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    This book is dedicated to Todd Gallagher—the bravest man I know. While tales of heroes wielding weapons to save lives are common, Todd chose a different arsenal: food and supplies. His courage and selflessness led him throughout all of Ukraine, not just once but repeatedly, to rescue those stranded by war. I am profoundly grateful to be one of the many he saved. His repeated acts of valor and compassion are a testament to the kind of heroism that often goes unsung.
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CHAPTER 1. THE GIFT OF TRUTH
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As the sun begins to set on a chilly autumn evening, a lone figure sits at a dimly-lit desk, the only source of light being the flickering candle at his side. The room is filled with a musty scent of old books, as the writer prepares to pen his final words upon the earth. The writer's face is weathered, etched with lines that hint at a life filled with wonder and contemplation.

The room is adorned with antique furniture, a heavy wooden desk standing at the center of it all. The writer's hands move gracefully across the page, his pen scratching away, forming each word with care and precision. The sound of the pen is the only noise in the room, aside from the occasional gust of wind rattling the old window panes.

The writer's face is illuminated by the flickering flame of the candle, casting shadows that dance across the room, giving an eerie feeling to the already gothic atmosphere. His eyes are focused, deep in thought, as he reflects upon the mysteries of his life and journey that brought him to this very moment.

The writer's attire is somber, draped in a long black coat that flows down to the floor, giving an almost ghostly appearance. The coat's collar is turned up, shielding his neck from the cold, and the writer's fingers are adorned with silver rings, each with unique symbols of protection etched into the metal.

On the desk, a large leather-bound book sits open, filled with the writer's life's work. The pages are old and yellowed with age, the ink faded but still legible. This book is the culmination of the writer's life, his legacy to the world, and the only way that he will be remembered.

The writer pauses, his pen hovering over the page, lost in thought. He takes a deep breath, as if drawing in the knowledge of the ages, and then continues to write. His words flow from the pen with ease, each one carefully crafted to convey the deep meaning behind them.

Life is a curious thing, is it not? Life can only be lived forward, but it can only be understood backward. And upon reflection, our situation on this earth seems strange. Every one of us appears here, involuntarily and uninvited, for a short stay, without knowing the why and the wherefore. Yet in our daily lives, we feel the tugging upon our hearts to seek knowledge in all matters, and to explore the timeless unknown.

All that will ever be known of me will come from my writings, held within this book. And I consider this a special blessing to share my final words upon this earth. How happy and grateful I am for having been granted this blessing, which bestows upon me the responsibility to pass forward the gift of knowledge that I have learned. For it seemed right to me, having a perfect understanding of all things from the very first, to write this book for you, and others, so that you might know the certainty of those things, wherein you have been instructed. That, we have not fallen under a spell of mere legends or superstitions. But instead, our journey and now yours is the journey for the ultimate gift... the gift of truth.

Truth continually binds us to the past, present, and future of humankind at large, as we must never forget the hardships of men, women, and children who have moved through their moment in time, pushing truth forward. Through their ultimate sacrifices, we, today, enjoy the light of truth, ...which is hope.

The writer pauses, reflects, and continues. Your journey will take you through the valley of the shadow of death. Do not fear! Shadows are scary and are always more prominent than the source. But remember this, wherever there's a shadow, there has to be a light. You can't have a shadow without light. The critical thing to remember is to turn your back on the shadow and keep your eyes on the light, as long as you do, the shadow won't scare you. Even the Devil, who is always waiting in the shadows, claiming victory, as more and more race down the road of compromise and corruption, will not scare you as long as you keep your eyes on the light.

In these dark valleys, there are always two common reactions, one is fear, and the other is grief. Grief helps us get through the transitions of life. In fact, if you don't grieve, your journey will stall! Grief will not kill you, it doesn’t paralyze, but fear does.... 

And when you are just about ready to give up, and the odds are against you. Yet, you are not to fret! For I am convinced that there is nothing to match the Almighty’s omnipotence. Wherefore, he has a plan for each of us, and you will know what you should do... 

I say all this to tell you that something very powerful is going on in the world today. There is a hidden, quiet work, something so supernatural that it is beyond human comprehension. A small but powerful army is being prepared that is going to be the most dedicated on the face of the earth. This age is going to be closed out with a pure, devoted, fearless remnant. They will have the power to successfully stand up against evil in their day. This new army will be composed of young and old alike. A whole new realm is about to come forth! 

And when it does, their light of truth and hope will shine for the world to see. You are now part of this hidden army!   ...And to think, it all began so long ago... in such an innocent way... A young boy... sweeping in front of his home... 

An event so unremarkable, so innocuous, that none could have ever imagined its profound implications upon the eternal struggle between heaven and hell... 

None could have known, none could have foreseen, the momentous outcome that would ensue. The delicate balance between angels and demons hung in the balance, and the fate of the universe was at stake. No one could have foreseen how such a simple act would determine the balance in the war between angels and demons...
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IN THE DAYS OF HEROD Antipas, the king of Judaea, 33 AD, the holy city of Jerusalem was crowded with pilgrims who had come for the annual Passover celebration. Beginning His two-mile journey from Bethany toward Jerusalem, along the way, the crowds started to grow. Whole multitudes began singing a Passover song and shouting, “Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord – the King of Israel!” 

Crowds of people spread their coats on the ground in front of Him. Some waved branches of palm trees, a sign of victory. The crowds remembered well the Old Testament prophecy of Zechariah. “Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem! Behold, your king is coming to you; righteous and having salvation is he, humble and mounted on a donkey.”

Many of the religious leaders were blinded by their own power, fear, jealousy, and greed. They were considerably shaken by the political and personal upheaval this demonstration could 

cause for them. They missed the importance of this moment, a time that had been prepared since 

the foundation of the world, the Messiah was officially here.

Amidst the throngs of joyous disciples and curious onlookers, the road before Him was adorned with a carpet of palm leaves, fitting for the arrival of a sovereign. Upon a donkey He rode, determined to reach the gates of Jerusalem. His heart was heavy with sorrow, for He saw the true nature of the people whom He had come to love. Despite His affection for them, they had rejected Him, and now the time for reckoning was nigh. Alas, the things that would have brought them peace were obscured from their sight.

In the midst of the jubilant crowd, demonic forces lurked, alongside the city's leaders who conspired to capture Him without arousing the masses. Passing through the gates, the multitude dispersed, leaving the palm leaves in their wake as a testament that the Messiah had indeed arrived.

But the people did not comprehend the kind of king He was to be. They expected their Messiah to be a great political and military leader, who would liberate them from the shackles of the Roman Empire. The throng had been anticipating a triumphant king atop a magnificent white horse, trailed by a colossal army that would overthrow their oppressors. Yet, His kingdom was not of this world, but rather a spiritual domain that flourished in the hearts of those who put their faith and trust in Him. Instead of a regal steed, their Savior rode a humble but dignified donkey, emblematic of His compassionate nature.

Adjacent to the thoroughfare, a modest tradesman dwelled in a humble abode. Entrusted with the task of collecting the palm leaves strewn about the road, the man's son diligently stacked them next to the house, so that they might be dried and kindled for fuel.

A week later, on the eve of Passover, the boy was engaged in one of his routine duties, sweeping the lane before his dwelling. Lost in his chore, he failed to perceive the chariot that raced toward him at breakneck speed. Uncertain which way to turn, the lad stood frozen, his fate now sealed.

The boy's father, who always watched over his beloved son, sprang to his aid upon perceiving the peril. With precious little time to act, the father thrust his son to safety, yet in doing so, placed himself in the path of the hurtling chariot. The father willingly sacrificed himself for the sake of his offspring. The chariot, heedless of the tragedy it had wrought, sped off into the city, leaving behind the father, lifeless.

Family and neighbors hastened to retrieve the man's body, tenderly laying it in the main chamber of his home, where loved ones could mourn him. On this same fateful day, the Messiah, who had recently entered the city amidst the cheers of the crowd, had been betrayed and apprehended by the same throng. Sentenced to death, He was crucified by the authorities.

At the stroke of noon, the moment of His passing, a great earthquake convulsed the land, splitting rocks asunder and toppling structures in Judea and neighboring regions.

Darkness descended without cause, a black shroud veiling the Sun. As the light of day faded, stars glimmered into view in the firmament, and even the Moon assumed a sanguine hue. A most ghastly darkness enshrouded the world, lasting three agonizing hours, marking the advent of the first Blood Moon.

The crimson beams of the Moon's light fell upon the palm leaves the boy had gathered from the road, the very same ones the Messiah had crossed over on His journey to offer Himself as a sacrifice for many. The leaves glowed with a soft light, which gradually intensified as the Moon's radiance grew brighter. The palm leaves shone with such radiance that the small home, even the room where the father's corpse lay in state, was illuminated with their luminance.

Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the father opened his eyes and drew breath. He was alive! A gasp of astonishment and joy resounded through the room as family and friends celebrated his miraculous recovery. Yet within three hours, the darkness lifted, and with it, the Blood Moon. As the Moon's light faded, the palm leaves resumed their natural state, and the father, having basked in the light for one fleeting moment, breathed his last and passed into eternal rest.
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THROUGH THE MISTS OF time, the tale of the palm leaves had dwindled to mere myth. Yet, as the Crusaders set foot upon the foreign shores of Jerusalem, they were confronted by a malevolence beyond their imagining. The Crusaders stood at the edge of a vast, misty plain, gazing out across the desolate landscape with a mix of awe and trepidation. The mist was thick and palpable, swirling around their feet and obscuring their vision. They could feel the weight of centuries bearing down upon them, a weight that seemed to press upon their very souls.

In the distance, they could hear the faint sound of chanting, a low, mournful dirge that echoed through the mist. As they drew closer, they could make out the forms of the Muslims, kneeling in prayer as they faced the rising sun.

But as the Crusaders approached, the chanting turned to screams, and the Muslims rose to their feet, their faces twisted with fear and anger. For they too had felt the presence of the malevolent force that now threatened them all. 

The Crusaders drew their swords and advanced, their hearts pounding with a fierce determination. They could feel the weight of the forces of darkness, ancient and otherworldly, descended upon both Christian and Muslim alike, the closer they came to the fabled palm leaves, unleashing a ferocity that left no quarter.

The demon forces grew ever stronger, its wicked energy reaching out to smother their wills and crush their spirits. The air was thick with the stench of decay and the sound of screeching demons echoed through the night. But they pressed on, driven by a fierce determination to succeed, their eyes fixed on the prize that lay ahead.

And then they saw it, the crates that held the fabled palm leaves, the key to salvation. Inside the crates, the leaves were vibrant green, their surface smooth and unblemished despite the centuries that had passed since their creation. They seemed to pulse with a life force of their own, a power that was almost palpable to the touch.

With trembling hands, the Crusaders gingerly unfurled the palm leaves, marveling at their otherworldly glow. They knew that these ancient leaves held the power to heal, to restore life to those who had fallen in battle. They were the key to victory, the one hope in a world that was spiraling into chaos and despair.

And as the Blood Moon rose in the sky, casting its baleful crimson light upon the land, the Crusaders and Muslims gathered around a fallen hero in the battle, a man who had given his life in defense of his comrades. With bated breath, they laid the palm leaf upon his still chest, watching as the eerie glow of the moonlight suffused the room.

And then, as if by magic, the palm leaf began to pulse with an unearthly light, its very essence suffused with a healing power beyond mortal ken. The room was awash with a soft, warm radiance as the fallen hero's chest began to rise and fall with a steady rhythm, his eyes fluttering open as life returned to his body.

The Crusaders and Muslims alike, exchanged incredulous glances, awed by the power they had witnessed. They knew that the legend was no mere tale, but a living, breathing reality that could change the course of the war between the living and demonic forces.

But even as the Blood Moon waned, its spectral light fading into the night sky, the power of the palm leaf endured. The fallen Crusader, whose life had been restored by its magic, once again succumbed to eternal sleep, but not before bearing witness to a miracle beyond comprehension. That for as long as the Blood Moon shone its light, resurrected martyrs would become beacons of hope and redemption.

The Christian and Muslim forces, once stalwart defenders against the forces of darkness, were now but a faint flicker in the face of an insurmountable threat. Demons, born of ancient malice and seething with a ravenous hunger, had infiltrated every corner of the globe, their insidious influence felt in even the most remote corners of the world. But even in the face of such overwhelming evil, a spark of hope remained.

Even as the darkness spread, so too did the legend of the palm leaves, a beacon of hope in a world shrouded in fear and uncertainty. Across Europe, from the bustling streets of Paris to the quiet hamlets of the countryside, a single palm leaf was delivered to each major city, its power known only to the select few who had kept the legend alive.

And when the Blood Moon rose, casting its eerie glow across the land, the spirit of the martyrs awakened once more, inhabiting any vessel they could find, their incorporeal forms suffused with a luminous energy that set them apart from mere mortals, in their tireless quest to defend the world against the darkness that threatened to consume it.

In the streets of London, a fallen soldier rose from the ground, his spectral form wreathed in the unearthly light of the palm leaf. In Madrid, a nobleman who had given his life for his country emerged from the shadows, his sword held high in defiance of the encroaching evil. And in every corner of the world, the martyrs rallied, their spirits galvanized by the power of the legendary palm leaves.

These brave souls stood firm against the darkness that threatened to engulf the world, wielding the palm leaves' otherworldly power with a fierce determination. They battled the demons on every front, their courage and conviction serving as a beacon of hope to all who fought alongside them.

With the final rays of the Blood Moon fading into the darkness, the battle raged on. The fate of the world hung in the balance, and only time would tell if the living could triumph over the forces of evil. The Christian and Muslim forces knew that if the tale of the palm leaves was true then the rest of the legend must be also. 

For though they knew their forces were too small and too weak to hold back the forces of darkness, the power of the palm leaves was a force to be reckoned with, a glimmer of hope in a world consumed by fear and doubt. And so the martyrs fought on, their spirits burning bright in the face of an enemy that threatened to snuff out the light of humanity forever.

I tell this tale now, for it is one that has been passed down through the ages, from generation to generation. And though some may dismiss it as mere myth, there are those who know the gift of truth. 

But there remained one crucial element, the final part of the legend, that was lacking - a leader who would guide the living and the resurrected martyrs in their fight against the forces of evil. A man whose identity was known only to God, for he was to be the defender of us all.

Thus, the people waited and prayed, their hearts filled with hope that this fabled hero would emerge from the shadows and lead them to victory. And as each Blood Moon rose high in the sky, casting a sinister red glow upon the land, they kept watch for any sign of the Unknown’s arrival. For they knew that only with the aid of this unknown man could they stand a chance against the legions of demons that threatened to overrun their world. So they waited, and they watched, with bated breath and hearts filled with hope, for the one who would lead them to victory. A man who is ‘the Unknown’ but to God.
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CHAPTER 2.  FAMILY
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In the fabric of human existence, there exists an indelible yearning to belong. It permeates our very being, fueling our affection for common causes, inspiring the creation of bustling cities and quaint towns alike. For we are not meant to traverse this mortal life alone. No, we require the companionship of others to nurture us, to support us, and to reciprocate our own love and support in kind. It is a fundamental truth that we all require the warmth of affection, the solace of understanding, and the embrace of belonging.

From the moment we take our first breaths, we are wholly reliant on the embrace of family. Our parents and kin become our first bastions of protection, providing for our needs and shaping our earliest experiences of love and respect. It is within these familial bonds that we learn the invaluable lesson of unconditional love, where even in the midst of bitter quarrels, a moment's passage can yield the sweetest displays of selflessness and admiration.

Within families, our quirks and idiosyncrasies are embraced and our trials and tribulations are understood. And even in the midst of our flaws and foibles, we find comfort in the familiar laughter of our loved ones. For in families, we are seen, we are heard, and we are loved, flaws and all.

No matter how far you wander as you venture forth into the world, your family remains a constant presence, nestled deep within the confines of your heart. And so, even when you find yourself traversing unfamiliar lands, you are never truly alone. For you carry with you a whole team of supporters, each one ready to offer a helping hand or lend an ear when needed.

It is within our families that we experience the greatest heights of triumph and the deepest depths of regret. Yet it is also within these familial bonds that we hold the greatest potential for good. For families, in their divine nature, serve as the bedrock of civilization and the sanctum of the individual. It is here that we learn the delicate art of loyalty, cooperation, and trust. It is here that we discover the beauty of self-love and love for others, where we shoulder one another's burdens and find meaning in our lives through the purpose we bring to others.

Indeed, the bond of love that permeates a family is a profound thing, a marination of the heart that creates an unbreakable bond. And when the trials of life threaten to overwhelm us, we find solace in the knowledge that no one gets left behind, and no one is forgotten. For we are bound together by the deepest roots of love, and together we shall weather any storm.

In the hush of early morning, a sense of promise hangs heavy in the air, like a delicate web woven of expectation and hope. Beneath the warm embrace of cozy blankets, dreams swirl like snowflakes, each one as delicate and fleeting as the next. This day, we say to ourselves, will be like no other. This day will be the one where we soar to new heights, ace the test, or finally return to the loving embrace of home.

But those dreamy visions are as soft and malleable as the pillows on which our heads are nestled. Suddenly, a sharp knock echoes through the quiet stillness of the morning, followed by another, and another still. "Mom! We're late!" cries Nicole, the oldest of Natalie and Todd's two teenage daughters. Natalie had somehow managed to sleep through the blaring alarm, which, according to the neighbors, sounded like an air raid horn.

With mounting urgency, another knock resounds, accompanied by a desperate plea: "Mom!"

Natalie's eyes fly open like shutters on a window, and she leaps into action with a sudden burst of energy. "Oh my God! Wake up!" she exclaimed, jabbing her husband Todd, who was still lost in slumber. "You're late," he mumbled groggily, rolling over and burying his head beneath the pillow.

With a sense of urgency driving her every move, Natalie sprung from her bed, her mind already racing ahead to the day's challenges. She knew all too well the reputation her daughters had acquired for their chronic lateness, a problem that had drawn the principal’s stern reprimands time and time again. Today, however, Natalie was determined to change that. She wanted to drop off her daughters at school before the first bell rang, a feat that would surely astound the principal and silence his constant nagging. 

As she rushed past the door, hurrying to the bathroom, she called out to her eldest daughter Nicole, trying to reassure her that they were not going to be late yet again. But Natalie's words only elicited a deep sigh of frustration from Nicole, who had heard it all before. For Natalie, time was a precious commodity, always slipping through her fingers like sand. But with two teenage daughters to shepherd, she had learned to move with the precision of a Swiss watch, every action carefully calculated to make the most of every second.

While the clock ticked away, Natalie darted back and forth between the bedroom and bathroom, trying to rouse her husband from his slumber. Todd groaned and mumbled incoherently, as if trying to resist the pull of the morning's demands. But Natalie was determined to make him suffer alongside her. "Todd!" she bellowed, her voice echoing through the room. "You're going to be late!" 

A low moan was the only reply she heard, but she refused to give up. She returned to the bedroom, determined to rouse him from his slumber. "I need my beauty sleep!" Todd complained from under the pillow. 

Natalie laughed. "You can't sleep forever, and you're no hibernating bear. You're screwed!" 

Todd finally gave in and rose from the bed, growling like a bear on the prowl. "Looks like Mr. Bear gave up on his beauty sleep," Natalie teased as she darted back into the bathroom. 

"Maybe Mr. Bear got enough beauty sleep," Todd retorted with a sly grin. Natalie giggled. "Oh well, wake me with a kiss," he pleaded. Todd knew just how to make her melt, and Natalie couldn't resist his charms. As she leaned in for a kiss, she realized that, even in the midst of their morning rush, they still found time for each other.

The banter between Todd and Natalie was a ritual that they cherished. She adored the way he made her laugh, and he couldn't help but feel grateful for her by his side. From the very start, they had shared an indescribable connection that had only grown stronger with time. Todd was the perfect embodiment of everything she had ever wished for in a man - kind, funny, intelligent, a great father, and a hopeless romantic.

As she finished getting ready, Todd's off-key singing of the song "Tiny Bubbles," from the shower filled the bathroom. She chuckled to herself, finding his singing charmingly terrible. But she couldn't let him get too carried away; they had to get the girls to school on time.

"Todd, you're going to be late if you don't hurry. You should take the girls to school today to help Natts take her project inside," she called out over the noise. Natts was a nickname for Natalia, who was named after her mother and the youngest of the daughters.

Not wanting to drive the girls to school, which was the opposite direction from his work, Todd’s mind raced through possible answers that Natalie would accept and selected his best, and 

truthful, reply. "Today is your day to take them, and I have a meeting first thing this morning of which I can't be late." He waited to hear Natalie’s response. A long silence passed before Natalie answered. 

"Then you had better put a move on it because we are both going to be late.” she turned 

and left the bathroom. Todd smiled as he realized he had been victorious, ...this time.

Todd breathed a sigh of relief, knowing that his cunning had won him the day. With Natalie's quick wit and sharp tongue, victory in any argument was a rare and precious commodity. As he stepped out of the shower, he couldn't help but feel a sense of triumph at his successful negotiation.

When Natalie descended the stairs, she was met with the familiar sound of her daughters' verbal sparring. Nicole and Natts, in the throes of their daily routine, traded insults like boxers in a ring. Nicole, relishing in her role as tormentor, took aim at Natts' science project with a taunting grin. "Your project sucks, and you are going to fail," she jabbed, eager to land a blow.

But Natts, never one to back down from a challenge, returned fire with a swift uppercut. 

"Oh, I don't know," she retorted, "If memory serves me correctly, you're the only one who failed science and had to go to summer school to make up the grade. So, your opinion of my science project really doesn't mean much! Science loser!" 

With a sly grin, Natts made an L-shape with her fingers and placed it on her forehead, delivering the knockout punch. Nicole's grin vanished in an instant, and her insults came to a screeching halt. She grimaced and turned away, defeated.

In the eyes of outsiders, their relationship might seem tumultuous, but to Nicole and Natts, it was a bond forged in the fires of mutual affection and trust. They shared their highs and lows, and even though their interactions were often riddled with good-natured teasing, it was a privilege they reserved for each other alone. No one else was allowed to come between them. The jabs they exchanged were never cruel, always lighthearted. Natalie and Todd, who knew them best, understood this dynamic and saw it for what it was: a testament to the unbreakable connection between sisters.

Natalie, the commander-in-chief of the household, took charge and asked for the day's plan. Natts was the first to respond, "Mom, I need your help to carry my school project to class. It's due today." 

Nicole, still persistent in her teasing, interjected, "It's a lame project. You'll probably fail." 

"Mom!" Natts protested, seeking her mother's support. "It's a good project, right?" Natts knew she had fallen asleep on the couch the previous night, leaving her parents to finish her project. She was impressed with the final result upon examining it closely this morning, confident that it would earn her an "A." However, she still craved her mother's validation, knowing it would give her an edge in today's sibling skirmish.

Natts always had a history of waiting until the very last minute to even mention a project 

was due. This time was no different. Todd and Natalie had only heard of the project over dinner 

when Nicole relished exposing her younger sister’s procrastination. 

With a sigh, Natalie couldn't help but recall the many times Natts had left her school projects to the last minute. It seemed like procrastination was a trait ingrained in her youngest daughter's bones. And so it was that Natalie and Todd found themselves rushing around after dinner, trying to put together Natts' science project in record time.

The project was no small feat - it was meant to showcase the intricate life cycle of water, no less. But with Todd's engineering skills and Natalie's creative flair, they managed to cobble together an aquarium, piping, and sand, while Natts drifted off to sleep on the sofa, blissfully unaware of her parents' frantic efforts.

As the girls' argument carried on, Natalie couldn't help but smile as she recalled the previous night. She and Todd had worked tirelessly on Natts' science project while their youngest daughter snoozed on the couch, completely oblivious to their late-night labors. They chuckled at the thought of how easily Natts had duped them into finishing her work once again. Lost in thought, Natalie couldn't help but marvel at how quickly the years had flown by. It seemed like only yesterday that her girls were born, and now they were young women in high school. Time had slipped away like wisps of smoke, leaving only memories in its wake.

When the project was completed, Todd asked Natalie to come outside and see something that needed her attention. Natalie trailed Todd outside, anticipating yet another mundane occurrence, perhaps a neighborly feline or canine roaming their yard. But what awaited her was nothing short of magical. Todd's playlist of her favorite songs began to stream, the first one being Luther Vandross's soulful ballad, "So Amazing." The deck was adorned with flickering candles and freshly picked flowers from Natalie's own garden.

Todd's bold move proved to be a gamble that paid off in spades as he extended his hand, beckoning Natalie to indulge in a moment of reprieve from the endless responsibilities that had been consuming them. Under the radiant light of the full moon and a canopy of twinkling stars, Natalie's face illuminated with unbridled joy.

Todd escorted her to the center of the deck, "May I have the next dance with the most beautiful woman in the world?" he inquired. She nestled her head upon his chest, and they moved in perfect harmony, lost in the euphoria of their love.

The night that Todd created for Natalie was filled with magic. As she lay her head on his chest, she couldn't help but reminisce about the first time she met him in college. He was the awkward and geeky one, while she was one of the popular girls. Her friends never understood why she chose him over the other guys on campus. But from the very first moment, Natalie recognized Todd's kindness. And Todd knew, from the moment they met, that he had found an extraordinary girl. He always felt she was out of his league, but for some reason, she picked him, and he was grateful every day for that.

There are only a few moments in life when the universe aligns and births a perfect moment. A moment that will forever live in our memories, visited often and remembered with great admiration. This was one such time for Natalie and Todd. The night was flawless, with not a cloud in sight, as if it were painted by an artist with only the full moon and stars sprinkled across the black canvas illuminating the night. It was one of those rare moments that will always be remembered for the warmth, feeling, and love that they shared.

The impending departure of their daughters for college left Natalie and Todd with a looming sense of emptiness. Their home, once filled with the cheerful clamor of children's laughter, now seemed poised to become a desolate space. For eighteen years, they had grown accustomed to the joyful pandemonium that permeated their lives, and the thought of an empty nest filled them both with unease. 

As they swayed together under the starry sky, the next song on Todd's playlist began to play: Jim Croce's "Time in a Bottle." Natalie had something to tell him, something that had been weighing on her mind for the past week. And so, with her head still nestled against Todd's chest, she mustered the courage to share her news. "I may be pregnant," she said, her voice trembling with uncertainty.

Todd was taken aback. Of all the things he had expected her to say, this was certainly not one of them. Natalie, unsure of his reaction, raised her head to meet his gaze. He looked surprised, but a small tear had begun to form in the corner of his eye, and it slowly trickled down his cheek. She reached up and brushed it away, asking, “is that a tear of horror?”

Todd smiled through his tears and whispered, "It's joy...It's joy."

He hugged and kissed Natalie, and as she leaned back to look into his eyes, she could see the truth in his expression. "Really?" she asked, needing confirmation that this unexpected news had been received with delight rather than dismay.

“Yes,” Todd replied, “we need another kid so we can continue doing science projects!” 

Natalie laughed. "Oh please!”  

Todd and Natalie stood on the deck, wrapped in each other's arms, relishing the news of their unexpected blessing. The night was their own, with only the glow of the candles casting a soft light on their faces.

As they savored the warmth of their embrace, Natalie shared the details of her doctor's visit, revealing that she would have it confirmed soon. The moon peeked out from behind a passing cloud, casting a beam of light upon them as if to celebrate their joy.

With one final kiss, it was a promise of the future, a declaration of their unending love. As they closed the door behind them, they knew that this moment of pure happiness would forever be etched in their hearts.

The singularity of moments is what we steal away, to enjoy a single drop of pure happiness that will forever live in our hearts. We remember and in so remembering, we honor 

and cherish what was and is hoped will be again.

Todd quietly approached the sofa where Natts slumbered, her petite frame barely visible under a jumbled pile of blankets. He leaned over, tenderly brushing a few strands of hair from her peaceful face. "Natts, it's time to go to bed. You finished your project," he whispered, a soft smile playing on his lips.

With a sleepy groan, Natts slowly stirred, stretching her limbs as she struggled to shake off the drowsiness. Blinking away the remnants of sleep, “Ooooh... it’s so late, stretching and trying to awake.” 

She slowly got up and briefly examined the finished project. With a sense of pride. "We did great!" she exclaimed, a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips.

Todd joined in her laughter, his heart full with a sense of contentment. "Yes, we did great," he agreed, his voice laced with satisfaction. "Now let's get to bed."

With that, they switched off the lights, heading to bed. As they settled in, Todd and Natalie held each other tightly, their hearts filled with love and gratitude for the beautiful life they had created together.

“Mom" Natt’s cry pierced the air, jolting Natalie from the embrace of last night's enchantment.

"What is it, dear?" Natalie asked, as she turned to her daughter.

"It's a good project, isn't it?" Natts pleaded, seeking her mother's affirmation and support in her crusade against her sister Nicole.

Natalie chuckled. "Yes, it's a good one. Your father and I did quite well, if I do say so myself. We deserve an A!"

Nicole, ever the opportunist, sensed an opening and pounced. "Ah-ha! So, you and Dad did it all along! Busted!"

Her victory was within reach, and she reveled in it.

"Enough, Nicole!" Natalie scolded, her voice stern. "You will help us take Natts' project to her classroom, and you will do it with a smile on your face. No more teasing your sister."

"...Oh ...Okay...I guess." Nicole's defeat was palpable, seeping out of her like air from a punctured tire.

Natalie, determined to keep the peace, instructed the girls to finish their breakfast while she put on a pot of coffee. She needed the caffeine fix, and knew Todd would be stumbling in any moment, bleary-eyed and in desperate need of his own cup.

"So, Nicole," Natalie asked, attempting to keep the conversation light. "What's on your agenda today?"

"I have to stay after school for French class," Nicole replied, her excitement palpable. Her language and history classes had planned a grand tour of Europe, with stops in all the great capitals: Paris, London, Venice, Prague, Rome, Zurich, Vienna, and Budapest. 

But neither Natalie nor Todd had given their blessing for Nicole to go. Still, Nicole never missed a chance to remind them of the trip's educational value, meaning fun, the trip would be for her.

Natalie's voice was firm as she reminded her daughter, "Remember, we have yet to approve your trip to Europe. Your grades must be up to par."

"But Mom," Nicole pleaded, her eyes alight with passion. "My grades are impeccable. And this isn't just any trip, it's a school-sanctioned journey! I've researched every museum we're planning to visit, and I've meticulously documented every masterpiece I wish to see."

With that, Nicole produced her journal, offering it up for her mother's inspection. Natalie was taken aback - she had never seen such dedication and attention to detail from her daughter. As she thumbed through the pages, she saw that Nicole had gone above and beyond, including copies of every artwork, along with detailed descriptions of the artist, date, and her own critiques and emotional reactions.

For once, Natalie was impressed with her daughter's schoolwork. Nicole had always been intelligent, but getting her to apply herself was like trying to catch a butterfly with a net made of cobwebs. But this was different - this was inspired. Natalie had no words, just repeated exclamations of "Wow!"

"Nicole, my dear, are you truly my daughter, or some sort of extraterrestrial being?" Natalie quipped, raising an eyebrow.

"Mom," Nicole groaned, rolling her eyes.

At that moment, Natts piped up, a mischievous glint in her eye. "Ha! I knew it! My dear sister is an alien! All these years, I’ve wondered why she's so peculiar. It all makes sense now!"

As Todd stumbled into the kitchen, grumbling for his much-needed cup of coffee, he asked, "What on earth? Whose an Alien? Coffee, please!"

“Good morning, Dad!” The girls choired. Despite his weariness, he paused to bestow a tender kiss upon each of his daughters' cheeks before saving the most passionate one for his beloved Natalie. "Good morning, my sweet," he whispered into her ear, his voice thick with promise. "We ought to celebrate tonight. Just the two of us, no pesky school projects to spoil the mood."

Natalie smiled, her heart aflutter at the thought of spending a romantic evening with her husband. "You'll have to ask me properly later today, with all the effort and feeling you can muster," she teased.

Todd rolled his eyes, the corners of his mouth twitching in amusement. "Even after all these years, you're still such a tough nut to crack."

"Ah, but it's precisely because of all these years that you must romance me even more," Natalie replied, a glint of mischief in her eye.

Todd nodded, determination etched on his face as he promised to deliver a romantic gesture so grand that Natalie would drop everything just to be with him when he walked through the door. But their amorous moment was cut short by the irreverent voice of Natts, who interjected with a cheeky comment. "Ewwwww, get a room, you two!" she exclaimed, playfully teasing her parents.

"Careful there, or you'll have to pay up for last night's project," Todd retorted, teasing his daughters. Natts, caught off guard, quickly diverted the conversation.

"Did you hear that, Mom? Apparently, Nicole's an alien. Can't argue with that, she's definitely out of this world!" Natts proclaimed.

"Mom, make her stop," pleaded Nicole, feeling exasperated.

"Enough, both of you," commanded Natalie, putting an end to their bickering. She then turned to Todd and handed him Nicole's journal.

"You must take a look at this. Nicole's schoolwork is quite extraordinary," Natalie urged.

"Amazing schoolwork from Nicole? Well, I'll be darned. That's a first," Todd quipped, clearly surprised.

Nicole, thinking her father had joined Natts' teasing, sighed, "Dad..."

“Well dear, let's be honest. I love you very much, but amazing, schoolwork and you, have 

never been a common expression before now.” Todd replied, defending his comments but Natalie came to Nicole’s defense. 

“You had better look at this before you utter another word.”  Natalie handed the journal to Todd, and he began thumbing through the pages, noting the great detail Nicole had used to describe every painting. She even had the forethought to leave a place where she could write additional notes upon actually seeing the art.

As Todd closed the journal, he felt a sense of admiration and astonishment, realizing how much effort and dedication Nicole had put into this project. "My goodness, Nicole, you have really outdone yourself," he said, acknowledging her hard work. 

Nicole's face beamed with pride and joy, feeling accomplished in a way she never had before. "How long have you been working on this?" Todd inquired, curious to know more.

"Since before Christmas," Nicole replied, feeling confident and eager to share her achievement. "Each time I submitted it to Mrs. Maney for review, she has given me an A." 


Todd nodded, impressed with Nicole's perseverance and the results of her hard work. "Your teacher should be proud of you," he said, his voice full of approval.


As Nicole sensed an opening, she built up the courage to ask the question she had been eagerly waiting to ask. "Does this mean I can go on the trip?" she asked, hoping for a positive answer.

"Well, I did not say yes... We will see,” he answered.

"Dad I know what you mean when you say we will see, it's always no. I will only be gone 

for six weeks." Nicole muttered, rejected.

“Can I contribute money to the fund? Six weeks will be a vacation for me!” giggled 

Natts. 

Nicole, glaring at Natts, “Yes and if I'm gone you had better not enter my room!”  

“Maybe....” smiled Natts, “.... maybe not.” 

“You had better leave your sisters room alone when she is gone.” Natalie interjected, putting a stop to Natts' mischievous behavior. 

However, Nicole's eagerness to know if she could go on the trip was at an all-time high, her every sense on high alert, carefully parsing every word uttered by her parents. For months, Nicole had been working tirelessly to convince her parents to let her go, and now, with her heart pounding and her fingers crossed, she awaited their answer. The possibility of a yes loomed tantalizingly close.

"Does this mean I am going?" working overtime on her parents since December, trying to 

squeeze one little three-letter word from their lips, yes. How hard could it be? Once again, she 

was on the cusp of a yes, feeling it was so very close, Nicole playfully placed her fingers on 

Natalie's lips trying to force them to say yes.  

“Say yes! Say yes! Please, say yes!” Natalie half pushing away and half laughing cried 

out, turned to Todd for help. “Todd, I need your help!” 

Todd smiled. “Don’t bring me into this. Once more feeling the trip slowly slipping away, 

Nicole begged, “Mom!? Dad!?” 

Feeling for Nicole, he turned to Natalie, “should we?” 

“Yes, go ahead, or else she will drive us nuts for another week," answered Natalie, knowing the deadline to register for the trip was within a week. 

Todd walked across the room with purpose and opened the middle top drawer of the living
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