
  
    
      FOREVER AFTER

      A NOVEL

    

    
      
        DEREK ROBINSON

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Dedication

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2025 Derek Robinson

        Published by Mia Bear Books

        Cover design by Oladimeji Alaka

        All rights reserved.

        ISBN: 979-8-9928601-1-5

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my wife, Kathryn.

      

        

      
        For our first baby girl, who we’re expecting shortly after the publication of this novel.

      

        

      
        For my parents, Paula and Dave.

      

        

      
        And for all my family and friends who have supported me along the way.

      

        

      
        I hope you enjoy this debut novel.

      

        

      
        Please note that this is a fictional creation, and all portrayals of real people and places are purely fictional.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1

        

      

    

    
      A suffocating sense of alarm seized Brayden, a feeling he’d experienced countless times before. Someone in this room had a bomb, and he had maybe three minutes to figure out who that someone was. He imagined the carnage that would ensue if he failed—once such a beautiful mountaintop scene, suddenly torn to shreds amid cries of agony.

      His eyes landed on a balding man in his mid-fifties lurking quietly in the lodge’s corner. Could he fit an explosive beneath the bulging pillows of that ski jacket? It was frigid on the mountain, but did he really need enough layers to puff himself up like the Michelin Man? Perhaps he just loved his milk and cookies, and that was to blame for the pillows. He was certainly a suspect. A few yards to his left, a woman strolled past the bar, still wearing her snowboarding boots. She had ditched her jacket in the cozy warmth of the building, sporting only a base layer on top and snow pants below. She seemed unlikely to be harboring an explosive. Are we sure it’s an explosive? What about a biological attack? Or a shooting? The questions derailed his investigative thought. No, he recalled—the intel was rock solid. It’s an explosive.

      Another man, this one about thirty and dressed in black, carried a tray mysteriously covered by an opaque lid across the dining area. The man weaved through tables, moving deliberately yet unnaturally, pausing at certain moments as if waiting for a cue to proceed. That’s him, he thought. This man is going to blow up this ski lodge. Scanning the area in a panic, he took inventory: at least a dozen women, six children, maybe fifteen to twenty men. His mind raced to future headlines on the televisions in the village below. Thirty dead in terror attack on Sweetway. He could see the smoke billowing skyward from the half-exploded lodge, skiers and snowboarders struck with horror as they finished runs that led straight into terrifying turmoil at the base. His stomach turned at the thought of his own wife and children clawing for help, if they even survived the initial blast. Sarah would know exactly what to say to calm the traumatized children in such a scenario, but would she even be capable of doing so?

      He still had time to stop this. “Brayden!” He heard someone shout his name. Glancing left and right across the room, he found no one matching the voice calling for help. The presumed bomber stopped and reached for the black lid covering his tray. “Bray!” Everyone around the bomber seemed unaware of their impending doom, save for the one person calling Brayden’s name he couldn’t seem to locate in the crowd. He reached for his sidearm—it, along with its holster, was missing. Had he left it in the car? Patting his pocket for his badge, he again found emptiness. It was uncharacteristic of him to forget his badge and firearm in such a public setting. Someone needs to stop him—

      “Bray!” said Sarah, her wide eyes a mix of concern and confusion. It must have been the third or fourth time she’d called his name. “It’s your turn.”

      His heart fluttering, Brayden took a breath. He glanced down at the ski lodge below, where a waiter had removed a black lid covering a cake. Beside him, several folks were singing what Brayden assumed was a birthday jingle to the toddler seated at the table. Returning his focus to the objective reality a few stories above, it appeared to be his turn to pick a gift in his least favorite activity—the family Yankee swap.

      “Charlie’s keeping the scooter, so you’re up,” said Sarah. Her patience with Brayden was admirable. Still shaking off the cobwebs of his brief departure to another reality, Brayden nodded with an embarrassed chuckle.

      “Sorry. Just thinking about all these choices!” He grabbed a small package wrapped neatly in plaid paper. The box was only for show; a Dunkin’ gift card engulfed by crumpled tissue paper sat inside. For Brayden, it was the perfect result—a gift useful enough to provide him utility, fitting enough that keeping it didn’t raise any eyebrows, and nondescript enough that it wasn’t much of a threat to be stolen later. For all intents and purposes, his work in the swap was done. A good thing, for sure; he never liked Yankee swaps, especially the ones that mixed the children with the adults.

      As Brayden watched his wife tell their youngest child not to open his scooter until it was officially his to open, the gravity of his episode moments before lingered unpleasantly. In the six years since stepping away from life as a field agent for the Central Intelligence Agency, these flashes had become all too common. Every moment was a threat, every potential outcome a disaster. In his line of work, he’d thwarted terror attacks on the nation’s capital, snuffed out gang violence on civilian-packed streets, stymied plans of biological warfare well before the everyday American could even suspect that anything was awry. In that career—or, really, that life—being two steps ahead was a requirement, not a tactic. Scanning every room for suspicious activity became second nature. Daydreaming—or daymaring, as he preferred to call the hellish episodes—about the worst-case disaster was a part of his psyche that simply wouldn’t go away, no matter how hard he tried to eradicate it. More than a decade ago, he had become one of the agency’s youngest active field agents, thrown into a lifestyle unlike anything his coeval friends and colleagues were experiencing. A little over a year later, he met the love of his life on a ski trip to Sweetway Mountain—the same mountain at which the Cross family was now celebrating Christmas.

      “Oh, it’s … they’re socks,” muttered Brayden’s daughter, Mari. Their firstborn. Her smile arced just enough to qualify itself as such; she seemed less than thrilled about plucking a pair of dress socks from the gift pile, wholly unsurprising for a nine-year-old girl. Stupid to mix adults and kids, Brayden thought, already preparing for the chaos that would ensue when the socks got passed to seven-year-old Charlie in exchange for that scooter. He shared a brief glance with Sarah, their eyes reflecting the same look back at each other. It was a bit of uh-oh mixed with a touch of we wouldn’t trade these moments for the world.

      Brayden had known almost instantly that she was the one. Sarah Lennon, twenty-two and full of life, her blue eyes a mirror image of the cloudless January sky the day they met. She was a snowboarder, voyaging west to Colorado with her college friends to check out the newly opened resort on Sweetway. A blue trail turned to black just after a chaotic merge, and Sarah had skidded to a fall on an icy patch. It wasn’t the dangerous, painful variety of wipeout; it was the embarrassing-to-her, cute-to-him variety. Brayden knew she didn’t need help, but that hadn’t stopped him from introducing himself with a helping hand extended. The way she chuckled and bashfully accepted his offer, her teeth shining as white as the snow that caught her fall, her small dimples hugging her smile on either side, her brunette locks peeking out beneath the back of her helmet—she was stunning.

      Being a field agent had made the ensuing months and years challenging for Brayden as he built a life with the future Sarah Cross. Virtually every detail of his career demanded secrecy. How do you build a trusting relationship with someone on a throne of lies? The genuine answer to nearly every question about his work was the same cliché: I’d love to tell you, but I’d have to kill you. He figured that response would have set a cold and uninviting tone at the start of their relationship, dousing its flame before it could even flicker. So, he instead painted himself as a cybersecurity analyst at a tech firm outside of Washington, DC, keeping the details vague under a similar premise of confidentiality. Brayden had dabbled in computer science classes years prior during his time at the University of Oregon, so he could dance along the surface level of conversations about his imagined job without too much trouble. Hopefully she isn’t a closet techie, he remembered thinking in those early days.

      “What the heck, Mari, no!” Charlie shouted at his sister, tears emerging from behind his eyelids. “It’s mine!”

      “It’s a Yankee swap, Charlie! I can take it if I want it,” Mari piped back. Her brown hair matched her mother’s, but her pigtails provided her childlike distinction. “Besides, you already have a scooter!”

      Charlie pouted at her retort. “But this one’s better!”

      Sarah ushered a silent but telling look at Mari—a look that said, you aren’t wrong, but can you be a bit nicer about it, please? She gently patted Charlie on the shoulder. “Charlie, you have to follow the rules. The swap isn’t over; maybe you can still get a better gift from someone else, if they want those super-cool socks!” The explanation, straightforward as it was, seemed to work. Charlie handed over the scooter—albeit still sporting his frown—and Mari traded a victorious but graceful “thank you” as she handed her seven-year-old brother the socks. Sarah’s way with their children was another aspect of her personality that constantly blew Brayden away. She was never angry or aggressive, never agitated, always diplomatic and thoughtful.

      Those traits extended to her patience and understanding during Brayden’s episodes. By the time the two exchanged vows, Sarah was aware of Brayden’s true occupation. He couldn’t realistically maintain a complete façade. He couldn’t hide the nature of his life from the very person he was choosing to share it with. Still, he was forbidden from disclosing most of the details of his work, and the circumstances were taxing on their relationship. Spontaneous travel without warning, cuts and bruises without explanation, late-night returns without communication—all of it created stress and anxiety. It didn’t stop them from pursuing their dreams of raising a family, but those dreams didn’t make the struggles any easier. A year after Charlie was born, a global pandemic ground the world to a halt. It was then that Brayden felt stepping away from the agency was the only option to preserve his mental health, his physical health, and the cohesion of his family. The years since that day had been orders of magnitude easier than when he possessed that badge, but the psychological remnants still reared their ugly heads more frequently than he would have liked. And as evidenced by her concerned-but-calm interruption of his daymare today, Sarah never failed to be understanding whenever his mind slipped away for a moment.

      A single gift remained from the Yankee swap collection, and Brayden’s brother Riley waltzed his way up to retrieve the lone option. Riley was three years older than Brayden, and their relationship was layered. They had been quite close growing up, but time had wedged the gap between them wider with each passing year. These days, Brayden harbored strong disagreement with Riley on many of life’s fundamental topics, politics and religion chief among them. Still, Brayden made sure to always draw the line prior to the point of no return in their squabbles. They loved each other the way brothers should.

      “Ah ha! Look at this bad boy!” Riley exclaimed, tearing the final bits of wrapping paper from the box of a large, overly complex Nerf gun. “I can finally hold my own when the kids open fire!”

      Brayden watched as he held the box at an angle in the light, adjusting his glasses to read the labels. “You need some binoculars to read that font, old man?”

      “You’re hilarious, guy, you know that?” Riley chirped back at his brother.

      A few feet beside Brayden, Charlie sat on his knees with his feet tucked beneath him. He fidgeted with his three-pack of argyle socks, watching his uncle showcase his new toy. Riley may have noticed his gloom; he paused before gesturing at his nephew.

      “However,” he continued, adding suspense with his inflection, “I think those socks over there would look fantastic with the new shoes Santa brought me this morning. Hand ’em over, Chuckie!”

      Charlie’s eyes lit up, his demeanor changing instantly. Riley offered a quick wink at Sarah before handing the Nerf gun over in exchange for his new footwear. He looked at Brayden, who nodded and smirked approvingly. It was a look that said, I owe you one, brother. Riley gave a quick nod in return.

      “Thanks, Uncle Riley!” Charlie grabbed the Nerf gun and began displaying it to the sister he had now magically forgiven.

      After his wife, Ashley, confirmed she didn’t want to execute a final swap with anyone, Riley rubbed his hands together and glanced at his wristwatch. “Look at that. Santa’s presents and the Yankee swap presents all done by ten! Who’s ready to hit the slopes?”

      A jovial affirmation from the family came in return. They began gathering their boots, helmets, skis, and boards before leaving their mountainside condo and descending the two flights of stairs to the main lodge area. It would be a picturesque Christmas Day full of snowy runs.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Brayden slid off the second of his boots, officially achieving what he viewed as a top-five feeling on earth at the end of a long day of skiing. Charlie’s cheeks were red, and his messy hair glistened with sweat. Mari wasn’t as sweaty, but little crystals of snow still clung to the ends of her pigtails, slowly melting and dripping onto the floor below the bench supporting her. Sarah, meanwhile, looked so energized she could have passed for the mom who stayed in the lodge all day. Cruising on her snowboard alongside her kids was effortless for her, but that didn’t make it any less enjoyable. One table over, Riley distributed paper cups—the kind with the 1990s-style purple-and-teal designs on them—filled with hot chocolate, to his sons, Brady and Ryan. Their youngest, Lizzie, was nine—the perfect age to be Mari’s best companion. Feeling under the weather today, she had stayed in the condo with her mother, watching Christmas movies and sipping their own hot cocoa by the fireplace.

      Brayden trudged up the staircase, his boots fastened to each other by their Velcro straps and slung over his shoulder. As he placed them down in the foyer where everyone else had left their equipment to dry, he noted a flurry of excitement in the living room. “Is that Auntie Marissa?” he heard Brady inquire optimistically.

      Turning the corner of the foyer and entering the room, Brayden saw Ashley and her kids huddled around a MacBook on the coffee table. He didn’t need to walk any closer to find out what they were all gathering to see on the screen. He knew it would be the face of Ashley’s sister, Marissa. He knew that her nephews and her niece were excited to chat with her. And he knew tensions would soon rise between the wooden walls of their shared vacation home. It wasn’t because Marissa held some controversial viewpoints, or that she was a bad person; in fact, Brayden had quite enjoyed her company.

      It was because Marissa died eight months ago.
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      “I got new basketball shoes, and we got a hoop for the driveway when we get back home!”

      “Yeah, and we got a PlayStation 6, Aunt Riss!”

      Brady and Ryan poured their stories of Christmas morning into the microphone and camera of the Apple machine on the coffee table. As Brayden took a step closer, he finally caught a visual of what he already knew would be on screen. It reminded him of those deepfake videos that had become an ever-growing nuisance in the world. Politicians’ statements could be totally fabricated. Celebrities could be deceivingly placed into lewd videos. As the technology grew and became more available to the public, even high school bullies began using it to wreak havoc on the mental health of the classmates they terrorized.

      That was the resemblance for Brayden as he watched Marissa Stevenson—pronounced dead in April—laugh and chat with Ashley and her children on Christmas Day of the same year. It was massively impressive technology; standing a few feet away, it was nearly indistinguishable from a regular video chat. Her voice was eerily real, exactly how Brayden remembered it the last time they spoke. But the video and audio elements of this software weren’t the concern. You could do pretty much anything these days with the power of editing. The problem was that she was so real, so responsive. The natural laughter, the quick wit, the perfectly sensible and context-aware follow-up questions—that was Marissa on the screen, and the kids were ecstatic to chat with their auntie.

      Brayden heard his own children scurrying up the stairs, Sarah telling them to take off their wet gear before dragging it into the condo. Riley was just ahead of them, and as he emerged from the foyer, he let out a burst of excitement at the gathering that had built in the living room. “You guys talking to Auntie Marissa?”

      The digital Marissa blurted out a reply, seamlessly recognizing Riley’s voice in the background and sending chills down Brayden’s spine. “Is that Riles I hear back there? Merry Christmas!”

      Mari and Charlie naturally wanted to join in on whatever fun was brewing around the coffee table. Sarah was last to arrive, carrying a hodgepodge of remnants of the kids’ snow attire. There was only enough time for Brayden to share a single alarmed glance at her—one that he hoped both relayed the urgency of the situation and prevented further questioning on her part—before stopping the forward progress of his kids and suggesting an alternative.

      “Hey, kids—who wants to go get some churros and apple cider down at the lodge?” Brayden could tell the proposal didn’t exactly enthrall them, their eyes still peeking around him at the congregation near the fireplace.

      “I wanna see Lizzie, Daddy! I haven’t seen her all day!” Mari argued. Sarah had put down the clothing on top of the dryer and was quickly noticing the situation. Brayden knelt in front of Mari and searched for the right words. When they escaped him, Sarah took the reins.

      “They’re talking to one of Aunt Ashley’s friends right now, so we can’t hang out with them just yet,” she calmly explained. Another specialty of hers was saying no in such a calm fashion. “I’m sure they’ll be done in a little while. Let’s go get some snacks. I heard people raving about those churros on the lifts today!”

      Brayden nodded at Sarah before standing. They all tugged their shoes back on and treaded down the steps toward the lodge. A hearty helping of cinnamon-covered fried dough treats and hot apple cider kept the kids’ attention—and their parents’ too, for that matter—for plenty long enough to serve its purpose as a diversion. They would barely touch their dinner after that, Brayden realized, but beggars can’t be choosers.

      The diversion was necessary because Brayden and Sarah wanted no part in exposing their children to EverChat. The application was just over a year old, and it had exploded in popularity while staunchly dividing the world on its moral axis. Thanks to remarkable scientific breakthroughs—breakthroughs that Brayden admired for their potential—a tech giant had cracked the code for making digital copies of human consciousness. The world had already seen artificial intelligence and machine learning boom over the prior couple of decades, but this was different. This was uploading someone’s mind, creating a full mapping of their brain to replicate their very consciousness. The improvements in deepfake technology were to thank for how vividly real Marissa both looked and sounded on that MacBook, but it was the emergence of what scientists called “whole-brain emulation” that made her Marissa. With EverChat, as long as the subject had granted consent to have their mind uploaded, family and friends could talk to their loved one forever. Their consciousness existed on a server, manifested itself on a computer screen, and was theoretically eternal. And, evidence suggested, their loved one really experienced the continued passing of time as well. They could recall prior conversations, tie those conversations to past life experiences, and continue to recognize people, places, and things from both their pre-death and post-death observations.

      Brayden and Sarah were firmly on the same side regarding EverChat: They despised it. In their view, no matter how much anecdotal evidence may have existed that the departed would happily live for eternity, they believed it was a jail cell for the mind—if it was even the person’s real mind in there. It may talk like the person, look like the person, and evidently think like the person, but it wasn’t the actual person, and it gave them both anxiety thinking about it.

      The issue of consent was a slippery one too. They had read dozens of articles detailing nasty family disputes, flush with allegations that a family member unjustly granted consent when the departed couldn’t administer it themselves. It went mainstream when the company ran a cringeworthy ad campaign before Christmas the year prior, preying on heartstrings by issuing a reminder that this holiday season could be anyone’s last. Ever since then, the Crosses agreed they would never use it.

      The same couldn’t be said about the other Crosses. Riley and Ashley were fascinated by, and supportive of, EverChat, perhaps the biggest point of contention Brayden had nowadays with his brother and his sister-in-law. In a strange way, he was sometimes grateful that their father had passed away six months before the launch of EverChat after a lengthy battle with ALS. The argument that would have unfolded over that potential upload—especially if their father had been unable or unwilling to provide a firm decision himself—might well have driven Brayden and Riley apart for good.

      When Brayden, Sarah, and the kids climbed their way back to the condo with their bellies fuller than expected in the late afternoon, Riley and Ashley were alone in the living room reading books. The fireplace continued to crackle with a warm and well-kept fire.

      “Where are the kids?” Brayden asked his brother in a stern tone.

      Riley gestured his head to the left without detaching his glance from the book in his hands. It was one of the Game of Thrones novels. “Playing with their new PlayStation in the playroom. How were the churros?”

      Acknowledging the first half of the reply and disregarding the second, Brayden patted Charlie on the back. “Hey, Charlie, Mari—why don’t you two go check out the new PlayStation with your cousins? Maybe if you like it, you can put one on your Christmas list for next year.”

      Once Charlie and Mari were down the hall and into the other room, Brayden turned to his brother and held his arms out to his sides, palms facing skyward. “What the hell was that earlier?”

      This time, Riley peeled his eyes away from the paperback in his hands. He wore a confused look on his face that Brayden didn’t buy for a moment. “What do you mean, Bray?”

      “You know damn well what I mean. You and Ashley both know how we feel about EverChat, and what’s the main attraction in the living room the second we walk in the door with the kids? Goddamn EverChat!”

      “It’s Christmas Day, and my children have the right to talk to their aunt, Bray—”

      “Their aunt is dead, Ashley!”

      His voice rose a few notches higher than he intended as he cut Ashley off. He was nearly certain he heard the PlayStation down the hall abruptly pause as the kids tried to eavesdrop. Uncomfortable silence gripped the room, and Brayden held his hand up and his head down. After a long few moments, the audio of the game resumed; it sounded like an NBA game they were playing.

      “How long?”

      Ashley peered over at Riley, wondering if Brayden’s question confused him as much as it did her. Sarah stood a few feet away with her arms crossed, her expression somber. She was never a combative participant in arguments, but Brayden knew she felt strongly about this topic. He wondered if she would give her two cents at some point.

      “How long? How long what?” Riley asked.

      Brayden gestured to the now-closed MacBook on the coffee table. “I’ll humor you for a second. Let’s say Marissa actually is alive and well on some tech giant’s server farm. Let’s say that was Marissa you were talking to a little while ago.”

      He paused to let the hypothetical take root. Both Riley and Ashley waited for the point, confused why Brayden was preaching their own beliefs to them. “How long are you gonna keep her locked up in a cyber-prison?”

      “Oh, for the love of God,” Ashley barked as she rolled her eyes.

      “Seemed like she was pretty happy to see us, Bray,” Riley snarled back. “But you know what, since you’re so worried about her, let me call her up and ask her if she feels like she’s a prisoner.”

      Riley leaned over and opened the MacBook about two inches before Brayden’s hand slammed the lid back down. He didn’t want to let this get out of control. It was Christmas, after all. He sighed, and he was about to conjure up something emulating a truce when Sarah joined the discussion.

      “Imagine,” she softly interjected. She commanded the attention of the room with her input, given her reserved nature during confrontation. “No walks on the beach. No trips to the grocery store. Never wrapping another Christmas present. Never smelling another candle. Never reading another book.” She subtly nodded at the paperbacks in her in-laws’ laps. Brayden could see that she was getting emotional. He knew the way her bottom lip quivered right before she fought off tears. It was foresight as clear as a yellow light preceding a red one. “It’s not fair! They’re trapped, they’re …”

      That sentence broke her, and she buried her face in her hands. Brayden quickly embraced her, the fabric on his sweater absorbing the tears that leaked from her eyes. He swayed gently and caressed her back to calm her. Glancing without moving his head, he could see that Riley and Ashley were agitated by what they viewed as a ridiculous reaction.

      What struck Brayden about her reaction was the implication within it—that Marissa was in there, trapped forever after her death. He and Sarah had mostly skirted the actual topic of whether they believed the person’s conscious thoughts translated to EverChat, rather than being a mere simulation. The moral gravity of it all hit harder when you assumed they were actually in there, confined only to occasional video chats when their loved ones in the physical world dialed them up.

      What would happen when there were no loved ones left?

      “Look,” Brayden broke the silence in the room, “we’d appreciate it if any future EverChats can wait until you’re all back home. We don’t want Mari and Charlie asking about that just yet.”

      Riley gave a nod of approval but couldn’t help including his two cents with it. “They will sooner or later.”
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      Brayden laid his messenger bag on his desk and plopped down into the office chair beside it. He was back home on the East Coast, the first day back at his workplace in Portland since the turn of the new year. The kids were back at school, and his energy level was as expected for a father having helped ready a first- and third-grader for school before 8:00 a.m. He brewed himself a strong cup of coffee in the kitchen and settled in to catch up on the emails he had missed. To this point, he was fortunate to dodge the dreaded post-holiday small talk.

      Following in the footsteps of his cover story during his CIA years, he actually pursued a career in tech after leaving the agency. He wasn’t a developer or an engineer or anything, but he’d found a program-management role at a software company called Iron Edge—coincidentally enough, a major competitor of SafeTech, the company at which he had faked employment. He often wondered what his subconscious had been telling him when he crafted the story of his faux life back then. In any case, he spent his days working with software-development teams to improve their processes, tackle logistical hurdles, and track milestones. His job was, more or less, to be the bad cop who kept them accountable.

      “B-Man, what’s happening?”

      It was Mark, the quirky developer who worked on the other side of the floor. He always called Brayden “B-Man,” much to the chagrin of his colleague. He was tall and lanky and wore wire-rimmed glasses that may have been a size too small for his face. Mark was a brilliant nerd when it came to technology, particularly in emerging fields that sometimes made Brayden’s head spin. Before the holidays, he’d been talking Brayden’s ear off about new developments in robotics and quantum mechanics, and some personal projects he was working on.

      “Mark, welcome back. Have a good holiday?”

      “Killer holiday! It was nice having some time off, but I spent most of it working on side projects. Have you seen some of these recent papers and case studies around quantum mechanics? This stuff rocks!”

      He held out his phone and began scrolling through news articles. They touted patents and breakthroughs from big tech companies like Azor, Circuit, Vonetech, and others. “These developments are insane! This stuff shouldn’t even be possible. But hey, they inspired me. I started working on these bad boys in my garage last weekend.”

      Putting his phone away, Mark pulled from his pocket two devices that looked like walkie-talkies.

      “I call it the Quantum Nexus Resonator. These things will use paired quantum repeaters to maintain coherence between entangled particles across macroscopic distances! See, the resonance cavity—it creates a stable environment for quantum states, theoretically allowing me to bridge quantum networks together without decoherence. Insane, right? Right now, I can only maintain the quantum entanglement for a few microseconds, watch.”

      Mark held out the two devices and pressed the trigger on the device in his right hand. It made a faint humming sound, then a small light illuminated on the walkie in his left hand. Brayden smirked and looked at Mark, expecting an explanation. When Mark saw his blank expression, he got even more animated.

      “They’re not connected, dude! No Wi-Fi, no bluetooth, no radio signal … nothing! That’s a quantum connection!”

      Brayden chuckled and nodded. Mark’s enthusiasm was infectious, even when Brayden didn’t care for the excruciatingly thorough details. “Neat. Your version will be better than what those big corporations make. Changing the world, Mark.”

      Mark grinned and nodded. “Anyway, saw you guys were out at Sweetway. That must have been a nice week, eh?” Shades of a Canadian accent would often come out of Mark, even though he grew up in Pennsylvania.

      “Oh yeah. A foot of fresh snow right before we got out there. Relaxing week with the family. I can’t complain.”

      That, of course, was a lie. Not the part about the snow; it was plentiful and in perfect condition all week. But it was the least relaxing family vacation he could remember, and it made him wonder whether weeklong vacations like that would remain possible with his brother’s family. There were no further incidents after the Marissa chat, but the tension among the adults in the house never eased. Riley and Ashley obeyed the request to avoid more EverChats during that week, but they hardly shied away from the topic in conversation. Mari and Charlie probed their parents with questions about EverChat after hearing their cousins speak about it in passing. It was becoming more and more difficult for Brayden to shield his kids from it; he spent much of the morning wondering how many of the first- and third-graders in school that day would talk about a chat with one of their own dead relatives over the holiday break.

      “But I think they gotta take a receiver in the first round this year. They need weapons!”

      Brayden realized Mark had been talking for some time while he zoned out. He snapped back into the conversation to hear him griping about his hometown Eagles and their personnel decisions.

      “Yeah, man, I dunno. We’ll see,” Brayden deadpanned back, adding the subtle inflection that signaled he was about to end the conversation. “Hey, I gotta get back to work. I’ll see ya around, Mark.”

      Mark sauntered back to his side of the twelfth floor, finally leaving Brayden to the peace and quiet he cherished in this office. He answered a few emails, ran a couple of meetings, scarfed down a salad during lunch, and read a few articles when he ran out of tasks that interested him.

      A few minutes after four o’clock, his cell phone buzzed as he was gathering his jacket and bag to head home. Well, technically, it wasn’t his own phone—Sarah had mistakenly grabbed his on her way to the pharmacy that morning, so he’d taken hers for the day. Some of his unmarried friends would tell him that sounded crazy, but he and his wife trusted each other to no end. Taking the other’s phone for a day was truly nothing to even blink about. They only needed their phones during the workday to reach each other or their kids’ school.

      He didn’t recognize the number on the buzzing brick, but it was a Portland area code. “Hello?”

      “Hi, umm … is this Mr. Cross?” It was a woman’s voice, one Brayden didn’t recognize.

      “This is he. May I ask who’s calling?”

      “It’s Mrs. Cloverfield from the elementary school. I have Mari and Charlie here with me. They’ve been waiting for about an hour to be picked up,” she explained. “They said their mother is usually right on time.”

      The noise around him shrank down to a vacant silence, and his vision blurred in quick pulses that seemed to track his heartbeat. Brayden felt the same gripping rush as the moment he imagined a bomb going off at the ski lodge on Christmas. His mind raced to dozens of worst-case scenarios. Sarah was never late to pick up the kids, let alone nearly an hour late without a word. He swiped down to see if he’d missed a text she had sent him from his own phone. No texts, but three calls he somehow missed from this same number over the past hour. There was no other explanation; something happened to Sarah, he was certain. He broke into a sprint for the elevator, catching a few alarmed glances from random office mates.

      “Mr. Cross?”

      He realized he was still holding the phone to his ear, but he hadn’t said a word. “Uh … yes, I’m so sorry, Mrs. Cloverfield. I’m on my way to pick them up right now. I’ll be there in ten.”

      The elevator doors slid open, and he scampered into the empty cab. He pressed the “L” button so hard he nearly jammed his finger. After checking for the third time if he’d missed a text or call, he opened his own contact on Sarah’s phone to check its location. Maybe she was caught up at the grocery store, or had broken down on the road, or perhaps the phone had simply died and she couldn’t explain the reason for her tardiness. The lump grew larger in Brayden’s throat as he continually yanked downward on the screen to refresh the location. With each pull, it yielded the same result.

      The phone was on. It was in their kitchen. At most times of the day, that would be reassuring. In this moment, and with these circumstances, it was confirmation for Brayden that something was very wrong. He quickly swiped away from the location and tried to open the feed of their home security camera. What was previously a lump in his throat could now only be described as a boulder.

      A piece of black tape obscured the entire frame.
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      Sarah’s fingers hovered over her phone, the message to Brayden still unsent.

      “Running late. Don’t wait up.”

      She sighed, knowing it was the third time this week she’d be getting home after he’d gone to bed—if he was even home at all. With a quick tap, she sent the text and slipped the phone back into her purse.

      The soft glow of her desk lamp illuminated the scattered papers and files spread before her. Each folder was dedicated to a child, to a life touched by trauma or struggle, to someone seeking solace in the warm confines of her office. Sarah rubbed her temples, the weight of their stories seemingly pressing down on her shoulders. As exhausting as the work was, she couldn’t imagine doing anything else. It was more rewarding than it was draining.

      A gentle knock at the door pulled her from her thoughts. “Come in,” she called, straightening in her chair.

      The door creaked open, revealing a small, scrawny figure with disheveled brown hair and wide, anxious brown eyes. Eight-year-old Tommy peered into the room, his hand still gripping the doorknob like a lifeline.

      “Hi, Tommy,” Sarah said, her voice warm and inviting. “I’m glad you decided to come back. Would you like to sit down?”

      Tommy nodded sheepishly, shuffling into the room. He climbed onto the overstuffed armchair across from Sarah, his feet dangling a foot above the floor. His eyes darted around the room, taking in the colorful posters and shelves lined with toys and books.

      “I brought something for you today,” Sarah said with a smile, reaching into her desk drawer. She pulled out a small plush elephant, its trunk curled upward in a perpetual smile. “This is Ellie. She’s very good at listening and keeping secrets. Would you like to hold her while we talk?”

      Tommy’s eyes sparkled, a flicker of childlike wonder breaking through the wall that guarded him. He reached out, carefully taking the elephant and hugging it to his chest.

      “Ellie looks happy to meet you,” Sarah said with a speck of laughter. “Can you tell me about your week, Tommy? Did anything happen that you’d like to share?”

      For a moment, Tommy was silent, his fingers tracing Ellie’s fuzzy ears. Then, barely louder than a whisper, he spoke. “I had a bad dream again.”

      Sarah leaned forward, her full attention on the boy. “That must have been scary. Can you tell me about it?”

      As Tommy recounted his nightmare, Sarah listened intently. She asked gentle questions, guiding him through the narrative, helping him find words for the fear and confusion that plagued his young mind.

      By the end of the session, Tommy’s shoulders had relaxed, and his grip on Ellie had loosened into a comfortable embrace. As Sarah walked him to the waiting room where his foster parents sat, she felt the familiar mix of hope and determination that fueled her work. One step at a time, one child at a time, she would help these innocent minds find their way back to comfort.

      The clock on the wall read 8:30 p.m. as Sarah gathered her things to leave. She’d missed dinner again, but the progress with Tommy was worth it. As she locked up her office, her phone buzzed. It was a text from her mother.

      “Dinner tomorrow night. No excuses this time. Bring that husband of yours if he’s not too busy saving the world.”

      Sarah rolled her eyes, a familiar tension creeping into her shoulders. Her mother’s passive-aggressive jabs at Brayden were becoming harder to brush off. She typed out a curt reply confirming their attendance and headed for her car.

      The drive home was quiet, the radio a low murmur of evening talk shows and soft jazz. Sarah’s mind wandered to Brayden, wondering if he was home. If he was safe. The nature of his work, which she knew was massively important but massively dangerous, meant long periods of silence, unexplained absences, and a constant undercurrent of worry. She loved him fiercely, and he shared details with her whenever he could. But the weight of the mandatory secrets between them felt suffocating, especially in the moments she wondered if he was safe and sound.

      As she pulled into their driveway, she noticed with surprise that the living room light was on. Brayden was home. A mix of relief and anxiety fluttered in her chest as she made her way to the front door.

      She found him in the kitchen, heating leftovers in the microwave. The sight of him—alive, healthy, unscathed, standing in their kitchen in sweatpants and a faded T-shirt—made her heart swell.

      “Hey,” he said, a tired smile crossing his face. “I was starting to think you’d moved into your office.”

      Sarah dropped her purse on the counter and wrapped her arms around him, breathing in the familiar scent of her husband mixed with something that smelled vaguely of gunpowder. She chose not to dwell on the latter.

      “I’m sorry I’m so late,” she whispered into his chest. “I had a breakthrough with Tommy today. He finally opened up about the nightmares.”

      Brayden’s arms tightened around her. “That’s amazing, honey. I know how hard you’ve been working with him.”

      They stood in their embrace for a moment, swaying slightly to the soft country song that played in the background. The harsh beeps of the microwave eventually interrupted.

      As they sat at their wooden kitchen table, sharing reheated lasagna and the parts of their days they could discuss, Sarah felt the familiar ache of the many things left unsaid. Brayden’s eyes held shadows she couldn’t penetrate, and she longed for the day when those secrets could stop accumulating.

      “My mom wants us for dinner tomorrow night,” Sarah said, pushing a piece of pasta around her plate.

      Brayden’s fork paused halfway to his mouth. “Both of us?”

      “Yes, both of us. She was quite insistent.”

      He sighed, setting his fork down. “Sarah, you know I can’t promise—”

      “I know,” she cut him off, a bit more sharply than she intended. “But it would mean a lot to me if you could try. She’s … she’s trying, in her own way.”

      Ellen Lennon was not the biggest fan of Brayden Cross. Sarah could never figure out why; Brayden had always been very respectful around her, and he had tried repeatedly to shower her with kindness in the early days of their relationship. But her mother was often distant, cold, disconnected. Twice married and twice divorced, Sarah sensed her mother’s journey had taken a toll on her, and in turn, she’d begun taking it out on others.

      Brayden reached across the table, taking her hand in his. “I’ll do my best. I want to be there; you know that, right?”

      Sarah nodded, squeezing his hand. “I know. It’s just … sometimes I feel like I’m always choosing between the people and the things that I love. Between my work and our marriage, between you and my mother. I’m tired of feeling torn.”

      The admission marinated between them for a moment, heavy with unspoken fears and frustrations. Brayden’s thumb traced circles on the back of her hand, a gesture that had comforted her countless times before.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I know this isn’t easy. But I love you, Sarah. We’ll figure it out.”

      She believed him. She wanted to sink into the warmth of his promise. But as she met his hazel eyes, she saw the flicker of something—guilt, perhaps, or maybe regret—that told her there were still depths to his world she couldn’t fathom.

      
      The next evening found them on Ellen’s doorstep, a bottle of wine in Brayden’s hand and a forced smile on Sarah’s face. As the door swung open, Sarah braced herself for the evening ahead.

      Ellen greeted them with air kisses and a critical once-over of Brayden’s attire.

      “So glad you could both make it,” she said, embedded in her words an insinuation of her doubt that Brayden would attend. “Come in, come in. Dinner’s almost ready.”

      As they followed Ellen into the house, Sarah’s eyes were drawn to a new painting hanging in the entryway—an abstract piece in bold colors that seemed to clash with her mother’s usual conservative taste. Frankly, to Sarah, it looked ridiculous—as if it cost a hundred times more than any other piece of decor in the house.

      “That’s new,” Sarah commented, holding back a laugh, nodding in the artwork’s direction.

      Ellen’s face illuminated in a way Sarah hadn’t seen in years. “Oh, yes. It’s wonderful, isn’t it? A gift from a … from a friend.”

      There was something in her mother’s voice, a hint of excitement and secrecy, that piqued Sarah’s curiosity. But before she could probe further, Ellen was ushering them into the dining room.

      Dinner was a tense affair. As abundant as the mashed potatoes were Ellen’s thinly veiled jabs at Brayden’s profession, and in return, Brayden’s increasingly concise responses. Sarah acted as the mediator, a role she was uniquely well suited to fulfill.

      “So, Brayden,” Ellen said, swirling her wine glass, “any exciting business trips coming up? Or is your travel schedule classified too?”

      “All right—”

      Sarah saw Brayden’s jaw clench just before his abrupt response. His knuckles whitened around his fork.

      “Mom,” she attempted diplomacy, but Ellen pressed on.

      “I’m just taking an interest in my son-in-law’s life. Is that a crime now?”

      “Ellen,” Brayden said, his voice measured and tight, “I appreciate your interest, but you know I can’t discuss the details of my work. We’ve been over this.”

      “Of course, of course,” Ellen said with a dismissive wave. “Heaven forbid I know anything about the man my daughter married.”

      “Mom, that’s enough,” Sarah snapped, her patience finally breaking. “Brayden’s work is important, and yes, it’s classified. He could have kept lying to you, and pretending he was a software engineer at SafeTech. But he chose to be as transparent as he can be. That doesn’t make him any less a part of this family and my life. There’s plenty more to talk about!”

      A heavy silence descended on the table. Ellen appeared saddled with regret for a moment before stirring back to life. “Well, I suppose we should be grateful he could spare an evening for family dinner.”

      As she slid her fork beneath a pile of green beans, Ellen’s phone chimed. She glanced at it, a little smirk crossing on her lips.

      “Good news?” Sarah asked in a markedly more lighthearted tone, playing into the change in her mother’s demeanor.

      Ellen looked startled, as if she had entirely forgotten they were there during that one-second span. “Oh, it’s nothing, dear. Just a message from a friend.”

      “The same friend who gave you that painting?”

      Ellen’s cheeks reddened. “Well, as a matter of fact, yes. He’s … different from anyone I’ve ever known. Brilliant, driven. He sees the world in a way that’s just …”

      As she trailed off, Sarah let out her first laugh. “Mom! It sounds like this guy’s pretty special to you! How long have you been seeing him?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. It’s been a couple of months now. Actually, you know—he was going to fly me out to Los Angeles last weekend, to go to the World Series. Dodgers and Red Sox, it would have made your father so jealous.”

      Sarah’s eyebrows lifted slowly. Her head tilted downward, but her gaze remained level. “World Series tickets? Flying you to LA? Sounds like Mr. Right is both special and successful.”

      Brayden shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Sarah could sense his unease. She reached under the table, squeezing his hand reassuringly.

      “Speaking of LA,” Sarah said, “Bray mentioned there was almost a big incident in the Metro system recently. Said it could have been a disaster if it hadn’t been stopped.”

      Ellen’s attention snapped back to the conversation, her eyes narrowing slightly. “Oh? And how would Brayden know about that?”

      She felt Brayden shift uncomfortably beside her. “I don’t know the details,” she blurted. She looked at him, waiting for him to chime in. Instead, he just looked downward. “But I tell myself he was the hero who saved the day.”

      A pregnant silence took over. Ellen’s focus flicked between Sarah and Brayden before Brayden finally spoke up.

      “Again, can’t really talk about it, Ellen. I wish I could.” He looked up at her. “I’m glad you were far from LA last week.”

      “Well, indeed. I certainly wish we’d been there, but I suppose we should be grateful for whatever unnamed heroes keep us safe, shouldn’t we?”

      Her eyes locked on Brayden, the words themselves doing no justice to the accusatory glare.

      Brayden cleared his throat. “More wine?”

      As he lifted out of his chair to refill their glasses, Sarah felt the weight of her mistake. She never should have brought up the Los Angeles story—what little she knew about it—in front of her mother. She had put her husband on blast.

      After another glass of wine and a bite of dessert, they gathered their things and said their goodbyes. While Brayden was in the bathroom, Ellen pulled Sarah aside.

      “I’m sorry if I was harsh earlier,” she whispered. “I just worry about you, darling. This life you’ve chosen … it can’t be easy.”

      Sarah softened, seeing the genuine concern in her mother’s eyes. “I know, Mom, but it’s my life, and Brayden is my world. I wish you could see him the way I do. His secrets are born of necessity, not choice.”

      Ellen sighed, touching Sarah’s cheek. “I know. I’m trying, dear. I really am.”

      As they drove home, Sarah grappled with the inescapable feeling that she’d exacerbated an already tense situation. Brayden was quiet beside her, his eyes fixed on the road ahead.

      “I’m sorry about my mom,” Sarah said, breaking the silence. “She’s … well, she’s Ellen.”

      She was relieved to see Brayden’s stern look shift into a smile. He reached his hand over and put it atop her knee. “It’s okay. I knew what I was signing up for when I married you.”

      Sarah put her hand on top of his. “Thank you for coming tonight. I know it wasn’t easy. And I’m sorry for bringing up LA.”

      His smile mostly erased, but he nodded. “Not your best judgment. I want to bend the rules with you, especially when I’m proud of something I’ve accomplished, Sarah. That day is the reason I do what I do. We probably saved a million lives, honey. It doesn’t get more rewarding.”

      He paused, but Sarah could tell he hadn’t completed his thought. He rubbed the steering wheel and then continued, “I just can’t have you repeating the things I tell you about work. Any of them, big or small. That’s all.”

      She squeezed his hand tightly. “You can trust me.”

      As they pulled into their driveway, Sarah felt the familiar mix of love and worry that seemed to define their relationship. Brayden’s work would always leave some shadows between them—at least until whenever he finally decided it wasn’t worth it—and her mother would always be a source of tension. But as she looked at her husband, his face gently lit by the glow of the porch light, she knew innately that she wouldn’t trade this life for anything, even with its challenges.

      They walked hand in hand to the front steps, the night quiet around them. Just as they arrived at the door, Brayden’s phone buzzed. Sarah felt him stiffen beside her, and she knew what was coming before he even looked at the screen.

      “Honey, I—”

      “You have to go,” she finished for him, her voice steady despite the disappointment.

      He pulled her close, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

      As she watched him drive away
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