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Life has a way of coming around full circle.

In an almost torturous twist of fate, there I stood before my bathroom

mirror. A black dress, lazily applied lipstick and some blush just so I

wouldn't look like I was a walking zombie, even if everything inside

me was closer to dead than anything else. There I was, minutes away

from a memorial, a funeral when most of my life has been spent on

the other end of the spectrum.

I guess it was true what they say, that you never truly understand

something until you're the one going through the motions. That all

the books and movies and shows, that all the literature and media in

the world could never encompass and compare to real life. No pain

could ever be replicated by art, at least not down to the bone.

I had never been to a funeral before— I never had to. My job was to

take people out, never to mourn them. It was easier when I knew

what I was made for, easier when I actually intended to cause all of

that pain. As I stood there under the dim ceiling light in a bathroom

that smelled like bleach and roses, I realize that it hurt because I was

trying.

I never openly said it, probably because the mere thought was

daunting but I was trying. I thought I could be anything more than

what I was used for. Living in that apartment with Martina, getting a

taste of what life would have been like if things weren't so

complicated gave me hope. Sure, it wasn't the most usual set up, but

it was domestic enough.

Wake up, put on a record, clean and cook and deal with an annoying

little kid— it was close enough. Then Natasha would come around

with food and drinks and we'd spend the a ernoon lounging and

talking and i'd be happy. In the evenings, Wanda would crawl through

my window like a star crossed lover thriving on rebellion, some

cheesy rendition of throwing pebbles at my window and whisking me

away from the tall, scary tower.

She'd take my hand and read me books and smile at me like I was the

most precious thing she had ever laid eyes on. We'd stand on the

edge of platforms and run through the city like we were just kids, kids

who had too much time and energy on our hands to pretend like the

world was ours. It was enough, to have that every day for a while was

enough for me to hope that I could be good.

If Natasha could bet her life on me, if Wanda would wade through the

city every night for a few hours with me, if Steve would show up at my

door and feel safe with me— then maybe there's something I wasn't

seeing in myself that they do. It was so close, you know. Getting to

London, I was so engulfed by the fleeting dream I've lived to think

there was a way.

To think I could get Lara and come back, with them. To have both

without the pain it came with. I thought— maybe I could make it

work. Maybe I could fix my relationship with my sister and not have to

leave behind the people who painted color into my grey skies. But

god, I could not have been more wrong.

Failure strucks a million times harder when you're actually trying.

And sure, Steve was right. They didn't die in the fire or at the hands of

my sister, but they got hurt. They got hurt and suddenly i'm reminded

of what I am. It was almost like a humiliating slap to my face, etching

reality into my skin with a dull knife. In my path, in my presence,

there can be nothing but chaos and pain. If it were so easy, I'd tear

inside me and pull out all the rotten bits.

But then i'd have nothing le .

A few stern knocks on the door take me back to earth, a heavy sigh

sitting on my lips as I exit the bathroom and tread through my messy

room, dishevelled and out of order just like my mind. Piles of clothes

and crumpled paper riddle the floor as I get to my door, clicking it

open and walking away.

"Hey." Jess greets so ly, pushing it open all the way as she hesitantly

walks inside.

She wore black slacks and a matching black blouse that fell loosely

against her body, it looked a lot like silk— or something really smooth

to the touch. Her blonde hair was done up into a neat ponytail and

the only splash of color would have been her red lips. Even the most

lively person in that building looked like death.

"You look... nice." She comments with a small smile, watching as I

settle into the chair at the corner as pu  out a tired breath.

"You can say it." I shrug.

"What?"

"I look like shit. You can say it." I casually reply as Jess takes a

reserved seat on the edge of my bed.

"Okay. You look like shit." She gives in, an amused smile painted on

her lips as I shake my head, rolling my eyes as I relax into my seat.

"I haven't slept. The pills didn't work last night." I inform so ly, my

fingers playing with a loose thread of the leather stitching as Jess

nods.

"You must have had a lot on your mind." She hums, crossing a leg

over the other as a bitter chuckle falls from my lips.

"A lot is an understatement."

"What changed your mind?" She asks a er a few moments of silence,

her eyes nonchalantly glossing over the messy room as I release a

tired breath.

"I don't know. Nick's words were just... replaying in my head. He was

right, though. This isn't about me." I reply so ly.

"And you're sure you can handle it?" Jess asks, settling her blue eyes

on me with a swimming hint of worry.

"No. But I have to. Everyone else is going to— so I will." I sigh, running

a hand through my already messy hair as the door creaks open and

Natasha peeks her head in.

"We're heading o— Dr. Barrett?" She stops mid sentence, eyes

landing on Jess who shi s uncomfortably in place before weakly

humming a greeting. I can't read the expression that swarms

Natasha, like she had gone stone cold as she clears her throat and

wills herself to speak.

"Dr. Barrett, can I have a word?" She asks flatly, emotionlessly as Jess

agrees. Rising to her feet and stepping out with Natasha, leaving me

sitting there in confusion.

My eyes go over the only thing plastered on my nightstand, the

journal Jess gave. I've only had it for two days and yet i've filled up at

least five pages worth of useless shit that makes my head spin. I

slowly understood why people kept diaries, as cheesy and

pretentious as the thought may be— it was kind of addicting. It was

liberating, in a strange 'I talk to myself on the daily' sort of way. a1

I did exactly what was instructed, i'd write how I was feeling the

moment I was feeling it, then i'd come back when I was feeling more

grounded and break my emotions into bits I could understand. As

much as I didn't want to admit it, it's the biggest help i'd ever gotten

since arriving. I felt like I was going at my own pace, like I was free to

feel anything and everything without the burden of time.

The sudden jolt of ruckus seeping in from outside rips me from my

thoughts. Usually, i'd have ignored it and cherished whatever

moment I had le  until leaving for the memorial but I could hear

Natasha— yelling. It wasn't a usual thing for Natasha to lose her

composure, so at the recognition my instincts kick in and I bolt to the

door, swinging it open to find Jess and Nat, dead set in the middle of

a very heated conversation.

"That's not yours to decide!" Jess fires at her, words just as tense and

sharp as Natasha's glare.

"And it's yours?" Natasha seethes, her eyes landing on me over Jess'

shoulder as she suddenly begins to straighten herself out. Jess snaps

to follow her line of sight, blood draining from her face when she

spots me standing by my door.

"What's going on?" I ask, my brows twitched into a furrow as Jess

shakes her head.

"We were just... talking." Jess dismisses, clearing her throat as her

posture sti ens. Nat was a little less subtle, a ghost of a scowl still

painted on her lips as my eyes glance between them. a1

"You're needed downstairs, Dr. Barrett. I'll escort Lexa to the service."

Natasha sternly instructs, the sharpness in her tone was unmissable

as Jess only looks back at me, almost as if she was asking me if i'd be

okay with that.

"I'll go with Nat. It's fine." I wave her o , watching her face fall for a

split second before eventually plastering on a small smile and

bidding me goodbye before walking away.

"Since when was she your guard dog?" Natasha comments with

disdain, approaching in a tight black dress and heels to match that

click with every step.

"She's... not? I guess we're friends but— what was that about?" I

stumble through my words, still confused by the conflict that

seemingly appeared out of nowhere as Natasha snakes her arm to

intertwine with mine.

"Are you ready?" She asks so ly, completely ignoring my question as

concern lingers behind her voice.

"No but we should go." I say with a tired sigh, feeling Natasha give me

a light squeeze, almost as if to tell me everything will be okay as she

led us down the corridor and into the elevator.

"It's going to be alright." She whispers as the doors shut, the gentle

hum of the gears whirring above filling the space as I o er Natasha a

weak smile.

Soon enough, we're treading through the front doors and

approaching the ceremony that was laid out on the grass behind the

compound. A sea of chairs and black, heads hung and rows of tables

that were laid out beneath shiny, metallic urns. The ashes weren't

even inside, they couldn't recover enough from the site for it to be

accurate.

Natasha pulls me closer, my stomach turning as we take each step.

The sun was beaming down on us, but I felt so cold— like my body

was covered in ice and I couldn't feel my skin. It was like the closer we

got, the farther I detached from myself.

You know the nerves you get on the first day of school, or work or any

function where your brain is on overdrive? It's like all of your senses

are heightened, your brain is on edge and your bones are shaking.

Every glance feels sharp, every whisper sounds like its about you,

every brush and look and smile makes your palms sweat and heart

race. It was almost exactly like that— but a million times worse

because I wasn't speculating.

Every whisper and glance and murmur was about me, and I wish I

could turn it o  and ignore it but it was nearly impossible with more

than a hundred people laid out there with a preconceived notion in

their heads that I share, unfortunately.

Natasha leads me to the front row, where the rest of the team had

taken their place. Nick spots me from a few feet away, in the middle

of a conversation with men I didn't care to recognize. He shoots me a

small nod, one in which I return weakly as I take my place between

Natasha and Steve.

"It's nice to see you." Steve hums so ly, turning to look at me with a

small smile.

"You saw me yesterday." I raise a brow, to which he only chuckles

lightly.

"What can I say? I miss my training buddy." He breathes in

amusement, but I can still see the looming sense of sadness in his

blue eyes. He was trying to make me smile, though, which I did

appreciate.

"Didn't think you'd be so needy, Cap." I lean in to whisper as he

nudges me lightly.

"Seriously, I am happy that you decided to come." He says so ly, his

smile faltering for a split second as I look back at him sadly. He was

trying so hard to keep a smile on, trying so hard to make it look like

he wasn't hurting too.

"I guess I needed to 'get my head out of my ass' or something like

that." I breathe, trying to meet him halfway and plaster on a weak

smile as well.

"Hey Nat, you happen to see Vision anywhere?" A familiar voice hits

my ears, snapping my head to come face to face with Tony, who stood

just a few steps away from Natasha in a crisp, black suit.

"He's coming down with Wanda in a bit, why?" Natasha swi ly replies

as I tense up at her words.

I mean, of course they'd be arriving together. Of course, he'd stand

outside her room, of course it'd be him. I keep my eyes ahead, trying

to keep my face from falling as I release a so  sigh that could never

begin to ease the burden of my thoughts.

"Just some business I need to discuss with him. You know, you'd

think that he'd be by my side like a puppy or something— considering

I did make him." Tony comments, still clearly oblivious to my

presence as I try to drown his voice out.

"He's too advanced to be your lap dog, Tony." Natasha replies.

"Yeah— yeah, I know. I did too well on him." He waves her o . Making

a move to walk away when his eyes grace me, stopping him in his

tracks as his brows furrow and he tips his glasses down to look at me

through the top of the rim.

"Lexa Kovacs? That you?" He questions as I turn to him begrudgingly.

A conversation with Tony Stark isn't exactly number one on my list of

favorite things, considering the last time we spoke he practically

called me HYDRA's abomination.

"Stark." I sigh, looking back at him as he chuckles lightly.

"Oh come on, don't tell me you're still bummed out about the party?

It all worked out, didn't it? You're sitting here, a free woman and all."

He steps closer, his hands dug into his pockets.

"It all worked out? Look around you." I fire back, harsher than I

expected it to slip out as Tony only shakes his head.

"That's not what I meant. Can I have a word with you? Without your...

parents?" He nods over at Steve and Natasha, who only brush o  his

comment like it was something they hear everyday.

"Whatever you have to say to me, you can say it here." I reply flatly.

"This isn't the time for an argument." Steve cuts in, shooting a stern

glance between the two of us as Tony waves him o .

"Stand down, Cap. I'm not looking for a fight." Tony hums, returning

his gaze back to me as he pu s out a so  sigh.

"I wanted... to thank you." He says, looking like he was choking up a

ball of razors that le  a bitter taste on his tongue. It was pretty

obvious he wasn't used to thanking anyone other than himself.

"Thank me?" I question, my brows raising as Tony nods.

"I heard about your... little stunt. Saved the team and all of that, so I

guess what i'm trying to say is that I may have been a little out of line

the last time we spoke." He says amidst a di icult sigh, digging a

hand out of his pocket to extend out to me.

I can feel everyone's eyes on us, breaths held as I looked at his

outstretched hand. I don't know what I expected from Tony, but an

apology and gratitude definitely wasn't it. Despite my reservations,

there was a small part of me that appreciated his sentiments.

Regardless of how sincere he was, the fact that he stood there trying

to shake my hand meant something to me.

But not enough for me to take it.

"Mr. Stark, I heard you were looking for me?" Vision approaches,

e ectively intervening as Tony retracts his arm and turns to Vision,

who was standing next to Wanda.

Our eyes meet for a split second, mine travelling to take in her

entirety as she tears her gaze away almost like she had been burnt.

She was wearing a simple black dress, all of her rings matching the

color scheme as her hair was dolled up into a neat ponytail. For more

reasons than my own, we had somehow spiralled into a deeper hole

of longing and burden. It hurt even more to just be around her— to

look at her and have to bite back every word that dared to spill from

my lips.

"That was... good, right?" Natasha turns to me as Tony and Vision

walk away, deep in a conversation that I didn't care enough to

concern myself with as I o er her a small shrug.

"It was better than last time." I mumble, subtly watching as Wanda

takes the empty seat next to Steve.

"He's not as bad as you think." Natasha hums, a gentle smile on her

lips.

"Yeah, but what I think doesn't matter anymore." I reply lowly,

slipping out almost like a whisper as Natasha places a so  hand upon

my own.

"It does to me." She says.

The memorial starts soon, everyone taking their places as the

ceremony starts. I didn't mean to, maybe it was my head trying not to

drown but the entire thing felt like I was floating through. My head

was in a completely di erent space, everything else fading to white

noise as I sat there trying to make sense of things. I didn't feel like

myself at all, didn't feel like any part of me should be there.

It was like a glitch, a story never meant to unravel, a character that

was never meant to be written into existence. No matter how hard I

tried to breathe, to remind myself of what was real— of who I am, of

what was happening, it was like my consciousness was locked, buried

deep within and all my screams were mu led by the deafening

whispers of my own mind.

Tony ended the entire ceremony with a speech, because of course he

would and when that was done, the family was free to approach the

urns. The rest of the team had fallen into conversations, probably

with family members they recognized or came up and I found myself

lost once again. Slipping away silently, I made my way over to the

tree a few feet from the crowd, taking a seat under the shade as I

hung my head back against the trunk.

I just needed some time to breathe, to step away from the stares and

whispers, to just close my eyes and pretend like the walls didn't feel

like they were closing in and my chest wasn't caving. No matter

where I looked, nothing felt right— like everything was misplaced, in

chaos, still aflame from a fire I couldn't put out.

As my eyes stayed wired shut, I hear the rustling of the grass draw

closer. Little footsteps padding towards me, stopping just a few feet

away as I slowly open my eyes for them to land on a little boy, no

older than seven with his neatly combed dark hair and big, brown

eyes that looked a lot like the warm rays of the sun. He even had a

little suit on that hung a little past his small hands, and pants that

pooled at his ankles.

"Hey." I hum, a small, gentle smile crawling onto my lips as his

curious eyes trail over my face.

"Do you... have powers too?" He asks nervously, a tremble in his little

voice that makes my heart swell.

"Some but— not as cool as theirs." I nod over to the team, to which he

follows my line of sight and snaps back to me.

"What are your powers?" He asks curiously, his reservation still

present like he was actively willing himself to speak as I o er him a

kind smile.

"If I tell you, would you keep it a secret?" I ask lightly, his eyes

sparkling with interest as he nods incessantly.

"I'm bulletproof." I smile, watching his face light up like i've just told

him the most wonderous thing in the world.

"You are?" He questions, eyes wide and beaming with awe as I nod.

"How did you get them?" He asks with so much interest it was

entirely adorable as I hum in thought.

"I was born with them. Would you like to sit down?" I ask gently,

nodding over to the empty spot on the grass across me as he takes a

moment to think. Eventually, he gives me a small nod and settles

himself onto the grass, his little legs folding to cross over one

another.

"What's your name?" I ask with a small smile, watching as he adjusts

himself on the grass.

"Michael but... my friends call me Mikey. What's your name?" He

returns the question smoothly, his growing confidence widening my

smile as I extend a hand out to him.

"My name is Lexa." I hum. He slips his little hand into mine, giving it a

small shake as a smile peppers onto his lips.

"Are you an Avenger?" He asks as we pull away.

"No— but I work with them sometimes. Do you like them?" I

question, watching his face light up as he nods happily.

"I watch them on the news all the time. My mom says they're trouble

— but I think they're amazing." He shares in awe, his smile never

leaving his lips as he spoke.

"They are pretty great, aren't they? Who do you like most?" I ask,

wiggling my eyebrows as he hums i'm thought.

"Captain America! But— my brother has a crush on the Black Widow.

He thinks she's mighty pretty." He gushes animatedly.

"Your brother? Where is he?" I ask, to which he points back to the

tables that held the urns. All at once, my heart drops to my gut when I

realize exactly who he was here for.

"He was an agent?" I ask so ly, struggling to keep my face from

falling as he nods with nonchalance.

"I'm sorry." It slips from my lips almost instinctively, but the boy only

looks back at me like he's confused— like he didn't understand.

"Why? Did you do something bad?" He asks so innocently that it

makes my stomach turn.

Bad was an understatement.

"For your brother." I clarify weakly.

"It's okay. He tells me that sometimes people have to go away and

that he might too but i'm big now so I can take care of mom." He

answers casually, a genuine smile placed upon his lips as his words

dig deep in my chest.

God, what i'd do to feel the same way.

"Do you think Captain America would sign my mask?" He thinks

aloud, completely veering from the topic with such casual ease as I

o er him a small nod.

"Of course he would. He's really nice, you can just go up to him and

ask." I smile, watching his face light up with excitement once more.

"Who is your favorite?" He asks, spilling probably every question that

floats to his mind as I chuckle lightly at his curiosity.

"Well, I don't know if you know her yet but look over there." I nod

over to where Wanda was standing, deep in a conversation with

Vision and another woman I didn't seem to recognize.

Michael follows my motion, his little eyes squinting against the ray of

the sun as he attempts to spot who exactly I was pertaining to. He

takes a moment to try and trail over every person, the gears turning

in his head as his bottom lip rolls in amidst his little hum of thought.

"The... robot?" He asks, turning back to me with excitement as I shake

my head.

"The girl, right next to him. The one with the ponytail." I help him out

as he turns back to them, finally spotting her as his face lights up in

victory.

"She's an avenger?" He asks in awe, to which I reply with a light nod.

"What's her name?" He asks, entirely interested in what I had to say

and that in itself makes my chest feel lighter than its been for the first

time in days.

"Wanda Maximo . She has magic powers, she can move things with

her mind." I share happily, watching as his eyes widen and mouth

hang agape at my statement.

"She does?" He breathes in wonder, making me chuckle so ly.

"She does. She saved my life a couple of times too. She's really

strong." I watch as he takes in my words, glancing back over to Wanda

who, to my surprise, was already looking at us.

"She's pretty." Michael smiles, his dimples showing amidst his

beaming smirk as I nod in agreement.

"She is. She's nice too. Maybe if you ask nicely, she'll make you float."

I laugh so ly.

"She can make me fly?" He exclaims in awe, practically bouncing with

excitement in place as my laughter only heightens at his childish joy.

"She can!" I hum happily.

"Michael? Michael where are you?" A distant voice rings in my ears as

I snap to look at its source, my eyes land on a woman, dressed in

black with a matching hat upon her warm brown locks.

She spots us from afar, panic sweeping her eyes as she rushes over. I

immediately shi  to stand on my feet, with Michael doing the same as

he dusts the grass o  from his loose pants. The woman, who I assume

to be his mother, eventually reaches us and practically yanks the boy

to get behind her. I try to pretend like I didn't notice the fear

swimming behind her eyes, or the masked scowl placed upon her red

painted lips as she kept a snug grip on Michael's wrist.

"Hi, he just came up to me and I really didn't mean to keep him. I'm

Lexa—"

"I know who you are." She shoots back hastily, cutting me o  amidst

my attempt at an introduction as I sink into disheartened silence.

"Mommy! Mommy! She has powers like them!" Michael beams from

behind her, shooting me a kind smile as the woman keeps a firm gaze

on me.

"Go find Daddy, Michael. He's worried about you." She instructs, and

the boy happily complies as he runs o  to leave us under the shade.

"He was just asking me about the A—"

"You stay away from my boy." She cuts me o  again, piercing brown

eyes burning through me as I stammer in surprise.

"What?" I question so ly, almost weakly as her glare only sharpens.

"I know who you are. You've got a lot of nerve showing up here. You

stay away from my family, Lord knows you've taken enough from

me." She practically spits, walking away before I could get another

word out. a1

Just like that, it's like my world crumbles and freezes all at once. I

practically shrink in shame, having to press my back against the tree

just to make up for the way my knees go weak and my bones tremble

within. Her words struck deeper than I could have ever prepared for,

crawling through my veins like venom I couldn't bleed out.

I bury my face in my hands, tears beginning to well in the corners of

my eyes as I try to steady my breaths. The frustration was so

imminent, so powerful. I wanted to tear into their brains, each and

every one and tell them just how sorry I am for what I've caused. The

hatred, the horror in that woman's eyes was the same one I see in

mine every single time I look in the mirror.

With a shaky breath, I move to run my hands through my hair.

Looking up at the leaves to keep the tears from falling down my

cheeks. Restriction was a di erent kind of pain, knowing there was

nothing I could ever do for them to know that i'd take the place of

everyone who lost their lives without a second thought— that I wake

up every day wishing it were me instead. a1

As my eyes are trailing over the leaves, the branches peppering the

sky, a flower blooms right above me. Then another, and another.

White petals continue to sprout seemingly out of nowhere, but only

in one spot. My spot. I watch in awe as they bloom, carefully

unfolding into something so beautiful, so delicate that it contrasted

with the storm brewing in my chest. It was like... magic.

Magic.

My eyes snap over to Wanda, who was looking back at me with an

expression I couldn't make out. Her hands immediately still, the

wisps of red dissipating almost instantly as the tears I fought so hard

to keep in trail down my cheeks. Then she looks away, turning back

to the conversation as I stood there— a mess of emotions under

flowers that held all the purity I had longed for my entire life.

" Thank you." I don't say it, but I do in my head. a1

I was only hoping she could hear me, like a loose shot in the dark but

when she glances my way, the corners of her lips tugging into

something that resembled a smile, my chest calms and my head

silences just for a fleeting moment and I just know.

"Hey." Natasha comes up from behind me, tearing my eyes away from

Wanda as I turn to her.

"You're crying." She whispers, a sad smile peppering onto her lips as

she brings a hand up to cup my face, her thumb gently tracing over

my tears to wipe them away.

"You're doing good." Natasha hums so ly, dropping her hands as a

sigh escapes my lips.

"Don't feel like it." I reply with a tight lipped smile.

"You don't have to. Sometimes it won't always feel enough, but it is."

She says kindly, a tenderness to her tone that rounds at the edges

and engulfs me whole.

"You are... completely opposite of how you look, you know that

right?" I muster up a small smile, one that Natasha wastes no time in

returning.

"How do I look, hmm?" She hums, raising a brow as I step to her side

and intertwine our arms.

"Deadly." I chuckle so ly as she leads us back to the crowd.

"Am I not?" She replies in amusement.

"You are, but you've got a so  spot for strays. I never would have

guessed." I comment jokingly, watching her bite back a smile as she

shakes her head.

"There you are! I've been looking for you." Tony cuts in, wading past

people and stopping just a few steps away. My smile instantly drops

at the sight of him, his smug smile and crisp clothes. It reminds me

too much of a past that has brought nothing good into my life.

"Nat, I heard Cap's asking for you." He turns to Natasha, his smile

never faltering as she glances hesitantly between Tony and I.

"It's fine." I breathe amidst a sigh, feeling Natasha's eyes linger with

concern before eventually slipping out of my grasp.

"Tony." Natasha warns lightly, to which he only raises his arms.

"I'll play nice." He defends, enough for Natasha to shoot me one last

look before walking away and disappearing into the crowd.

"What do you want?" I break thickening silence first, my exhaustion

seeping through as Tony adjusts his tie.

"Well, I wanted to personally invite you to a dinner i'm hosting. Here,

later tonight." He explains without missing a beat, looking back at me

expectantly as I practically sco  at his words.

"You really think it's appropriate time for celebration?" I deadpan,

eyeing him sharply as he breathes a tired sigh.

"It's not— celebration, per se. It's more like a get together. Think of it

as thanksgiving." He argues lightly, still keeping his smug composure

on full display.

"What could I ever be thankful for? Look around, jackass." I seethe,

growing more and more impatient with his demeanor by every

passing second.

"That you or any of the team isn't in one of those urns." He fires back

instantly.

"Do you hear how insensitive you sound?" I spit, in true and complete

awe of him entirely missing the mark.

"You can think what you want of me, honestly I really don't care. All

i'm asking is for you to come tonight, I just want a chance to talk.

That's all." He says, tone lowering into one a bit more serious as I

keep my gaze steady on him.

"And i'm saying no. Goodbye, Tony." I reply flatly, turning on my heel

and walking away before he gets another word in.

I slip away from the crowd, making my way back to the compound

undetected. The moment I step through the entrance, the silence

hitting my ears, I finally take a breath I didn't even notice I was

holding. It was like the feeling of sinking into your bed a er a long

day, no malicious stares, no whispers and subtle glances but still,

there was a heaviness in my chest I couldn't shake.

I step into the elevator, my fingers hovering over my floor when I

make a split second decision to head down instead. The doors ding

open and I tread the familiar dim corridor, the same chemical stench

hitting my nose as I pass the guards and step into the lab. By then,

they were used to me dropping in— but not me heading right to

Lara's door. I can see the hesitation on the guard's face, but

eventually he steps aside and opens the door for me.

Lara was exactly how I saw her just a few days prior, sat on the

ground with her legs sprawled out and head hung back. She was

stoic, not a drop of emotion present on her face as I back up against

the wall, mimicking her position and slipping down until I find myself

sitting on the ground. I outstretch my legs, hanging my head back to

rest against the cold walls as I keep my eyes on her. I wasn't sure what

I was there for— I honestly didn't seek anything out of it.

I was just tired, upset and overwhelmed and I wanted to sit by her,

even a er everything there was still a huge part of me that gravitated

towards the girl on the other side of the glass. Even if I barely

recognized her, my heart still felt the same. Maybe it was naive,

masochistic— just addicted to breaking apart over and over but I was

too tired to care. If I was going to fall apart, i'd rather do it by her side.

"Why are you here?" She breaks the silence a er what felt like forever,

her voice hoarse and scratchy as it bleeds through the speakers like

she hadn't talked in ages.

"The memorial was today." I sigh, too tired to hide the sheer

exhaustion in my tone as she turns ever so slightly to look my way.

"You're wasting your time." She mumbles flatly, but I only o er her a

small shrug.

"I've got a lot of it to waste." I reply with nonchalance.

I had no energy to fight her, to get into a screaming match that ends

in tears and a storm of overwhelming emotions. She could do

whatever she wanted, say whatever she wanted— I'd just watch. I just

wanted to exist there, with her, even when everything around us was

torn into flames. Just to hear her breathing still brought me a strange

sense of comfort, even when all I see when she looks at me is

resentment. It wouldn't be new, i've seen enough of it from myself to

be fazed now.

"Don't just sit there. Say something." She commands almost

defensively, head completely turned to me as I only look back at her

blankly.

"Say what?" I reply so ly, watching as she scrambles to her feet and

approaches the glass. Her silhouette paints the floors as she stood,

looking down at me from a few feet away as I keep my body slumped

back against the wall.

"This is one of your tricks, isn't it?" She seethes, her sharp glare

tearing through me as I only release a tired sigh.

"Isn't it?" She raises her voice, frantic eyes trailing over me.

"What tricks, Lara?" I reply out of exhaustion, my tired voice was

steady and calm and she looked entirely puzzled by my nonchalance.

"What are you trying to do?" She asks defensively, coming so close

that the tip of her shoes press against the glass— but I don't reply.

"Say something!" She screams, kicking the glass that barely even

moves under the impact.

"What do you want me to say?" I finally reply, defeat dripping from

my tone as I look back at her, spiraling in her paranoia while I kept my

place.

"Come on? What do you want me to say? You want me to tell you how

I had to stand there— in front of hundreds of people, of fathers,

mothers, wives, husbands— kids! Fucking kids, Lara." I chuckle

bitterly, shaking my head as her eyes stay on me, taking apart every

breath, every move, every word.

"Families. Families of the people you murdered and for what? For us

to end up here?" I question tiredly.

"Don't talk like you're any better. Like i'm not exactly like you—"

"I never said I was better! I never— ever implied that I was innocent

but I was the one who stood up there and grieved. I'm the one on the

other side of the glass, sitting here with you even when I have no idea

what i'm fucking doing." I cut her o , watching her stammer in place

as she takes a hesitant step back.

"There wasn't a day where I didn't think about all i've done. Not a day

that I don't have to actively shove it all down, the memories, the way

it feels to take a life— because if I don't, i'd walk into that fucking lake

and spend an eternity and more drowning over and over. I remember

all of it and I hate myself for it." I add shakily, my voice trembled with

the weight of my demons, painting the air with the darkest colors of

regret as Lara turns away.

"I'd take everything back in a heartbeat, Lara. All of it. You could

never begin to understand the regret that I live with, every single day.

You don't know the nights I stayed in my own head, wishing with

everything that I am to just go back— go back to sitting on our living

room couch and crying over shitty movies with you by my side." Tears

prick my vision, blurring everything in sight as Lara kept her back to

me.

"I wished for you every day and every night. Not a passing second

where you ever stopped running through my mind. You can call me

cruel— a liar, a monster, go ahead. But I know my truth and I know

my pain and I loved you!" The tears slip out, streaming down my

cheeks with the heat of a thousand nights I spent cursing the

universe for all the pain that fell upon my lap.

"I blame myself for this, for all of it— more than you ever could. I look

at you and I see myself, every part of myself I tried to take away and it

kills me. It kills me. You're everything I tried to save you from and I— I

don't know what else to do. I'm done trying to get you to believe me.

I'm done trying to prove myself." A shaky chuckle falls from my lips as

I bring my hands up to my eyes, wiping away the unrelenting stream

of tears trailing down my cheeks.

Lara moves carefully, shi ing to sit back down on the ground with her

back pressed against the side of her bed. She looks straight ahead,

lifeless eyes trained on the wall before her as she runs a shaky hand

through her dark locks. The air was so still, so silent, like the slightest

sound could send everything tumbling down as I struggled to stop

my tears.

"You chose them." Lara speaks a er a few moments, keeping her eyes

on the wall like I didn't even exist.

"What?" I question so ly, watching her face fall for the first time since

I've seen her again.

"In the warehouse, you chose them." She reiterates in defeat, her

tone so so  it was almost inaudible.

"I didn't. I chose me." I correct, but she only shakes her head.

"You took one look at them and at me and realized that a life with

only me wasn't worth living. You chose them." She replies so ly, a

pained smile peppering her lips as she releases a shaky breath.

"I didn't mean it that way." I whisper, and she turns her head to look

at me. Complete and utter defeat painted on her face, eyes swimming

in despair and hurt— without a hint of the performative resentment

she used to put on.

"But that's how it felt."

Continue reading next part 


	Page 1

