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      Holt tossed and turned in his sleep. He finally was able to stay still, lying on his back. His eyelids were moving, like they were trying to awaken. He smelled something. It smelled like his favorite chicken recipe that Denise used to make. His eyes finally opened, and he sat up on the edge of the bed.

      He wiped his face, putting his elbows on his knees as he tried to wake up fully. Then his eyes opened wide upon seeing her in the frame of the door. There was almost a glow around her body.

      “Denise?”

      She flashed him that beautiful smile of hers. “Hey, handsome.”

      Holt looked down at the floor for a moment, sure he was seeing things. He knew this must have been a dream. He looked back up. But she was still standing there, barefooted, only wearing one of his old shirts that went down to the middle of her thigh. He couldn’t believe she was standing there.

      “What are you doing here?”

      She laughed. “I’m here for you, silly.”

      He looked at her legs. “You’re standing. You’re not in a wheelchair.”

      She looked down at herself. “I’m not in pain anymore. I feel good.”

      A hint of a smile formed on Holt’s lips. “How… how is… I know I’m dreaming.”

      “Aaron, I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      “You have to stop doing this to yourself.”

      “What?”

      “Beating yourself up. You’ve got to let go. You’re going to just… I don’t even want to say. What happened to me isn’t your fault.”

      “Of course it’s my fault. What happened to you happened because… of my past.”

      “My death was coming anyway. No one could have changed that. This just made it faster.”

      “It robbed me of a few extra months with you.”

      “I barely felt anything, if that matters.”

      “It doesn’t. I… I just… I miss you. So much.”

      Denise smiled at him. “I miss you more. I wish you could be with me right now.”

      “Maybe I could be.”

      She shook her head. “No. It’s not your time yet. And you’re not going to rush it.”

      Tears started forming in Holt’s eyes.

      “You still have work to do.”

      “I can’t find him,” Holt said. “Nobody can. He’s disappeared. And even when he shows up, he’ll probably just use me again in some way for his own benefit, then disappear again. He’s too smart for me.”

      “No he’s not. That’s the pity side of you talking. And that’s not you.”

      “I just… I don’t know what to do.”

      “Keep looking. Keep fighting. That’s the man I married. That’s the man I love.” Denise looked behind her for a second. “I have to go.”

      “No. No, no, no. I don’t want you to go. Not yet.”

      “I’m afraid I have to. I just wanted to pop in on you and tell you I love you. See your face again. And for you to see that I’m OK again. I’m good. I’m at peace. And I want you to be too.”

      “I can’t be at peace. Not yet. Not until this is over.”

      “I really do have to go.”

      “Don’t go yet. I still… I have so much to tell you.”

      “I know. It’ll have to wait, though. I’ll come visit again, OK? I promise.”

      “Can I… can I hold you?”

      She gave him an angelic smile. “I only wish that was possible. But you have other things to do right now.”

      “What? Like what?”

      In the blink of an eye, Denise’s face turned cold and angry-looking. She turned her head to the right.

      “Someone’s at the door.”

      “What? Who?”

      The dark scowl on Denise’s face remained. “It’s Florakis. He’s here.”

      “What? Why? Why would he be here?”

      “He’s had enough of the games. He’s here to kill you. Don’t let him.” Her head turned one more time, before looking back at Holt. “Kill him, Aaron. Kill him now.”

      Just as she muttered the words, the front door burst open, with a shadowy figure standing there. Holt quickly reached over onto his nightstand and picked up his gun. In one swift motion, he pointed at the figure at the door and fired. The bullet lodged into the person’s head and they fell face-first onto the floor.

      Holt looked back to the door where his wife was standing, hoping to continue where they left off. But she was already gone. He looked down at the body on the floor. They weren’t moving.

      With the gun still in his hand, Holt slowly stood up. He cautiously walked over to the body and stood over it. He took a quick peek outside to make sure Florakis didn’t bring any friends. Everything was clear. It was a beautiful night outside. The moon was shining bright. It was so peaceful out there. He could even hear the nighttime animal sounds that occasionally brought him comfort.

      Holt looked down at the body again. The person was dressed in all-black clothing. They even had a hood on their face to try to conceal their identity. Holt knelt down next to the body and turned it over onto its back. He then put his hand on the hood and removed it.

      His eyes widened, and he was taken aback, almost falling over himself at what he saw. It wasn’t Florakis at all. It was Johnston.

      “Josie. What are you doing here? Why are you dressed like that?”

      A frantic feeling came over him, not sure what to do. He looked horrified at the realization that he just killed her. He cradled her head in his arms.

      “Why would you do this to me? Why would you make me do this? Why did you do this?”

      Holt put his head down and started crying. Suddenly, his eyes opened, and he shot up in bed, his arms stretched out as he braced himself. He was breathing heavily and sweating profusely. His eyes immediately went down to the floor where Johnston’s body was. There was nothing there. He looked down at his hands to make sure he didn’t have a gun in it. He looked over at the table next to him, seeing his gun in the same spot as he last left it.

      Holt put his hand on his forehead and wiped some of the sweat off of it. He brought his arm in front of his face and kept it there, as his eyes darted around the room, looking to see if anything was amiss. He looked over at the door where Denise had been standing. She wasn’t there.

      Holt sat up on the edge of his bed, wiping his eyes, and trying to get his wits about him. He knew it was just a dream. But his chest felt tight. The dreams he’d been having, they always felt so real. He looked over at the table and saw his phone. He thought about his dream and Johnston. What if she was really in trouble? Maybe the dream was trying to tell him something. He knew that was unlikely, though. She didn’t go out in the field. He knew it was just a dream. Still, he wanted to make sure. Holt grabbed the phone and sent Johnston a text.

      “Hey. You OK?”

      He got an instant reply. “Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Just making sure.”

      “Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine. Just… just checking.”

      “Aaron, are you sure you’re OK?”

      “Perfect. Really.”

      Holt took a deep breath, then put the phone back on the table. He stood up and walked over to the door. He opened it, seeing stormy weather. The rain was falling hard. He heard thunder. He went over to the rocking chair and sat down, looking up at the dark clouds that were rolling in. He couldn’t take his eyes off the storm above him. A bolt of lighting streaked through the sky. The storm was coming on fast. But not as fast as the one that was raging inside of him.
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      Johnston was sitting at her cluttered desk, anxiously glancing at her phone every few minutes. A sense of unease had been gnawing at her ever since she received the text messages from Holt earlier that morning. She put her phone down for a moment and started typing on her computer. She found it hard to concentrate, though, as a feeling of dread lingered in the pit of her stomach. With a heavy sigh, she picked up her phone again.

      She looked at her call logs for what seemed like the umpteenth time. Six times she tried to call Holt. Not one of them was answered. Then she looked at her text messages with him. She’d tried numerous times to get ahold of him since he told her he was perfect. He didn’t reply at all.

      Frustration and worry crept into her mind. Johnston closed her eyes for a few seconds and rubbed her forehead. It sure seemed like it was going to be one of those days. She could feel the headache coming on. She was so engrossed in her phone, and thoughts of Holt, that she didn’t see Barnes approaching. He stopped by her desk and could tell that her mind was somewhere else. But he wasn’t interested in waiting for her to get out of her trance and notice him. He cleared his throat to announce his presence and get her attention. Johnston barely even heard it.

      “Jo, everything good?”

      Johnston was startled and dropped the phone onto her desk. She sat up straight as she fiddled with the phone again, though she didn’t pick it up. More like nervously touching it.

      She faked a smile. “Yes, yes, all’s good.”

      “You look a little out of sorts.”

      “Oh, it’s nothing. Just a, uh… little headache coming on. I’ll be fine.”

      “Good. Nip that thing in the bud. Got a long day ahead.”

      Johnston faked a cough. “I’ll be good.”

      “What about Holt?”

      Her eyes widened and her head moved a little, already trying to think of how she was going to evade the question.

      “Hmm? Holt?”

      “Yes, you know, the operative you’re in charge of.”

      “Yes, I know, but what about him?”

      “How’s he holding up?” Barnes wondered.

      “Fine. Fine. Why?”

      “I know there was some disappointment over what happened in Greece. I’m sure he took it pretty hard that Florakis got away.”

      Johnston nervously laughed. “Oh, yeah, but… he got over it pretty quickly, actually. Yeah, he’s fine now. Not a problem. Yep. All good.”

      “Good. Because we’re going to need him soon.”

      “Oh? Something on the horizon?”

      “Yes. The details are still being worked out now, but I imagine they’ll be ready in the next few days.”

      “Oh. Good. We’ll be ready.”

      “What’s Holt up to right now?”

      “Right now?”

      “Yes. Right now.”

      “Oh, um, you know, I’m actually, uh… well…”

      Barnes suddenly became concerned with her evasiveness. “Do you know where Holt is right now?”

      “Yeah. Of course. I mean, not right this very second. But, um… yeah.”

      “Have you talked to him lately?”

      “Yes. As a matter of fact, I talked to him this morning.”

      “Good. What’s he been doing the past week?”

      Johnston made a clicking noise with her mouth to buy her a precious few extra seconds.

      “You know, just the usual. Kind of relaxing. Fishing. That sort of thing. Basically.”

      “So that whole thing in Greece is completely behind him?”

      “Well, you know, I wouldn’t say completely behind him. It’s…” she started waving her hands around. “It’s still in the back of his mind. Florakis, that is. But, uh, for the most part he’s… you know.”

      “What?”

      “Well, he’s… got most of it out of his system and all. He’s… yeah. All basically behind him.”

      Barnes stood there, just staring at her with a stoic expression. He wasn’t quite sure what to make of her at the moment. For Johnston, she felt like she was sounding like an idiot, rambling unnecessarily. She knew she had to retake control of it.

      “I’m sorry, I know I’m not making a whole lot of sense. I think it’s my headache.”

      Barnes bobbed his head. He certainly knew a thing or two about headaches. He seemed to get one every day.

      “Make sure you take care of it quick.”

      “I will, sir.”

      “The longer you let that thing linger, the worse you’ll feel,” he said.

      “I’m definitely gonna double whatever the dosage is. Four instead of two.”

      “Good idea. You said you talked to Holt today?”

      “Did I? Oh yeah, yeah, I did. Yeah, I… we were playing phone tag a little with calls and texts, but we, uh… eventually connected.”

      “What’s he up to today?”

      “Today?” Johnston asked.

      “Yes. Today.”

      “Oh, he just, uh… said he had some personal things to take care of. I didn’t want to pry or anything.”

      “What kind of personal things?”

      “I’m not sure. He didn’t really want to get into it. I figured I’d give him a little space. I think it might have had something to do with Denise.”

      “Oh. OK. Maybe a little visit to the cemetery.”

      Johnston lifted her arm up. “Yes! Yes, that’s what I figured as well.”

      “Well if that’s all it is, he shouldn’t be gone very long.”

      “No, definitely not,” Johnston replied. “Yeah, he said he’d just be, you know, gone for the rest of the day. Maybe tomorrow at the latest..”

      “OK, that should be fine. We’re not ready with his next mission yet, but like I said, it’s being worked on and should be in the hopper soon. As soon as all the details get sorted out, we’ll want him rolling quickly on it.”

      Johnston gulped, then forged another smile to ease her boss’ conscience. “Won’t be a problem. He’ll be ready. He’ll definitely be… ready. Yeah.”

      Barnes glared at her for a few moments. Something seemed off about her, though he wasn’t sure what it was. He had a feeling it wasn’t just the headache. Then again, headaches affected people differently. Especially migraines. Maybe she was just one of those that had a hard time stringing a coherent thought together when she had one.

      “Take some aspirin. I have some in my office if you need any.”

      “Oh, thank you,” she replied. “I think I have some in my desk. If I need more, I’ll come see you.”

      Barnes started walking away. “Let me know about Holt if he’s gone longer than tomorrow. We’ll really need him.”

      Johnston replied, though he was no longer within earshot of her. Now she was just talking to herself.

      “Yep. I will definitely let you know. Definitely. Somehow. Maybe.”

      She scratched the top of her head as she looked around her desk, though she wasn’t really sure what she was looking for. Maybe it was clarity. Her eyes finally went back to her phone again, and she picked it up. Upon seeing no calls or messages returned, she sighed and tossed it back down again.

      “C’mon, Aaron, where are you?”
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      Johnston sat at her desk and glanced at the clock on the wall. Most of the day had been a waste for her. She managed to get a little bit of work done, but not as much as she should have. She couldn’t get Holt off of her brain. Finally, she had enough of the uncertainty and jumped up off her chair and grabbed her coat.

      She headed to Holt’s home, and though she didn’t see his car in the driveway, didn’t let that stop her from getting out. Even though it had been raining hard all day, and it didn’t look like he was home, Johnston wasn’t leaving without knowing for sure. She braved the rain and ran over to the house, knocking on the door. There was no answer.

      Johnston knocked a few more times, then went over to the window, just to make sure. There was a slight opening in the curtain, allowing her to peek into the living room. She noticed a bunch of beer cans on the ground. She turned around, and walked over to the edge of the porch, looking out at the lake as the rain fell on it and created ripples in the water.

      She sighed as she looked up at the sky, thunder booming just at that moment. She looked back at the rocking chair, wondering where Holt might have gone. She then thought back to her conversation with Barnes. Maybe he inadvertently stumbled onto it by mentioning the cemetery. She took out her phone and looked at the text messages she exchanged with Holt. He sounded like someone who had something on his mind. Something he was dealing with. Holt. The cemetery. Maybe that was it.

      Johnston sprinted through the rain to get back to her car. She drove right to the cemetery, hoping she would find the man she was looking for. If Holt wasn’t there, she wasn’t sure what she’d try next. Luckily, she wouldn’t have to.

      With as hard as the rain was coming down, it wasn’t difficult to spot the one lone person in the cemetery. When Johnston got there, Holt was standing by the grave of his wife, looking like he was barely able to stand up. He was wobbling back and forth.

      Johnston got out of the car, holding the umbrella over her, standing and observing at first. Holt didn’t see her. In his condition, she wasn’t sure he could see much of anything if it wasn’t within ten feet of him.

      After another minute, Holt dropped to his knees and put his back up against the headstone. He looked as sad and lifeless as a human being could look. And it didn’t look like he even knew he was in the middle of a storm. He was drenched. And it didn’t bother him a bit.

      Johnston continued staring at him, fighting back tears. Her heart broke for him. This was a man who was struggling. Badly. She wondered if this was what it was always like for him, when he was away from everyone. Away from her. Away from an assignment. When it was just him and his thoughts. Had he been keeping this from everyone? Well, everyone was basically just her. He didn’t really communicate with anyone else. Anything that was done for the agency, she was used as the intermediary.

      Johnston took a deep breath, then willed her legs to move forward. She wasn’t sure what she was going to do or say. She wasn’t sure what she could say. Maybe there was nothing to say. She didn’t know. She just knew she couldn’t stand there and watch. Something was better than nothing. And turning around and leaving was not an option.

      She walked toward Holt slowly, her umbrella only partially shielding her from the pouring rain. Holt now saw her approaching. He could’ve stood up, tried to change his demeanor, tried to pretend he was in a better mental state than he was. But he knew it was too late for that. And maybe if it was someone other than Johnston, that might have still been on the table. But he thought they had developed enough of a relationship by now that he didn’t have to pretend. And he figured she’d probably been watching him long enough here that she would have seen right through it if he did.

      Johnston wiped her eyes, not wanting to be a sobbing mess by the time she reached him. One of them had to be strong right now. And it wasn’t him.

      When she finally reached Holt, Johnston stood there, only a foot or so in front of him. Their eyes connected. She could see the pain in his. He looked lost. She opened her mouth, about to say something. But no words were needed right now. Words could only get in the way. All he needed right now was a friend. A shoulder to lean on. Someone to be there. She wasn’t even sure he needed a pep talk, or some lecture. He just needed to know someone was with him. That he had support. He had hers.

      Johnston moved in a little closer. She put her hand on the headstone and wiped a few blades of grass off of it. She kept her hand on it for a second afterward, as if she were paying her respects. Holt watched her every move. She glanced down at him and tried to give him a warm smile. She didn’t want him to feel guilty about grieving, or think he was in the wrong for missing someone.

      She then turned around and sat down next to him, putting the umbrella between them to try to keep some of the rain off him, not that it really mattered too much at this point. He was already soaked.

      They looked at each other again, but there were still no words needed. And they were both comfortable in each other’s silence. Then they just stared straight ahead, looking around at the scenery, at the sky above and in the distance.

      After about ten minutes of sitting there together, Johnston felt a buzz in her pocket. She removed her phone and saw the text message. It was from Barnes.

      “Need you to round up Holt as soon as you can. Looks like we have everything we need for the next mission.”

      Johnston glanced over at him, thinking about what her reply would be. She was technically in charge of Holt. Making sure he had everything he needed to carry out whatever assignments he was given. And right now, she knew he just needed a day. She wanted to protect him and give him more time, but she knew that wasn’t something Barnes would want to hear. She wanted to respond and say that Holt wouldn’t be available for another week. But it wasn’t how things were done.

      Johnston texted back. “He should be ready tomorrow.”

      “Good. I’ll go over details with you in the morning.”

      “I’ll be ready.”

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, wishing this wasn’t happening right now. Disappointed, she put her phone back in her pocket and resumed her position next to Holt. The two of them just staring away, still not a word spoken between them.

      After a few more minutes, she licked her lips, not sure how he’d perceive or take her next move. She stuck her hand out between them, offering it as a show of support. Holt just looked at her hand for a few seconds, then glanced over at her. She was just looking straight ahead, as if she didn’t care if he took it or not. But then, he reached down and put his hand in hers.

      Johnston turned her head away from him, so he couldn’t see her face. She contorted and stretched her cheeks to prevent any tears from falling down. Once she got herself under control again, she went back to her previous position of looking straight ahead.

      Holt, though he didn’t all of a sudden have a change of disposition or feel like the burden on his shoulders was suddenly lifted, did feel a little different. Johnston being there meant something to him. Add in the fact that she wasn’t giving him a speech, or making him feel like he should’ve been somewhere else, he appreciated it.

      As the rain continued to pour down on them, Johnston and Holt sat there silently, hand in hand, finding solace in each other's company. The weight of grief and sorrow hung heavy in the air, but together they shared a quiet understanding that transcended words. The only sound was the steady drumming of the raindrops on the umbrella above them.

      They stayed there, in those same positions, for close to another hour, until the rain started to ease up. The gray clouds began to part, revealing a sliver of sunlight breaking through. And as the rain slowly began to subside, leaving behind a glistening world, they both knew that no matter what challenges lay ahead, they had each other to lean on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Holt woke up in his bed, the soft morning light filtering through the curtains. The events of the previous day felt like a distant dream, yet the memory of Johnston's unwavering support lingered in his mind. He sat up on the edge of the bed, running his hand over his head to try to soothe the dull ache, a slight reminder of the previous day.

      He scrunched his eyebrows together as he looked at the floor. It was clean. He remembered leaving some evidence behind when he left for the cemetery. He got up and started walking through the house. There wasn’t a sign of his past transgressions.

      Holt then allowed himself to smell the aroma that was percolating through the house. He walked into the kitchen, seeing the pot of coffee. He poured himself a cup of coffee and made his way to the living room, where he wandered over to the window. He looked out, not surprised to see Johnston sitting there on the steps of the porch. She had a cup of coffee in hand, appearing to just be watching the serenity of the lake at that time of the morning.

      Holt walked outside. Without a word, he walked over to her and sat down beside her. She looked at him, but he still didn’t say anything. Instead, he just looked at the lake, as well. Her eyes also went back to the water. They sat there in silence for a moment, taking in the serene scene before them. The sound of the water was soothing.

      “Thanks for the coffee,” Holt finally said.

      Johnston smiled. “You’re welcome. I had a feeling you were going to need it.”

      “Yeah. About that.”

      “Nothing more needs to be said about it. Certainly not to me.”

      Holt looked down at his cup. “My, uh… my floors look a little cleaner than I remembered them.”

      “I just did a little sprucing up.”

      “Were you here all night?”

      Johnston stretched her back out. “I think that couch in your living room needs to be put out to pasture.”

      “I’m still decorating.” Holt let out a loud and audible sigh. “I’m sorry for putting you through the inconvenience of putting up with me.”

      “No apologies are necessary. Really.”

      “I hope I didn’t say or do anything that makes you think less of me.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      Holt chuckled. “I’m sure it is.”

      “You don’t remember anything?”

      “I remember sitting in the rain in the cemetery. I remember you being there. I remember sitting there in silence with you. But I don’t remember leaving. Or coming back here. Or really anything else after that.”

      “Wasn’t really much else to it. You passed out pretty quickly after I got you back here.”

      “So when’s the mission start?”

      Johnston looked at him curiously. “What mission?”

      “Isn’t that what the text you got yesterday at the cemetery about? Barnes?”

      She grinned. “Even in that state, you don’t miss much, do you?”

      “I figured it must have been someone pretty important to get you to respond immediately. That narrowed it down to work. And I also figured, in the situation we were in, it would probably be someone above you. That narrowed it down to Barnes.”

      “And what else did you figure?”

      “That he probably had a new assignment for you. And that he wants me in too. Isn’t that why you were looking for me in the first place?”

      Johnston shook her head. “No. I mean, Barnes does want you for a new assignment, but that isn’t why I was looking for you.”

      Holt looked at her, understanding her meaning.

      “After your texts yesterday, I was worried about you. I just wanted to make sure you were OK.”

      “And you found me how?”

      “Well, I came here first. Saw the empty beer cans on the floor through the window. Kind of put two and two together, and took a wild guess.”

      “Beauty and brains. It’s a deadly combination.”

      Johnston’s smile widened.

      “So what’s the assignment?” Holt asked.

      “Honestly, I don’t know yet.”

      “You don’t have to sit here and babysit me, you know. I’m fine.”

      “I know. I just… didn’t have anything else to do. I’m single, work too much, don’t have much of a life outside of that, and I don’t have any cats.”

      “So you’re taking in other strays?”
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