you have a better idea.”


“We should just take him out,” Liam said bluntly. He was frustrated and speaking too freely. He knew that, but he wanted to make a point. “Go in there with a team and get rid of him, solve everyone’s problems.”

“Liam, check yourself,” Adam warned, glancing at Hunter. Liam picked up on the cue and immediately stopped talking. He knew he had gone too far, even if he could be casual around Hunter and Adam.

“Hunter, I’m sure the kid didn’t mean to suggest that we assassinate the leader of another nation,” Adam quickly replied. 

“Of course not,” Hunter replied, staring hard at Liam. “It’s just an emotional time.”

––––––––
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Present Day: Gibs

Gibs and Dax stayed at the house while Ashley, Jay, and Beth went to see the fireworks. Their pictures continued to be featured regularly on the evening news. Publicly, Dax was still considered the main suspect in Jay’s murder, even though no charges were ever laid against him. Hunter couldn’t officially declare Dax’s innocence without revealing Jay was still alive, so they let the public draw its own conclusions. Gibs remained a prominent story in the media. Hunter made an official statement saying she was no longer a person of interest in Jay’s death and assured the public she was not involved. However, the contract was still out for Gib’s life. Hunter warned her that the person who put out the contract might also be influencing the media to keep her story in the public eye and ensure people remembered what she looked like. 

They had been confined to the house for over a month. Although they didn’t mind, they remained terrified by their experiences. Gibs had recovered from the injuries she sustained when the angry mob tried to cash in on the million-dollar contract, but she was afraid to go back into a world that seemed to have judged her for being someone she couldn’t even remember. Gibs had no memory of her life as Grace Bailey; she didn’t remember her brother, Matt, and luckily, she had no recollection of the horrors she endured because of him. Somehow, all those memories had been erased from her. Jay had explained in more detail what had happened. He had told her the entire story of what Matt had done and helped her understand why so many people were still angry and hurt. Although the riot at the courthouse was incited, it still reflected society’s feelings towards the Bailey name.

The other curious thing was Dax; he also had no childhood memories. He was two years older than Gibs and would have been old enough to remember his life before the war, but his first memory, just like Gibs,’ was when he and Gibs were forced to leave the orphanage that was closing. They were tossed onto the streets shortly after the war ended and were told to fend for themselves. They had been together ever since, except for the short time Gibs had been arrested. Now that they had been reunited, they were in no rush to venture back into the world that had seemed cruel and punishing. 

Gibs was in her bedroom. During her time incarcerated, she had grown used to sleeping alone. Dax seemed disappointed that she no longer needed him by her side each night to fall asleep, but he respected her request and moved to the room across the hall. It had been an uncomfortable conversation with Jay and Ashley. As Jay mentioned, they were adults and it was their choice to decide their sleeping arrangements, but Gibs and Dax had never been intimate, and Gibs quickly confirmed she would prefer her own room and space. 

Gibs retrieved her tablet Jay had given her and opened Carter’s contact. She missed him and wished he hadn’t stayed behind, but she understood. He was still upset with Dax, and he had begun his new life working for Harris Corp. Even though it was late, she decided to see if he would answer her call. She flopped onto her massive bed, holding her tablet in front of her, and pressed the call button. The tablet buzzed several times before Carter finally answered the video call.

“Hi, Gibs!” he said excitedly and out of breath.

“Hi, Cart, is it a bad time?” she asked.

“No, not at all! I wanted to call you, I have great news!”

“What’s going on?”

Cart positioned his camera so she could see him better. He had moved it to his desk, and she could see he was in his small bedroom at Ken’s house. He looked so grown-up; he must have been working late, as he was still dressed in his business clothing.

“We closed on the house today,” he said excitedly. “And we have the approval from Children’s Aid, and they are agreeing to allow this house to open as a privately funded foster home as a pilot project. But Gibs, if this one works, then we might be able to open a second soon!”

“Oh wow, Cart, that’s awesome!” Gibs said, smiling, he seemed so happy.

“That’s not the best part,” he continued. “Children’s Aid also agreed that all our kids can be the first residents of the place. We are all going to be together again!”

“Everyone?” Gibs couldn’t believe it. He had finally managed to gather all the kids she and Dax had cared for over the years in an abandoned warehouse, and they would finally have a real home.

“Well, all the ones who were in foster homes. I still haven’t been able to find Allie, Joey, or Kat. I have no idea where they might have gone after they took off. I hope they hear the story on the news and come find me.

“Oh, Cart, I’m so proud of you,” Gibs said, grinning at him. “You did so well.”

“We called this place Jay’s House,” Cart said sadly. “Middy insisted. I’m not allowed to tell her Jay’s alive; she wanted to do this as a tribute to him.”

“That makes sense,” Gibs replied. “I miss you, I wish you could come and visit.”

Carter hesitated, and Gibs realized she had hit a nerve because of Dax.

“I’m not sure that’s such a good idea,” he finally replied. “I mean, we just closed on the house, and now Middy has to design the interior. We could be moving the kids in within six weeks if we stay on schedule.”

“Cart, you have to talk to Dax eventually,” Gibs protested, knowing his real reason.

“No, I don’t think I do, Gibs,” he replied flatly. “I don’t see why I would ever have to see the guy again.”

“Why can’t you forgive him, Cart? Even Jay and Ashley have!”

“Because he planned to kill Jay, Gibs. He plotted a murder. What kind of person does that?” Cart challenged. 

Gibs sighed. She knew he was right; Carter had front-row seats to Dax’s actions. He was there when Dax pulled the gun on Jay, intending to kill him. It was not a moment she could easily forget. Gibs’s relationship with Dax had also changed; she felt distant from him, partly because of what he had tried to do, but also because of everything that had happened to her. Jay had been a tremendous help to her. He reminded her that in these times, she needed to remember who her friends were, and Dax, without a doubt, was one of them.

“He’s not the person I thought he was, and I prefer not to associate with him,” Carter concluded.

“But I’m stuck here,” Gibs complained. “And I would love for you to visit. Please! Before the kids move in, Middy will be busy with the design plans. You must have earned a couple of days of vacation?”

“I’ll think about it,” Cart said noncommittally. “Look, I need to wrap up a few things for Children’s Aid before tomorrow, so I’ll catch up with you later, OK?”

“Yeah, sure, Cart, see you later,” Gibs said as she disconnected the call and sighed. She missed Carter; he had always been someone she could depend on when she needed a friend.

There was a gentle knock at her door, and Gibs realized it was Dax; he was the only other person at home. He waited for her to invite him in before opening the door to go inside. 

“Was that Carter you were talking to?” he asked as he sat in the armchair on the far side of the room. 

“Yeah,” she confirmed, pulling herself into a sitting position on the bed. “They closed on the house, and they think they can be ready in a few weeks. Children’s Aid gave their approval for our kids to move in.”

“Gibs, that’s awesome.”

“I wish we could be there,” she sighed. “I want to see them again. I miss them all so much.”

“Soon, hopefully, Hunter can stop the contract on you, and you’ll be free to go.”

“You’ll be free soon too, Dax,” Gibs assured him. “I mean, you can’t be charged for a murder that never happened. They just need to keep everyone thinking Jay is dead until they can catch the guy who is trying to kill him.” Gibs laughed. That whole statement was completely absurd, but unfortunately true. “Wow, I thought our lives were complicated, but at least we aren’t dead like poor Jay!”

“Yeah, I have to respect the guy,” Dax replied. “He’s been good to us, considering we tried to defraud his company, and then I plotted his murder.” 

“Geez, I wonder what he would do for us if we burned down his house and crashed his cars,” Gibs joked. Jay had been far too good to them, taking them in and protecting them, even if she was the long-lost Grace Bailey he had promised to protect ten years earlier. 

“Maybe we should consider a way to repay him,” Dax suggested. 

“He hasn’t asked for anything in return, Dax, he just wants us to be safe.”

“I know, but I can’t shake the feeling that I owe him something, especially since he let me keep the payment I received for his murder.”

Dax received a payment of one million dollars as his share of the contract reward. He tried to give it to Sergeant Hunter and then Jay, but both brushed it off and told him to keep it. Jay encouraged him to use it to start his life over once he regained his freedom. 

“I think we just have to pay it forward, Dax,” Gibs suggested. “He doesn’t want anything from us, but if we can help someone else when we ever can, then I think that’s the payback he would expect. Kind of like what Cart and Middy are doing with the Children’s Homes.”

“Maybe,” Dax shrugged, unconvinced. “But I’m not going to stop looking for a way to repay him.”

Gibs smiled. Jay had been right. Dax was remorseful, and although Jay had forgiven him, Dax had not forgiven himself. He would keep trying to prove himself to her and Jay until he finally succeeded. 

“So, what else did Cart say?” Dax asked.

“Not much,” Gibs replied. “I had asked him to come visit, but he declined.”

“He’s still mad at me?”

“Yeah,” Gibs confirmed. “I’m sorry.” 

“I miss the way it used to be,” Dax said, leaning back in his chair.

Gibs gave him a funny look; as much as she missed the other kids, she didn’t miss their way of living in an abandoned warehouse and stealing every meal they ate.

“I don’t know, you have more money than we ever dreamed of,” Gibs objected. “And we have this great home to stay in.”

“I would trade it all if I could get Middy and Cart’s friendship back,” he replied quickly. “And yours.”

“We’re friends,” Gibs assured him.

“Not the way we used to be,” he said sadly. 

She stared at him; she wouldn’t deny it. Things had changed. She had forgiven him for what he had tried to do to Jay, but that didn’t change the fact that she now thought differently of him. She didn’t need him to protect her; she was still scared but knew she needed to learn to take care of herself. She couldn’t keep relying on others. And Carter had a point: What kind of person plots to kill someone?

“Things are just different, Dax, but I still care for you. I need to sort things out in my mind.”

“At least you have an idea of who you are now and your history,” Dax replied.

“A lot of good that did,” Gibs sighed. “People want to kill me just because of who my brother was. I wish I had never found out.”

“It’s not all bad,” Dax said. “You know why Jay cares about you so much.”

“Yeah, I suppose,” Gibs shrugged. She had shared with Dax what Jay had told her about her, her family, and the events at the start of the war. Jay had also shared the details of his friend Liam, who had been her foster parent for a year before he disappeared. Although Liam was only eighteen at the time, he took on caring for Grace Bailey. He was the one who rescued her from her brother and helped Jay take down the Terra Camp. He also saved Jay’s life that night. Jay had told her all the details, but she had no memory of Liam either. 

“Give me time, Dax,” she said as she got up and approached him. She gently took his hand, pulled him to his feet, and hugged him. He held her close until she gently pushed away. 

“I’m tired, I want to go to bed,” she said to him. He nodded and left her room.

Present Day: Jay

Jay was sitting on a blanket in a field surrounded by the local townspeople, watching the fireworks display. Beth was sitting on his lap, leaning back on him as she watched the show, calling out “ooh” and “ahh” with each blast. Ashley was beside him; she had barely spoken since reading the file. She seemed as conflicted as he was; she knew what he was considering, but he knew she was too scared to ask to confirm it. 

Beth started clapping as the grand finale began. Flashes of white and red erupted as fireworks exploded simultaneously. The brightness was almost like daylight. Jay pulled his cap lower, even though he knew no one was watching him, feeling paranoid about being recognized. 

“I’m sleepy, Dad, can you carry me?” Beth asked, smiling up at him. He returned her smile and bent down so she could climb onto his back for a piggyback ride. Jay was surprised by how quickly he had fallen in love with the child; he had only known her for a few months, but she already felt like she had always been part of their family. This made his decision to leave even more difficult. 

Ashley slipped her hand into his and held it tightly. He looked over at her, and tears welled in her eyes. He knew she wouldn’t discuss things in front of Beth, but she was trying to silently persuade him by showing how upset she was. He squeezed her hand and led them back to the car. 

Beth fell asleep during the short drive home, and Jay carefully carried her to her bed. It was late, and when he returned to his bedroom, he found Ashley sitting on the bed waiting for him. 

“We need to talk about this,” she began, still almost in tears.

“Yes,” he agreed.

“You want to go find him, don’t you?” 

“Yes,” he repeated.

“Jay, I don’t think our relationship can survive that,” she said, now crying. “I can’t go through that, not again. I really can’t, you almost died the last time!”

Jay sat next to her on the bed and took her hand. 

“I would have died if it weren’t for Liam,” he said, looking deeply into her eyes to make sure she understood. “He could have left; he had Grace, and they were safe. The army was moving to dismantle the camp. He didn’t need to come back for me. But he did, and he saved me from William Fadden, who would have killed me. If he had been even a minute later, I’d be dead.” He paused, choosing his words, having spent years reflecting on the significance of Liam’s actions. He wanted Ashley to understand their full meaning. “Think about everything he did that night. I’m not the only one who owes him. His actions changed the course of this country and made us much stronger. If he hadn’t gone back for me, I’d be dead, and James would have escaped. Can you imagine what this country would look like now?”

“Oh god, Jay,” Ashley cried. “I understand, but you don’t even know for sure where he is or if he’s still alive. It’s been nine years!”

“I have to try. I know where he was three years ago, that's a start.”

“But he made his choices, he volunteered for that assignment, he...”

“No,” Jay said, shaking his head. “He was just a kid, and I won’t believe that he did that, with full understanding of what he was doing. It was Adam and Hunter using him again. There is no way Liam signed up for that.”

“And if he did?” Ashley asked. “If he knew what he had signed up for, would that change your mind? Would you stay?”

Jay paused. She made a compelling argument. That was why he hadn’t wanted to discuss this with her; she would find a way to change his mind. 

“How would I even know, unless I find him?” he protested.

“Go ask Adam,” she suggested.

“The man could be dead by now,” Jay complained. 

“Then you better find out in the morning,” Ashley replied. “If you can confirm that Liam was misled when he took that assignment, then I will forgive you and let you go. But if he understood what he was signing up for, you have to consider that before you go out and risk your life again. If you go out under those circumstances, I may not be able to forgive you, Jay, even if you do come back.”

Ashley grabbed the pillow beside her and threw it at him, giving him a look that made it clear he needed to leave.

“Seriously?” Jay asked, looking at the pillow in his arms.

“You’re so ready to leave me, you might as well start now,” she said, then lay down and turned off the light. 

Jay sighed and made his way down the hall to the spare room. The rest of the house was silent, but he noticed that Dax’s light was still on, and the door was slightly open. He must have heard Jay walking through the house; he opened his door wider as Jay passed and nodded to him.

“Where are you going?” he asked. 

“Spare room,” Jay sighed. "It's a good thing we have a house with enough bedrooms; otherwise, I'd be sleeping on the couch.” 

“You and Ashley had a fight?”

“Yeah,” 

“I’m sure she’ll be over it in the morning,” Dax tried to assure him.

“Not likely,” Jay frowned. “Not this time.”

“What’s going on? Anything you want to talk about?” Dax said, and Jay noticed this seemed awkward for him. But he realized that if he left, it wouldn’t just be Ashley he was leaving, Beth would be losing the father she had just gained. Gibs and Dax would be left behind, still hiding from the judgments that society imposed on them. 

“Join me for a beer?” Jay said, tossing the pillow down the hall in front of his new bedroom. Dax followed him downstairs to the kitchen. Jay opened the fridge and handed Dax a beer; he wasn’t even sure if Dax drank, but he accepted it graciously as he sat down on one of the chairs at the kitchen island. 

Jay leaned back and took a long drink, contemplating what to tell Dax. He would need Dax to look after the girls, especially Beth, once he left. Even though they were well hidden and Hunter had implemented security measures, Jay wasn’t taking anything for granted anymore.

“Did Gibs share any of the history I’ve been telling her with you?" Jay asked after a moment, and Dax nodded. “So, she must have mentioned Liam?”

“Yeah,” Dax confirmed, drinking his beer.

“I found out a few days ago what had happened to him and why he disappeared. He was sent on an assignment and was captured. He’s been in prison in the US ever since.”

“For nine years?” Dax exclaimed.

Yes, and I want to go find him and figure out how to get him out,” Jay continued. “And that’s why Ashley is pissed at me.”

Dax considered this for a long while, and he looked at Jay almost apologetically. 

“I can see why she’s pissed at you,” Dax replied. “How do you know he’s still alive?”

“I don’t, at least not for certain. There’s this General, Adam Kitts, whom Liam reported to. He had been trying to negotiate Liam’s release. Up until a few years ago, he was still trying.”

“So, what changed?”

“General Kitts, the man who was trying to bring him back, was diagnosed with cancer and has been gradually declining. I plan to visit him in the morning, assuming he is still alive. I need him to answer some questions.”

“Assuming Liam is still alive, you want to break him out of prison?” Dax asked with doubt. The alcohol was making him more relaxed, which Jay appreciated. He needed someone who would tell him the truth, not just agree with everything.

“Yeah, something like that,” Jay confirmed.

“You’re supposed to be dead, you have no political influence, how are you going to do that?”

“I’m still working on that.”

Dax took another long drink; it was clear he also thought this was a bad idea.

“He’s really that important to you?” Dax asked.

“Yes,” Jay replied. “If the roles were reversed, I know he would do it for me. In fact, he has.”

“He’s been in jail for nine years?” Dax repeated, shaking his head. “Jesus, how does that not break a man? I couldn’t handle even a few hours of being locked up.”

“Exactly,” Jay said. “And remember everything you did and tried to do to get Gibs out when she was locked up. You’re the same as me; you wouldn’t leave a friend behind either.”

Jay saw he had Dax’s support; the last statement made Dax realize just how important this was to Jay. Dax would have killed to get Gibs free; he had risked his own life trying to help her. 

“The girls are going to kill us,” Dax replied.

“Us?” Jay questioned. 

“Well, you can’t exactly go alone, can you?” Dax argued. “And besides, you being alive is the only evidence I have that I didn’t kill you. I would like to keep it that way.”

Jay laughed; he appreciated Dax’s offer, but he wasn’t going to let him risk his life. Taking him along would be a risk. Jay was already recognizable enough, even if people weren’t actively searching for him. But since Dax was being actively searched for, it would only complicate things.

“Thanks for the offer, but that’s going to be a no,” Jay replied with a laugh.

“It wasn’t an offer,” Dax said, finishing his beer. “I’m going.”

Jay left early the next morning. If Adam were still alive, the hospital where he was would be more than an hour away. He left a note for Ashley, confirming he was following her wishes. Hunter had warned Jay not to go on long trips without an escort, but he didn’t have the time to wait for Hunter to arrange security. Only a small, trusted group within the RCMP knew Jay was still alive, but they weren’t always immediately available unless there was an emergency. 

When Jay arrived at the hospital, he made sure to wear his sunglasses and hat; luckily, it was a sunny, warm day, and it didn’t attract too much attention. He was looking at the patient board, searching for Adam’s name, when a young nurse approached him.

“Is there someone you are looking for?” she asked kindly.

“Adam Kitts,” Jay replied softly, avoiding eye contact.

“Yes, the General,” she smiled. “Have you been here before?”

“A few days ago,” he confirmed.

“Then you know he’s almost ready to leave us,” she advised. “Are you family?”

“No,” Jay replied. “I fought for him ten years ago during the war. I wanted to pay my respects and say goodbye.”

“There have been many of you passing by, he must have been an amazing man. I have to warn you, he is close to the end,” she said, and Jay nodded. “Second door from the end, on your left.”

“Thank you,” Jay quickly headed in the direction she indicated. It was still early, not many visitors had arrived yet, and most patients were still sleeping. He found Adam asleep in his bed. The oxygen mask covered his face, and the monitors beeped softly. Jay knew insistently that the man only had hours left. He was about to turn and leave when Adam woke and raised his hand to Jay. Jay paused, reluctantly approached the bed, and Adam removed his mask.

“I was hoping you’d come back; I’ve been holding on just for that,” he said softly.

“I have questions,” Jay confirmed. He carefully pulled a chair up beside the bed. He wondered whether Adam would have a clear recollection of what had happened so many years ago. 

“The President was a madman, Jay,” Adam whispered. “He had turned on his allies and declared war on us.” Adam paused to pull his mask over his face to breathe deeply. 

“We would all have been killed,” he continued. “He would have nuked the entire country; we needed to stop him.” He started to cough, Jay helped him put the mask back over his face and waited until Adam was able to speak again. 

“The team assigned for the assassination included representatives from every allied country. We were all in it together. Then, just before they were about to strike, the President finally agreed to terms. We tried to pull the team out, but they were caught. When the President suspected they had been there to kill him, he had all the leverage and threatened to go public with the news. But thanks to Liam...”

Adam was interrupted by another coughing fit. Jay helped with the mask again, but his frustration was growing. Was it really that dangerous a time? The public wasn't informed of any of this. Even during his regular meetings with the Prime Minister, he never suggested that things were this fragile. Adam wheezed as he struggled to breathe, and Jay was about to call for help when Adam took one last deep breath to calm down.

“Jay, please believe me, we would never have tried the assassination if we didn’t think it was necessary. Still, after Liam was caught, he prevented a war between Canada and the US. He made sure they never knew the real reason for the troops that day... and what they did to him...” Adam was barely able to breathe. 

“What are you talking about?” Jay demanded, but Adam didn’t respond. “He was a kid. Why would you send him?” Jay pressed further. He didn’t care that the man was dying; he was too angry.

“I knew he would do whatever he had to, to avoid getting caught; he wasn’t expecting to come home,” Adam replied. “I’m sorry, Jay. Please believe me.”

“You used him!” Jay hissed, trying not to yell, but he was seeing red. If the man hadn’t been dying, Jay might have resorted to a physical confrontation. 

“I did,” Adam confirmed. “I was willing to sacrifice him to save millions of others.”

“Did he know?” Jay pressed. “Did Liam know what he was signing up for?”

Adam couldn’t answer; he began to wheeze. He was crying, which made his breathing even laboured, and he couldn’t speak. Suddenly, the door swung open, and the nurse from the hall rushed in. 

“General!” she exclaimed. “What have we told you about getting worked up?”  

She quickly adjusted the oxygen flow on the tank and held the mask firmly over Adam’s face. He inhaled as deeply as he could, but Jay noticed his breaths were still shallow, even with the extra support. Just as Jay was about to leave, he saw Adam trying to pull the mask off. He grabbed the mask and pushed the nurse’s hand away.

“You have to believe me!” he insisted with his final ounce of strength. “We had no other option. It was the right decision at the time. I’m sorry for what happened to Liam. I tried every day to help, but I know I’m destined for hell when I die. To answer your question, yes, he knew, he gave us the idea.” Then Adam collapsed onto the bed, wheezing, finally accepting the nurse’s assistance. 

It was his idea? Dazed, Jay slowly backed out of the room and quietly walked down the hall. It was his idea? Adam confirmed what Ashley had suspected, and worse. Not only had Liam known what he was signing up for, but it had somehow been his idea. How had his friend become so ruthless? Had the times really been that dire that they believed they needed to collaborate on an assassination attempt with their international allies? Jay thought he would be sick. Was the Liam he was trying to save the same person he had known? Or was he risking his life and his marriage for a heartless assassin? 

He sat in his car, trying to compose himself after the shock he had just experienced. He knew Adam would probably be dead within hours; he didn't need to go back there and try to accept the man’s apologies. But he needed to verify what he had been told; he had to be sure
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