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 My body flew backward, my skull exploding with pain as it collided with the stone wall 

behind me. Vision blurred, I blinked rapidly as if that would suddenly clear the chaotic scene 

unfolding in front of me.  

     Airplanes sped above us, their bombs whistling a warning that were only meant to instill 

fear before finally crashing into the earth, causing the city to burst outward into ruins. I felt 

Jonah’s cool skin frantically grasp my hand into his own as he yanked me to my feet. “Yoshiko! 

Are you all right?” His words were barely audible over the sound of gunfire inching closer to us. 

  I swayed in response and he hauled me over his shoulders, his breath heavy as he ran 

toward the edge of the city. Disoriented, I rested my face against his back and, feeling its sticky 

wetness, immediately withdrew it. I wiped my cheek, but knew already that there would be blood 

on it. It had trickled down, pooling into his blue sneakers. His feet kicked up bits of dirt and 

gravel as he ran, and I felt a calm wash over me. I loved Jonah and dying with him here, in this 

moment, would be peaceful. No more bombs. No more running. No more pain. No more death. 

    Another whistle sounded and Jonah flung me behind an abandoned ice cream truck 

before covering my body with his own. “Cover your head!” he shouted before the explosion 

destroyed a nearby high school. It had only been a month since we had graduated. Just one 

month ago the world had been at peace. It felt like it had been before my own lifetime, so much 

was the fear that dominated that my daily living now. Fear and pain were all that I knew. 

   Jonah and I had snuck off to be together, our laughter unheard as we traipsed through the 

vineyard of his parents’ winery. They were having a party where the majority of town was 

gathered when the first attack happened. Seventy per cent of the city’s population was wiped out 

in an instant. My silky black hair had caught fire while escaping and Jonah, thinking quickly, 

tore off his shirt to smother the flames. Once we were safe, we checked each other for other 

injuries, and he cut my burnt hair with the knife he always carried.  

     We tried to be smart at first by only scavenging the small towns that had already been 

wiped out in California. We thought that, with them already demolished, Pyoxiu wouldn’t bother 

returning with ground troops.  

   We were wrong. Pyoxiu wiped out our electronics with an electromagnetic pulse, 

drastically crippling our country. No more vehicles, planes, computers, or phones; there was 

nothing. Once we were unable to organize our troops, Pyoxiu sent in its own to remove any 

remaining threats. To be spared, one must only bow down to Chairman Kang-Il-Su and pledge 

unwavering loyalty to his power.  

 Unwavering loyalty only lasted as long as the time it took to fire a bullet into the 

subject’s head. I had nearly screamed when I witnessed the first execution. The girl had been a 

classmate we had picked up along our journey north to Canada. The raid began at midnight, 

Jonah and I barely having time to scramble into the tiny crawlspace in the attic. I had always felt 

self-conscious of my petite frame inherited from my Japanese mother. In that moment, I was 

grateful for the smallness my figure offered because, with Jonah being a linebacker on the 

football team, we would not have had enough room to fit the three of us. 

    Though there never was a chance to fit a third person into the space.  

    Jessica couldn’t jump high enough to reach Jonah’s outstretched hand, and he couldn’t 

risk revealing our hideout. Reluctantly, he replaced the almost seamless ceiling tile and we 

shrunk away from the opening.  

    Pyoxiu soldiers entered the room, one firing aimlessly into the ceiling. I struggled to 

control my breathing, praying frantically that my heart would slow down for surely they could 

hear it beating below us. Through the newly-formed bullet holes, Jonah and I watched Jessica 



 
 

pledge herself to the chairman, then was promptly executed.  

   Another round of explosions rendered my mind back to the present and, to Jonah’s relief, 

out of its daze. I pointed to an alley and we sprinted down it, desperately trying to find a safe 

hiding spot. Hopefully, the planes wouldn’t drop any more bombs when their troops were so 

close. 

  A beautiful melody enveloped us and I tugged at Jonah’s hand, guiding him away from 

the music. Ignoring me, he walked toward it and disappeared through an old wooden door. 

Reluctantly, I followed him, gasping at what I saw beyond the entrance. 

    It was the most spectacular church that I had ever seen. Though gloomy and gray outside, 

the stained-glass windows shone as if sunlight was illuminating them. Well-oiled pews lined 

either side of a marble aisle that led to a large altar. The beauty of the enormous crucifix brought 

tears to my eyes as I thought about what horrible things the approaching soldiers would do to this 

church.  

    Next to the altar sat a woman whose translucent skin and pale blonde hair made her seem 

ethereal. Her eyes were closed as her fingers ran across the keys, creating comforting, 

harmonious music.  

  Suddenly, the Pianist smiled, then opened her pale blue eyes. “It’s lovely to finally meet 

you.” 

 “And you as well, but we need to leave. They’re on their way and will be here any 

moment,” I urged.  

     The Pianist remained silent, though she never stopped playing. 

     “Jonah, let’s go.” 

    “But we can’t just leave her,” Jonah protested.  

    “We’re not letting this crazy lady be the end of us. Let’s go!” I pleaded. 

    The Pianist patted either side of the bench on which she sat. “Come,” she beckoned. 

     Entranced, Jonah sat next to her, his eyes staring directly ahead.  

    “Jonah!” I yelled, snapping my fingers in front of his face. “Jonah, please,” I begged, 

yanking on his arm.  

   “He can’t hear you,” the Pianist said, her tone no longer soft. “You’re the one I wanted to 

meet because he won’t make it in this timeline. You’re going to stop this war.” 

     My hand reached out like a snake, my fingers wrapping around her throat. “Stop 

whatever it is you did to him or else you die.” 

    She laughed. 

    I squeezed. 

    “You’ll die in this timeline, too, if you don’t release me. You’ll alter everything then, and 

that will be an even worse mess.” Her voice was calm as she spoke. 

    Reluctantly, I removed my hand, awkwardly clasping it with its twin in my lap. “Talk,” I 

instructed. 

    “I’m the Pianist.” She waited as if expecting a response. “You don’t know your fairy 

tales, do you? It’s not a popular one, but I thought…” she paused, her eyes drifting off until they 

focused on a window. “There.” 

    The stained-glass depicted a woman playing a piano, surrounded by others while a portal 

appeared behind them.  

   “I control time. I’ve played out how this timeline ends and there won’t be anything else 

for me to explore unless you correct the wrong,” she explained.  

    “No one controls time,” I firmly insisted. 



 
 

     The Pianist sighed, irritated. “I don’t have time to prove it to you, Yoshiko. Yes, I know 

your name. I know it because I’ve been waiting for you to come here.” 

    Suspending belief, I asked, “How could I possibly prevent this? Chairman Kang-Il-Su 

came into power after a well-plotted military coup. He murdered all citizens and remaining 

soldiers who refused loyalty to his new regime. He’d been recruiting followers for years. No.” I 

slowly shook my head. “You need someone else. Someone who has experience with this. 

Someone from the CIA or FBI.” 

   “Absolutely not.” The Pianist pointed at me, shoving her finger into my chest. “The 

timeline needs you. An unsuspecting young woman with no agenda other than to bring back the 

people she loves along with world peace.” 

    “No, I’m sorry. It can’t be me. I can’t do this.” I started to rise when the doors burst open, 

gunfire spraying haphazardly into the air.  

   Jonah’s temple erupted and I screamed, catching him as he fell forward.  

 A soldier laughed wickedly as I cradled Jonah’s head in my arms. “Capture her.” He 

moistened his lips with his overly thick tongue. “We’ll have some fun with this one.” 

    “You can still change this. You can still save him and the others.” 

     Glaring at the Pianist, I nodded. “Send me back.” 

   She played beautifully, her melody sending the soldiers into a trance. The room blurred, 

then brightened as a portal opened next to the altar.  

    I released poor Jonah, crying as his body fell limply to the floor. Casting one final glance 

at the Pianist, I held my breath as I entered the portal and into the unknown. 

      *** 

 My breath escaped in a loud gasp as I dropped to my knees, the portal already closing 

behind me. I remained crouched as I took in my surroundings, hoping to understand not only 

where the Pianist had sent me, but when. I was inside of a small greenhouse filled with several 

exotic plants, each more beautiful than the next.  

   At the end of the aisle in front of me, I paused, frowning. Several plants were clumped 

together, their purple foliage huge. The flowers themselves were orange, but they were rather 

plain-looking in comparison to the rest of the vegetation. They were familiar, and I poked into 

the depths of my memory trying to remember what they were called.  

  Castor bean! They were illegal in the U.S. because ricin could be made by grinding the 

toxic seeds. Quietly, I rose to my feet and inspected the rest of the greenhouse. I touched the soil 

and realized that nothing had been watered in several days; it wasn’t even damp. Odd. It was 

clear that someone, a botanist perhaps, truly enjoyed his flora.  

    At the door, I strained for signs of another presence. Confident that I was alone, I went 

outside where a barren field greeted me, along with a small cottage where the owner must live. I 

could see the skyline of a city, but could not hear any noise from it, and concluded that I was 

somewhere on the outskirts where I would, hopefully, remain undiscovered for the moment. 

    I rounded the side of the cottage where I found a window and discreetly peeked through 

it. Immediately I ducked down, my heart wildly thumping. I’d recognize the propaganda 

anywhere. 

   Pyoxiu. 

    The Pianist had sent me to the most brutal, secluded country in the world. The people 

knew next to nothing of the “outside” world whereas the rest of the world knew quite a lot about 

them. There was only one city, Xixingu, and only the most elite and wealthy of the Pyoxiu were 

invited to live there. The rest of the people, mostly farmers, struggled to grow crops and were 



 
 

punished if they ever attempted escape.  

    Relations were strained between Pyoxiu and the world, though when Chairman Lee-Jung-

Un’s father died, the new leader promised to bring his country “out of the dark ages and into the 

light”. He had always been outspoken regarding the ways of his ancestors, something that my 

history teacher had once commented he was shocked that the man hadn’t been assassinated yet.   

   Assassinated. That’s what happened to him on the eve of the Pyoxiu Independence 

Declaration. His people were going to be free to live wherever they chose and, with the 

assistance of the world’s most powerful countries and lifted embargoes, they were hoping to 

finally prosper.  

     Chairman Lee-Jung-Un was murdered in his sleep, a pillow shoved over his face and 

stabbed repeatedly. His body then had been put on display in the city center where the occupants 

were forced to gather and throw stones at him. Anyone who opposed the new chairman was 

promptly executed and, fearing for their lives, the people of Pyoxiu pledged their undying loyalty 

to their new master.    

    Cautiously, I peeked through the window once more. It was cracked open and I jerked 

my head backward, appalled by a repugnant odor. I already knew as I entered the cottage that I’d 

find the owner dead. There’s no mistaking the scent of death and, as expected, there she was, 

alone in a rocking chair. She was past the bloated stage and simply decaying, the maggots inside 

of her mouth the least of my worries. Several ground caster beans lay on the wooden table by her 

side and I sighed, feeling sorry for the loss of this poor woman. In Pyoxiu, there were thousands 

of reasons to take your own life. 

    I searched the remainder of the cottage, my brows knitting in confusion as I discovered 

nice clothing, a full wallet, and cash hidden at the bottom of her potato bin. She even had indoor 

plumbing and electricity. Why would a woman of good-standing commit suicide? She had it 

better than most Pyoxiuns. 

    Checking the wooden table once more, I noticed a note in scratchy handwriting 

underneath the beans. I neither spoke nor read the language, but assumed it was her suicide 

letter.  

   With the sun setting, I dragged her body outside and buried her in a shallow grave with a 

shovel I found in the greenhouse. It was small and it took me nearly all night, but I needed to 

stay in her cottage and could not do it with her there. Gently patting the dirt, I whispered a short 

prayer, hoping that she was finally at peace. 

   I cleaned myself and fell asleep, exhausted and praying for myself that I would remain 

undiscovered. 

*** 

 The next morning I woke to whistling and I leapt out of bed, prepared to run. The bomb 

landed in the barren field by the cottage, though no damage was done to the cottage or 

greenhouse. Pyoxiu was testing its bombs and I grinned. Chairman Lee-Jung-Pi, the father of 

future Chairman Lee-Jung-Un, began testing its weapons a month prior to his death, which was a 

year ago. I was still unsure of the exact date, but I had narrowed the time frame down 

considerably.  

    I made myself a quick breakfast of rice and poke, my mind running through different 

scenarios where I could assassinate Chairman Kang-Il-Su. I had no combat skills, and I was 

raised in a household where my mother hated guns.  My father kept one in the nightstand just in 

case, even showed it to me once, but I was unfamiliar with them and certainly was no expert 



 
 

shot. I doubted that I would be able to infiltrate the chairman’s inner circle, especially 

considering that I was clearly more Japanese than Pyoxiun, and I wasn’t even full Japanese 

because of my father’s long lineage of Texans. What in the hell did the Pianist think that I could 

accomplish?  

    Cleaning up my mess, I eyed the untouched caster beans on the wooden table. The KGB 

had been known for their love of ricin poison and I vaguely remembered an article I had read 

regarding the world’s strangest assassinations. I had been bored that day and would read 

anything on Fly News, but today I was happy for the site’s content churners. The KGB had 

murdered a Bulgarian dissident writer. The agent had used a modified umbrella to inject a ricin 

pellet underneath the writer’s skin, though it took four days for the effect to render him dead.  

    In the closet I had spotted a large, black umbrella during my search and I dug it out, 

wondering how I was going to possibly turn it into a weapon.  

    How did paint guns work? I angrily wiped a tear from the corner of my brown eyes as I 

thought of Jonah. He had loved to go paint balling, often much to my protest because I never was 

interested. “Jonah, when I fix this, I’ll play every day if that’s what you want,” I promised. 

    Inspecting the umbrella, I was able to remove its tip to reveal a hollow center. I knew 

there must a spring inside that opened it once the trigger was compressed. If I could find 

something to put a rice pellet inside, I would be able to do exactly what the KGB agent had done. 

What could I use? My mind raced furiously as I thought of the household contents, growing 

frustrated as I came up with nothing.  

   A syringe! I didn’t need the needle itself, but the barrel and plunger would work 

beautifully. I’d press the trigger, the spring would depress the plunger into the barrel, and the 

plunger would inject the rice pellet. It’d have to be a small syringe, perhaps 8mm, to fit into the 

umbrella tube.  

 I slept restlessly that night, then dressed in the dead woman’s clothes early the next 

morning. I wore a plain green scarf, knotting it tightly underneath my chin, to conceal my 

features. She had a pair of sunglasses that I pilfered as well, and I inhaled nervously as I took one 

final look at myself in the bathroom mirror.  

   It was an hour of walking before I reached the edge of the city. I looked hopefully for 

pictograms that would direct me to the nearest hospital, but quickly realized that Pyoxiu didn’t 

bother using universally-understood road signs. It was only by chance that I heard an ambulance 

and had to force myself not to run toward the screeching sirens.  

   The hospital was shaped like a hexagon and heavily guarded with armed soldiers at its 

entrance. I lowered my head as I prepared to enter until one slammed his hand down onto my 

shoulders. My breath caught in my throat as he held out his other hand expectantly. Struggling to 

conceal my shaking hands, I gave him the dead woman’s identification. 

     “Why are you here?” he asked in Pyoxiun. 

   Uncomprehending, I pointed to my throat and pretended to try to speak, but merely 

squeaked instead.  

    This answer seemed to satisfy him and he released me. Once inside, I found a restroom 

and vomited. I was sweating profusely and wet several paper towels to run against my hot skin, 

attempting to cool myself. 

   The door burst open and a nurse entered. She clucked her tongue disapprovingly at me 

and, grabbing my arm, half-pulled, half-dragged me down a dimly-lit hallway. She shoved me 

into an exam room, then held out her hand. Once again, I showed my false ID. She scribbled 

information onto a sheet, muttered something in Pyoxiun, and exited.  



 
 

    Alone, I leapt to my feet and yanked open the cabinet doors. Syringes of various sizes 

were on the bottom rack and I quickly shoved a few into the tops of my boots. I closed the 

cabinet and opened the exam room door, checking the hallway. Several nurses milled about, but 

not the one that had taken me there.  

   In my fear of being caught, I found myself lost. I knew I couldn’t be seen wandering 

aimlessly and squinted at each sign, hoping that one would seem familiar and lead me to the 

entrance. Finally, I spotted a young woman standing in a doorway, a cigarette between her 

slender fingers. I walked past her, ignoring her sneer as I kept my eyes downcast.  

    Once outside, I was able to reestablish my bearings and began walking toward the city 

center. The elder chairman was about to embark on a propaganda train tour throughout his 

country, though I remembered the newspapers speculating it was actually to perform surprise 

inspections of those exiled from Xixingu. Those found with the luxuries from the city were 

executed.  

    In the numerous posters decorating the city center walls, I saw Kang-Il-Su standing 

behind the Lees, his expression frightening. He had been a top advisor. Of course he would be 

attending the tour! 

  The tour would begin in one week. I hoped that I’d be able to survive that long. 

*** 

 The following week passed slowly, each day spent meticulously mapping out my plan to 

assassinate Kang. I drew on every spy movie that I had ever seen because that was truly the only 

exposure I’d had to this type of life. Deciding that I had overthought the entire ordeal, I 

simplified everything immensely. What would Mr. Bond do? Kill the villains and dine at an 

upscale restaurant with a gorgeous woman. Not exactly an option for me. 

  My stomach growled at the thought of food. Despite my rationing, I had run out of food a 

day ago and, unfamiliar with the other plants in the greenhouse, didn’t dare touch them. My eyes 

were bloodshot from the sleepless nights courtesy of the incessant weapons testing in the 

adjacent field. I wanted to leave, but I had nowhere to go and sleeping on the streets was not 

allowed in Xixingu. The homeless were not welcome in the city and banished to neighboring 

farming communities. 

  The modified umbrella was completed, the practice runs successful. It had taken a lot of 

tinkering and I even surprised myself with skills I was unaware that I had while performing the 

modifications. I wore gloves while carefully grinding the caster bean seeds and forming the 

pellets. I inserted a pellet into the barrel of the syringe, keeping two in my pocket as backups.  

  The night before the tour was to embark, I was grateful for the silence. I was no longer 

afraid each time I heard whistling, but the blasts never ceased to scare me.  

   Suddenly there was shouting, followed by laughter. Orange light flooded the cottage and 

I ran to the window, my pulse quickening. Soldiers had surrounded the greenhouse, laughing as 

another threw an oil-soaked rag through the torn plastic covering. The flames grew higher and I 

practically flew into my clothes. Risking time, I shoved an extra dress into a canvas bag, grabbed 

the umbrella, and quietly opened the front door. Crawling on my belly, I slowly made my way 

away from the soldiers, silently praying that I’d remain unseen.   

    I was already at the side of the road and slithering through the ditch when I heard the 

soldiers break the windows of the cottage. One shrieked and I glanced over the edge of the ditch, 

stifling my own horrified scream. A soldier had tripped over the shallow grave and yanked out 

the body. He gleefully danced with the dead woman’s corpse and I cried as I continued to slither, 



 
 

never daring to raise my body higher than necessary.  

   When I was certain that I couldn’t be seen, I ran to the edge of the city. It was almost 

daylight and I changed into the clean dress I had brought, leaving the old clothes in the ditch. I 

used my spit to clean the dirt off my skin and, covering my eyes with sunglasses, walked 

confidently into Xixingu. With my canvas bag hanging off my arm, they would assume that I 

was simply about to do my morning shopping. 

     The sky was gray and overcast, and I inwardly sighed in relief that my umbrella would 

not seem out of place. I threaded my way through back alleys, my focus never leaving the smoke 

coming from the train station ahead.  

 An excited crowd had already gathered on the platform to greet the chairman and his 

entourage. I slowly inched my way closer until I was standing right behind the barricade, my 

palms clammy with my own anxiousness. 

    The chairman arrived, his son in tow. Kang-Il-Su lingered farther behind, the scowl on 

his face seemingly permanent. The elder Lee waved from afar while Lee-Jung-Un shook the 

people’s hands, his eyes crinkling in a friendly smile. His skin was warm as it touched mine, his 

handshake firm. A picture of his bloody face flashed in my mind and I pushed it away, 

determined to avoid that timeline for him.  

   The Lees began to board the train, though Kang-Il-Su remained behind. I tried to ignore 

his suspicious glare in my direction, reminding myself that it was easier for him to come to me 

than the other way around. 

    He slowly approached me, like a hunter circling his prey. Finally, he stood in front of me, 

his face so close to mine that I could smell his breakfast. In an instant, his hands were wrapped 

around my sunglasses and wrenching them away from my head, exposing my features. He 

shouted something in Pyoxiun and the crowd surged forward.  

    I shoved the umbrella against his calf and depressed the trigger. He roared as the ricin 

pellet embedded itself beneath his skin. He raised his hand and yelled once more as he slammed 

it across my cheek. White-hot pain radiated throughout my body and I struggled to gather my 

wits as I tried to scurry away.  

   Kang-Il-Su bellowed instructions which I quickly realized meant “Get her!” as soldiers 

rushed into the crowd. In response to the commotion, the people worked themselves into a 

frenzy. Using this distraction, I tore through the throng of Pyoxiuns and ducked into a restaurant 

adjacent to the train station. I ignored the surprised cries as I ran through the kitchen and out the 

back door, my gaze darting back and forth in the alley in which I was standing.  

  Spotting a fire escape on the building next door, I pushed a trash can underneath it and 

jumped, my hands barely missing the ladder. Using momentum, I swung my body so that I could 

raise my left leg high enough to catch the bottom rung. My foot made purchase and I climbed to 

the roof, immediately running to the edge. With no time to consider the consequences, I leapt 

onto the next building, my arms waving wildly. My feet hit the ground hard and I rolled, the 

rough texture of the rooftop tearing the flesh off my knees and elbows.  

    Shouts in Pyoxiun from nearby spurred me to move faster, and I ran as swiftly as my legs 

would carry me. I had to get out of the city and maybe find sanctuary in the cottage if it was even 

still standing. That might buy me enough time to figure out where to go next to try and escape 

this country or die in my attempt. I smiled despite myself as I realized that I was oddly at ease 

with dying in this new timeline if it meant that I saved the world from Pyoxiun attacks.  

   A familiar melody began to play and I moved in its direction. The skin nearly ripped off 

my hands as I slid down another fire escape, never bothering to use my legs so that I could save 



 
 

time. My ankle twisted as I landed, my jaw clenched with pain as I forced myself to continue 

running. 

    The melody was louder and I spotted a nearby music shop, its front window filled with 

beautiful handmade instruments. As I approached the door, a soldier blind-sided me, tackling me 

to the ground. In a rage, I tried to push him off of me. Remembering the ricin pellets in my 

pocket, I grabbed them both and shoved them into his eyes. He screamed with agony as my 

thumbs drove into his eye sockets, blood already beginning to pour out from the assault. He 

rolled off of me, clawing at his face and screaming. 

   A bullet tore through the back of my right thigh as I stood. I fell to my knees, desperately 

crawling to the sound of the music. Another one slammed into my shoulder blade and I cried out 

in anguish. Teeth gritted, I kept crawling, trying to ignore the weakness that wanted to overtake 

my body. 

   The Pianist was the most beautiful sight that I had ever seen, her pale figure bathed in 

bright, white light. She smiled at me sweetly and patted the seat next to her on the bench. I 

grunted with effort as I struggled to sit by her side. The melody changed and the room blurred. 

   As the soldiers disappeared, I slumped forward, my breathing ragged. The light around 

me dimmed until nothing was left but darkness. 

*** 

 Warmth spread throughout my limbs and I reluctantly opened my eyes, afraid of what I 

would find. 

    A soft, purple light floated above me, the outline of a man barely visible within it. “She’s 

awake.” 

    “Thank you,” the Pianist murmured. 

    The purple light vanished, leaving the Pianist and me alone. I squinted as I took in my 

surroundings, realizing that we were back at the church where we had our first encounter. I sat 

up warily, then frowned as I inspected my leg. “My wounds…” I began. 

   “Healed by one of the best Healers.” Amused by my reaction, the Pianist raised a brow. 

“There are a lot of things that are real outside of your conventional understanding.” 

   Too tired to inquire further, I merely nodded in response. 

    “The world’s indebted to you for saving its timeline. Had Chairman Kang-Il-Su remained 

in power, the Earth itself would have burned.” 

    “And now?” I pressed. 

    “It is as it should be,” the Pianist assured me. “Though I highly suggest that you consider 

joining an organization that will teach you to be more prepared for future assignments.” 

   My brows knitted. “Future assignments?” 

    “You did very well, Yoshiko. We’ll find you when we need you.” The Pianist smiled 

once more as the church faded away into a vineyard. 

    “Yoshiko!” Jonah snapped his fingers in front of my face. “There you are. Where’d you 

go?” He was leaning over me, his brow furrowed in concern. 

   It was dark and the stars above shone brilliantly. It was the night of our graduation again, 

the smell of his parents’ cookout wafting in our direction along with the sound of laughter and 

the occasional clinking of glasses.   

    I wrapped my arms around Jonah’s neck, pulling him down toward my lips. “I’m so 

happy to see you,” I murmured between kisses. 

   “I’m happy to see you, too. I thought you were ill. You’ve been lying there wordlessly 



 
 

staring at the stars for a while.” 

   “Have I? Must have been daydreaming.” I grinned and jumped to my feet, my hand 

outstretched to take his. I helped him to his feet and I began walking back to the winery. 

   “Are you sure don’t want to stay here a while longer?” Jonah asked suggestively. 

    Shaking my head firmly, I replied, “We’ll be gone soon to college. How many more 

chances do we have where everyone we love is gathered in one room?” 

    Jonah tilted his head thoughtfully. “I never thought of it that way.” He swooped down as 

we walked and kissed my cheek.  

   I sighed as he wrapped his arm around my waist, my body leaning into his. Our families 

cheered for us as we entered the winery, each raising their glasses in unison. “Congratulations to 

the graduates!”  

   Smiling, I felt truly happy. I’d do anything to protect them. I’d heed the Pianist’s advice.  

  I would be ready for the next mission. 

       

 

 

 

          

 

  


