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    For my fellow chronic illness warriors





God has plans for you beyond what you could ever dream!





Huge thanks to everyone who encouraged and supported me in every part of this venture!  I know without your enthusiasm, I would have decided this strange idea should never see the light of day.. ;P
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Prologue
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Dear Eden,

Yes, I’m awake at this hour and staring at a screen. Yes, I know it means a migraine tomorrow. No, I’m not trying to give myself one...exactly. I just can’t sleep. And I’m...not really scared. It’s more like...maybe excited? Nervous? Okay, yeah. Scared.

It’s not because the treatments aren’t working. Although yes, that does terrify me somewhere deep in my core. If the most committed doctors in the world with all their crazy-experimental tech can’t beat this, then what’s left? Watching you turn your back on life to take care of me like Mom did? Like you’ve done for the last three years? I can’t do it, Eden. I know everything you’d tell me if I said that to your face, and I know you mean it, but I can’t. You and Josh are so perfect for each other, and you know God wants you both on the mission field. No, I know you didn’t mean for me to hear that conversation, but I did. 

You can’t ignore His call to take care of me instead, Eden. You can’t. If nothing else, how long do you think I’d last in a fish’s belly? Way less than in some African hut, I can tell you that. And I’m sure—like ninety...six...percent—that God wants me in this treatment program. I don’t exactly see why, if nothing’s working, but maybe tomorrow...

You should have seen the stack of forms I had to sign today. I’m pretty sure there are encyclopedias with fewer pages. Forget the screen and the late night—if trying to read and decipher that doesn’t put me down for the count tomorrow, I don’t know what would. Come to think of it, it’s probably better you didn’t see. Really good thing I’m not a minor anymore too. I guess this last idea they have is...on the experimental side of experimental. Yes, I know you’re freaking out right now, but—I have to try. I just have to.

I love you, Eden, and I don’t know how I can even start to pay you back for everything you’ve done for me all these years. I know it’s not easy being my sister, even though you don’t care. I’m praying this...thing...tomorrow—man, I hope it’s tomorrow. They can’t do it unless I’m actually having an attack, so...no, I’m not exactly trying to trigger one, but—you know...I wouldn’t complain too much? Anyway, I’m really hoping it’s part of God’s plan to get us both where He wants us. If not...yeah, I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. I’m praying hard I don’t have to.

Of course I’m not sending this. But if anything...happens...well, you can find it then. I’m okay, Edie; you know that. Josh and missions and all the kids you want to have someday—let them be my gift to you. God has a plan for me too, even if none of us has a clue what it is yet. And this treatment figures into it somehow. I can’t really see to write anymore, so I guess we’ll find out tomorrow.

Love you, big sis,

Brady
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“How long before he comes out of it?”

The words filtered softly—gently—through Brady’s returning consciousness.

Eden?

No, not Eden. The accent was wrong for one thing, and besides, Eden was back home in Georgia. And the vinyl-covered mattress and pancake-flat pillow said he was definitely still in Dr. Mattox’s lab, tucked away on the basement level of the medical research center, somewhere on the outskirts of downtown Detroit.

“Do you really think it’ll work this time?”

Was she talking to him? Pretty silly if she was. How was he supposed to know? That was the doctors’ job—except he’d learned years ago that they rarely did, at least when it came to his body.

“I always think it’ll work.”

That was Dr. Mattox herself, with her small rainforest’s worth of papers and sixty-dollar medical jargon that could’ve sparked a headache in even a normal person. Weird how he knew her voice right away when he’d only met her yesterday. Had she answered the earlier question too, and he’d just missed it? And was he imagining the edge of annoyance in her tone as she went on?

“Don’t talk as though it’s completely untested. You know we’ve had great success with cell cultures and animal studies.”

“I know you told us to have a room ready.”

The quiet challenge in the softer voice was slightly unsettling. Who was she? Not one of his regular nurses, he was sure. And what kind of room was she getting ready? A critical care unit? A padded cell? A morgue slab?

Now that was just creepy. Whoever she was, she and the doctor could probably use a lesson in not talking so...candidly...in front of their patient, even if they thought he was still out of it.

“Merely a precaution.”

Yeah, the sooner he ended this, the better. Blowing out a fortifying breath, Brady cracked his eyes open. The low light in the room didn’t stab knives into his skull the way it had—how long had he been out? Minutes? Hours? Surely not days.

He rolled his head just a fraction of an inch to the side, but before he could fully register the lack of pain, the utter emptiness of the room struck him like a lightning bolt. Nothing in sight but gray walls and blinking equipment. They’d unhooked him from the various tubes and instruments except for the wireless patch monitor he’d worn for weeks—it should probably be a good sign that they knew he’d wake up.

But the voices had been right in his ear just before he opened his eyes. Could they really have moved that quickly? Or had the sedative totally warped his sense of time?

A soft sigh that seemed to come from just above his shoulder sat Brady bolt upright with his heart pounding like a jackhammer. By some miracle, the room didn’t spin around him, giving him a second to catch his breath.

“So how desperate is he?”

Man, were these walls that paper thin? They had to be standing just outside, but he could have sworn they were sitting right next to him and talking directly in his ear. Or was it the remnants of the migraine amplifying the sound? But then where were the waves of pain that should have been vibrating through his skull? Living life with earmuffs wasn’t the worst idea in the world, but this would definitely take some getting used to. Eden and Josh would need a warning about that for sure—even remembering to close the door to the porch might not save the next conversation they didn’t want overheard.

The doctor was talking again. Going over his case history. 

Twenty years old. Severe migraines starting at age thirteen. Quickly progressed to chronic.

Brady slid from the bed and took the two quick steps to the door, noting almost as an afterthought the lack of the usual heavy fog and lingering pain that always followed one of his worst attacks. Hopefully he’d be able to fully appreciate the extent of whatever relief this injection had given him once the disorienting sensation of hearing himself discussed by invisible voices was past.

He pulled the door open and leaned into the hall, then had to hold onto the frame to keep from pitching onto his face.

The litany of his history continued unabated in his ears. 

Unable to work due to severity. No relief from any treatment so far.

The hallway was completely empty.

No doctors.

No nurses.

Not so much as an off-duty orderly lounging against the walls.

Brady jerked his head toward the ceiling, searching for cameras—speakers—even an open pipe that might funnel the sound.

Lost mother to cancer two years ago.

Down the hall. His steps propelled him away from the door and in the direction of the voices without conscious thought. His vision blurred and narrowed, and he could suddenly see Dr. Mattox standing next to a girl with dark curls, serious eyes the color of melted chocolate, and a pink blouse and long skirt that didn’t look like any kind of nurse’s uniform.

Sister quit school to look after him. New boyfriend seems to be the main catalyst.

Brady’s breathing started to seize as he pushed past a set of double doors and paused at a junction. Left. He broke into a run. What was happening? Something was seriously wrong. No way should he have been able to hear them from this far away. So why had he? Why could he still?

Talk of taking some job overseas.

Another corner, and his vision blurred again and then snapped back to normal. There were the doctor and the girl, standing in front of a desk, just the way he’d seen them. In real time. Through a door and around two corners.

Brady saw the girl’s eyes go wide over the doctor’s shoulder only an instant before he slammed to a stop and all but fell against the wall. He couldn’t catch a full breath, and his heart pounded in his ears. Then suddenly another rhythm joined it—the unmistakable beep of a heart monitor on the floor above. A second monitor. Then a third. 

Brady squeezed his eyes shut and clapped his hands to his ears, but the sounds only grew and sharpened. A nurse’s tablet dinged with a notification. A desk phone rang. Garbled words came over an intercom. A man coughed. A woman groaned. A little kid cried. Cars rushed past on the street. A low, pounding beat came from someone’s truck stereo. A bird sang from somewhere far, far away.

Then the light faded, the sounds muffled into an indistinct roar, and Brady felt himself falling before the world snapped to nothing.
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“Brady?”

Something cold touched his head, clammy and clinging like a wad of wet paper, and Brady flinched away. A gentle hand gripped his shoulder, and the same quiet, sweet voice that he could almost have mistaken for Eden’s caught and cradled his fractured attention.

“Brady, it’s all right. Just breathe—nice and slowly. That’s it. You’re going to be okay.”

Brady pried his heavy eyes open to find the chocolate brown ones of the lab assistant—or whatever she was—bent over him where he lay on the floor, a few tiny wisps of her dark curls tickling his cheek. He instinctively reached up to brush away the sensation, and the girl sat back, pulling the curls into a loose bunch with one hand as her other fumbled in the pocket of her skirt.

“Sorry. Do you think you can sit up? Take it slowly. Don’t try to move too fast.”

Brady put a hand on the floor and pushed himself up, shuddering at the grit that dug into his fingers. He quickly brushed it off and turned to survey the floor, but the whitish tiles looked as clean as ever. What on earth was happening to him? Where was the doctor?

A quick glance down the hallway showed no trace of her, but as he turned back toward the assistant, his vision suddenly blurred and narrowed again. The wall in front of him seemed to dissolve, and he could see Dr. Mattox bent over a whole bank of screens and monitors, apparently taking furious notes. The scratch of her pen and clack of her keyboard rang in his ears.

Brady drew a quick, sobbing breath, and suddenly the whole cacophony of sounds rushed over him again. Tapping footsteps. Beeping monitors. Groans. Coughs. The whimpering breaths of a child who’d cried itself quiet. Covering his ears didn’t help, but he tried it anyway, burying his head in his knees as a moan escaped him.

“Brady.” The soft words were truly right in his ear now. He could feel the girl’s breath on his cheek and her hand on his arm. “Breathe. Just breathe. It won’t last. I promise it won’t. I want to help. Can you tell me what’s happening?”

Her voice was like a lifeline, and he clung to it hard. Somehow just the effort of concentrating on it helped to muffle the rest of the cascade that pounded in his ears. But what kind of ridiculous question was that?

“Shouldn’t you—be telling—me?” The words gasped out around breaths he still had to force himself to take.

“Oh, believe me, I would if I could.” The girl gave a little, choked sound somewhere between a laugh and a groan. “I’m going to tell you everything I know just as soon as I can, but I need to know how to help you right now. Can you tell me what you’re feeling? Is it your head?”

“It—no. Yes. I don’t even know.” Brady caught a deep breath for the first time in what felt like hours and lifted his head just enough to see over his knees. “It’s not—not a migraine. Not like any I’ve—ever had. It doesn’t even—really hurt. It’s just—too much.”

“What is?” She leaned down to meet his eyes, and he forced himself to blink back the moisture that was starting to gather there.

“I can see—through walls. Feel dirt that’s—not even there. Hear—everything.” Just the words brought the torrent rushing back, and he gripped his head hard.

“Brady. Brady!” Her hands were over top of his, lifting his face to look at her. “Stay with me. Breathe. Try to focus. Concentrate on me and block the rest out. Can you do that?

“Maybe.” He barely gritted out the word, but the girl nodded encouragement.

“Do your best. Focus on me. Breathe.” She modeled a long, slow breath, then sat back against the wall and continued to talk in the same low voice. “I’m Rachelle, by the way. Rachelle Rivera. It’s probably not fair that I know so much more about you than you do about me, but I’m happy to fix that. I’m twenty-two years old, born and raised in Detroit. I’m here for help with Ehlers Danlos syndrome and fibromyalgia, which I’ve been fighting for half my life now. My only living family is a little sister who I would give anything for. And almost a year and a half ago, I signed on to try Dr. Mattox’s newest treatment.”

Brady had let the words flow past like the quiet trickle of a creek, allowing them to block out the rest of the clamor that pressed in from every side, but not paying special attention to their meaning. But the last sentence sat him bolt upright, focused on the girl—Rachelle, had she said?—like a laser, as all the other thoughts and sensations melted away.

“You—you’ve done this? Felt—this?” He gestured helplessly, and Rachelle offered an apologetic shrug.

“Not exactly what you’re feeling, no. Dr. Mattox’s compound—it’s made to target the pieces that don’t function right. In her other studies, it works delayed-release and long-term, a lot more like the cure she’s trying for. But—I don’t know if it’s because we’re so intractable or because the human body is just so incredibly complex—but in all her human trials so far, the compound seems to go into action all at once, improving whatever’s wrong with us to an absurd degree for just a short burst of time before it quits and leaves us right where we were before.”

“I have no idea what you just said.” Brady crossed an arm over his knees and pillowed his cheek against it, knowing he looked like a tired little kid but too drained to care. If this was going to devolve into medical jargon, he might pass out again just to get away from it.

“This is what I mean.” Rachelle held out a hand with one finger bent at an unnatural angle, then quickly slipped it into place again. She reached over and began gently rubbing his shoulders. “My problem is in my joints, my muscles, and basically all my connective tissue. If I’m not careful, I can dislocate something just by moving the wrong way, and some days I ache so badly that I can’t get out of bed. But when I get an injection, I can lift a car without breaking a sweat.”

It took a few seconds before the meaning of her words sank in, and then Brady’s jaw would have dropped if he’d had the energy to let it. Lift a car? The girl couldn’t be taller than five two and looked like she couldn’t carry a gallon of milk without stopping for a rest.

“You can’t be serious.”

Rachelle gave a little snort.

“You’re the one who just said he can see through walls, and I can’t be serious?” She sat in silence for a moment, still rubbing his shoulders, then leaned down to meet his eyes again. “You have any foods you need to avoid?”

She was going to drop something like that on him and then ask about his diet? He should probably fight her on it, but he was too worn out to try, so he surrendered the answer he barely had to think about.

“Just bananas. Don’t ask me why. And nothing too spicy—but that’s more the scent than anything. Nothing else really helps or hurts, no matter how much they tell me it should.”

“Oh, believe me, I’ve been there.” From her sigh, he really thought she had. “Just stay here for a minute. Try to breathe and only focus on one thing at a time, okay? I know Dr. Mattox said you hadn’t eaten yet today. I’m going to grab you something from the kitchen, and then we can talk.”
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Okay, so maybe the whimpering little kid upstairs hadn’t been the best pick for something to focus on. But it was such a hard sound to ignore, especially when it fit so well with the deep-down ache in his soul.

God, I was so sure this was Your plan. Did I totally miss it? What on earth are You doing here?

“Brady?”

Rachelle again. Somehow he’d zoned in on the kid’s misery so hard that he’d missed the footsteps right beside him. This was beyond freaky.

Brady rubbed his eyes against his arm the best he could without being obvious as he turned back toward her, hoping that she wouldn’t notice whatever traces of tears he’d missed. She held out a cup full of a thick, purplish substance that looked like some kind of milkshake-slushie hybrid had sat down in a bucket of blueberries.

“What’s that supposed to be?” He eyed the concoction warily, but Rachelle only smiled.

“DeAndre’s finest. He’s our nutritionist and about the best in the world at making what’s good for you taste like something you actually want to eat. Drink up.”

She held the cup out and waited until he had a firm hold before letting it go, then loosed her curls from the messy knot that she must have thrown them into sometime after he’d first woken up. Brady lifted the straw to his lips and took a cautious sip, then nearly inhaled the thick liquid as a barrage of flavors flooded his mouth. Rachelle gently rubbed his back as he coughed and choked.

“How—” Brady tried hard to keep tears of frustration from his voice as he finally got his throat clear. “How can I taste every single ingredient in that shake, even though I can’t name half of them?”

“Try again.” Rachelle offered the cup she’d somehow rescued when he dropped it. “See if you can’t back off from all the different flavors a little. Get more of the bigger picture.”

“You have any clue how I’m supposed to do that?”

“The same way you’re looking at me and not through me right now. The same way you’re not drowning out my voice with everything else around us.”

And how was he doing that exactly? It wasn’t entirely on purpose. Something about her presence just seemed to anchor him in reality, or at least what used to be his reality. Could he somehow bring that same control to whatever bizarre side effect had set fire to his tastebuds?

“Try it, please, Brady.” Rachelle was still holding out the cup, her chocolate eyes warm and pleading. “You’ve had a rough day already, and it’s not even half over. This will help, truly.”

Brady let out a shaky breath as he surveyed the flavor-saturated slush.

“If I drink it, will you please explain what’s happening in words that don’t need a medical dictionary?”

“I’ll do my best.” Rachelle smiled as she handed the drink back and waited for him to take another sip. 

Brady closed his eyes and forced himself to concentrate, to make the scattered sensations blend together. After a few tries, they finally melded into a sweet, cold, creamy puree, much more bearable than the exploding kaleidoscope of tastes from his first encounter.

“Better?” Rachelle asked, and Brady grimaced a little as he swallowed the mouthful.

“More normal. Still not the biggest fan of blueberry.”

“Mmm, fight DeAndre on that. They’re his favorite superfood.” Rachelle motioned for him to keep drinking, then settled back against the wall. “Dr. Mattox will have a full draft of an academic paper in a day or two, but here’s what I think happened. Your migraines are neurological, right? Some sort of misfiring between your brain and your nerves?”

“Something like that, I guess.” The doctors had never been explicit, but Eden had done tons of research online, although it all still got scrambled in his mind.

“So if the compound’s acting the same way it has before, then it went to work on those pathways, but instead of stopping at normal, it’s gone incredibly aggressive and bumped all your senses up to an extreme level. You said it’s your hearing, your taste, your sight, your touch. Probably smell too, if you stopped to think about it.”

“Oh, please, I’d rather not.” Brady took a long sip of the shake, praying hard that her suggestion wouldn’t open that specific floodgate.

“I don’t blame you. Concentrate on this, right here, right now. You’re doing an amazing job of controlling it.”

“Controlling it.” Brady blew out a shaky breath and shook his head. “Since when were my senses something I had to control? Or could control at all? If I ever wanted something like that, it was to turn them down, not up.”

“I totally understand.” Rachelle gave his arm a gentle squeeze. “This wasn’t exactly what any of us would have chosen, and it’s certainly not what Dr. Mattox meant to happen. She’s still convinced she’s going to find the key someday. Maybe she will. I don’t know.”

“And she couldn’t slap on a warning label in the meantime?”

“Oh, she did.” Rachelle huffed a brittle little laugh. “Somewhere buried in all those releases you had to sign is a warning that the possible side effects include ‘superoptimal biophysical capacities.’”

“Super-what?” Brady buried his head in his knees with a groan. “How am I supposed to get anything out of that? Can’t she speak plain English? I was prepared for weird side effects, but not—”

The unfinished thought hung in the air between them for a long second before Rachelle finished it quietly.

“Superpowers?”

“Did you have to say that?”

“It’s the closest I can get in plain English.”

“Eden is so going to kill me.” Brady clutched his legs tighter as his body began to tremble, and Rachelle reached over to rub his shoulders for what felt like the tenth time that day.

“Eden is your sister?”

Brady nodded.

“Was it her idea for you to come here?”

“No. She hated it. She’d take me back in a second if I went home, but I can’t do that to her.”

“Because of her boyfriend?”

“No.” Brady shook his head with a groan. “I know the doctor doesn’t get it, but it’s not Josh. He’s a great guy. It’s—they’re both called to missions, and they know it, but they’re stuck on me. I can’t be what keeps them back. I can’t. Not if I have any other choice.”

“Are you a Christian, Brady?” The question was a whisper, but every word rang crystal clear in his head.

“Yes. And I was sure God was leading me here, but—” His words choked off. Let her mock his faith if she had to, but there was no use laying out his own questions as ammunition.

“Maybe He is.”

Brady slowly lifted his head to meet Rachelle’s eyes and found a spark there that he hadn’t seen before. Something like recognition? Reverence? Hope? But before he could fully process it, she nodded to the half-full cup at his side.

“Finish that up. Then I want to show you the den.”
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True to her word, Rachelle waited until he had finished the last swallow of his shake before she stood and offered him a hand. Remembering what she had said about her joints, Brady ignored it and pushed to his feet with the help of the wall. Rachelle gave him a little smile as she motioned him in the opposite direction from the way he’d first come.

“Down this way. The den is our own mostly private space. Dr. Mattox keeps her quarters there, and we can get a nurse if we need one. But we’re pretty isolated from the rest of the center, and I think everyone prefers it.”

“Who is ‘we’ and ‘everyone’?” Whatever was in the drink had taken the edge off his shakiness, but his brain still hovered on the brink of overload. Every time his focus slipped from her, the world around him threatened to crash in—noises of lab animals, smells of food pellets and bedding, glimpses of cages and charts through walls that shouldn’t have been transparent.

“Myself and my sister to start. And a couple of others like us—like you and me, I mean, not Grace. She’s perfectly healthy, thank the Lord.”

“When you say ‘like us,’ you mean—”

“I mean roughly the same combination of debilitating chronic conditions, willingness to try a totally untested treatment, and the resulting weird, for lack of a better term, superpowers.” She turned down another hallway and paused at a door with a keypad lock, where she entered a four-number combination. 

Brady couldn’t help noticing that she didn’t try to shield it in any way and wasn’t sure if that indicated some level of trust or just surrender to the fact that he could have gotten the numbers if he wanted to, no matter how she tried to hide them. Not that he would have done that—at least, not on purpose—but it wasn’t like she knew him yet, no matter how much of his background the doctor had given her.

“I’ll take you to meet them later, but I’m not going to dump that on you right now. Just keep quiet and come with me.” 

She led him down a short hall and turned opposite a doorway leading to what looked like a large, open room. The hallway facing it had much more the appearance of a regular hospital corridor, with three doors evenly spaced on each side and an exit at the far end. Rachelle pointed him to the last room on the left and sat down on the end of the bed, motioning for him to join her.

“You don’t have to make a choice right now. But this is your room if you want it. I know it’s small and a little bare, but you wouldn’t have to keep it that way. Bare, I mean—there’s not much you could do about the size. There’s a connected bathroom, so you’d have total privacy in that regard. Although we take care of each other as much as possible, so we tend to have pretty free access. But if you wanted your room off limits, we’d definitely respect that.”

“Rachelle.” Brady rubbed his forehead and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Thanks for—all this, but—I still don’t understand. So the treatment gives me—us—superpowers, but—you said it doesn’t last?”

“Right.” Rachelle slipped her shoes off and crossed her feet beneath her. “If you hadn’t gotten the treatment—if today was one of your normal migraines—what would tomorrow look like?”

“Just like today.” That was much too easy to answer. “Two days is the minimum for a bad one. Sometimes three. I can’t stand light, noise, or smells, and I can’t keep anything down until it’s past. After that, there’s a day where I can barely drag myself out of bed, and then I might get a few days of close to normal or regular headaches or lower-level migraines before a bad one hits again.”

“Well, if it works for you like it does the rest of us, you can expect that pattern to continue. We usually get one day symptom free—and with our...enhancements—before we snap back to our baseline. The good news is that the treatment, and any exertion from the days we have it, doesn’t seem to make us any worse. We basically get to skip a day out of our worst episodes.”

“But only with superpowers.”

“Yes, that’s the catch.” Rachelle sighed. “There are ways we—keep ourselves busy—on those days, but it would be totally up to you what you wanted to do with yours.”

“Please don’t talk in riddles.” Brady hated the way the quiver in his voice made him sound like a lost little kid, but he was way beyond the point where he could even pretend to understand her.

“I’m sorry.” Rachelle put a hand on his knee, and the regret in her voice said she really was. “I feel like a bad comic book, but I’ll try. We can’t be—what you’d think of as normal crimefighters. I guess we really can’t be ‘normal’ anything. It’s too inconsistent. Too unpredictable. Too short-lived for anyone to depend on. But we—well, I—can’t help but think God must have a purpose for it, so—we try to do what good we can when we can.”

“So you’re telling me I’m—some kind of discount, knockoff, temporary version of a superhero?” Brady closed his eyes and lifted his face to the ceiling in a silent, desperate prayer. He’d been ready for the possibility that things might go horribly wrong, but nothing had prepared him for this.

“That’s not what I’m saying, Brady.” The pressure of her hand tightened on his knee, and his sharpened senses traced the slight tremor of her fingers and the unnatural slipping of her knuckles. “I’m saying that there’s a place for you here if you want it. And maybe work that God can do through you. This is the last available treatment, for all of us, so I can’t offer much hope on that score, although maybe they’ll have more ideas in a year, or two, or five. Or you can go back to your sister and the life you know. You have that choice. Most of us don’t.”

She let the silence stretch between them for a long moment before gently tugging his chin down to meet his eyes again.

“Don’t try to decide right now. You’re exhausted, and for good reason. Try to rest for a while. See if you can’t catch a nap. You’ll feel a lot better afterward. I’ll check in on you in a bit, and you can meet the others then, if you’re up to it. Or if you can’t rest at all, come find us in the common, just across the hall. But give it a chance first, okay?”

Brady managed a nod, and Rachelle squeezed his shoulder, then slipped off the bed and back into her shoes before leaving the room and closing the door behind her. Brady curled up on the bed and buried his head in the pillow, letting a quiet moan escape him.

God, how can this be Your plan? I don’t understand. Please show me what You want from me.

With nothing left to do but wait, Brady closed his eyes and worked to surrender the control he had fought so hard to gain. His heightened senses sharpened, swirled, and faded. And an answer came on the gentle wings of sleep.
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Brady had no idea how much time had passed before his senses began to stir again. They came in as a trickle at first—the intricate texture of the blanket beneath him, the whisper of footsteps on the floor above, the faint smell of broccoli seeping through the cracks around the door. Then as he stirred and opened his eyes, they crashed over him like a flood—pitiful wails from somewhere upstairs, the musty scent of car exhaust, Rachelle in the hall, unmistakable in her pink blouse and skirt. Brady buried his head in his arms and drew a deep breath, pulling his attention with difficulty back to the four walls of his room.

He had just succeeded in gathering up the last of the scattered threads when the latch clicked softly. Brady raised his head just as Rachelle slipped hers noiselessly through the crack. When she saw him awake, she pushed the door open and knelt next to the bed with a smile.

“Hey, Brady. You got a few good hours of sleep in. A lot more than I was hoping for. How are you feeling?”

“Okay, I think.” Brady raised himself a little on one elbow and let out the breath he’d held. “Sorry. I didn’t sleep well last night.”

“That’s completely understandable.” Rachelle’s smile softened, and she held a hand out. “You missed lunch, but DeAndre put it aside for you. Want to come try it?”

As much as he would have liked to bury himself under the covers and never come out, that wasn’t really an option. And it wouldn’t be fair to the girl who had gotten him through the worst of his world being turned upside down. He might as well give in to the inevitable.

“Is that the broccoli I smelled?” Brady swung his legs over the side of the bed, and Rachelle moved aside to give him room to get up.

“That’s part of it. Is broccoli on the same level as blueberries?”

“Nah, I don’t have any gripe with broccoli. Carrots on the other hand...” Brady gave an exaggerated shudder as he stood, and Rachelle chuckled.

“You might have to fight Grace on both counts. Come on, your plate’s in the common.”

Brady followed her down the hall and through the open doorway leading to the large room he’d only glanced at before. A round, family-style table sat at one end, facing a corner filled with shelves and cube organizers on the shorter side of the door. The rest of the room was lined with long couches, footstools, and recliners and looked like it had been designed for relaxation and nothing else. 

The room’s only occupant was a young man in a wheelchair, who sat with his eyes closed, apparently listening to something on his tablet. He looked up when they entered, but he didn’t say a word while Brady took a seat at the table and Rachelle laid a tempting medley of lightly seasoned broccoli and rice in front of him. Brady was in the middle of a quick, silent blessing when a suddenly cleared throat made him jump, and a raspy voice asked, “So, what’s your name, what’s your shtick, what’s your problem?”

“I—I’m sorry?” Brady opened his eyes to see the guy in the wheelchair now sitting across the table and surveying him with a challenging stare.

“Obviously, but do I get an answer?”

Rachelle sighed as she slipped into the chair next to Brady.

“Dash, be gentle.”

“Ehh, that’s your job.” The guy’s face twisted in what might have been a smirk, although it was hard to tell for sure. “And I’m not prying. We’ll all find out sooner than later. Saves time and trouble this way. You got a name, or you want one assigned?”

Unfortunately, Brady had absentmindedly taken a bite while listening to the exchange, and when the question turned back on him, he couldn’t answer for a few seconds as he tried to swallow.

“Take your time,” Rachelle instructed as the young man she’d called Dash scoffed.

“Aww, come on, let’s not start this.” The rasp deepened into a growl, and he gripped the wheel of his chair and started to turn away before rounding on Brady again with the abrupt command, “Your name, recruit!”

“Brady Ray Owen!” The words snapped out as a reflex, and Brady wanted to kick himself, although he wasn’t sure if it was more because he’d let himself be jerked by the collar or because he’d defaulted to his full name for no good reason. The guy’s mouth twisted into the same almost-smirk again.

“Do they call you Brady Ray back home in Mississippi?” The hoarse rasp in his voice didn’t lessen, but there was no mistaking the fake southern drawl that was clearly meant to mock Brady’s own.

“Georgia.” Brady gritted his teeth as his face burned—almost literally, thanks to the ridiculous sensitivity of his skin. “And no, they don’t, and don’t you start.” 

It might not have been the absolute truth, but there were only two people in the world who had ever called him Brady Ray, and he wasn’t going to let those tender memories be tarnished by this brash young man he’d barely met. Unfortunately, the spark that leapt in the guy’s eyes said he knew he’d hit a sore spot and probably wouldn’t hesitate to take advantage of it. He opened his mouth, but before a word could escape, Rachelle’s quiet voice cut in.

“Dash, I wouldn’t.”

There was nothing special in the three soft words beyond the vague warning in her tone, but Dash swiveled to face her, and their gazes locked for a moment.

“You wouldn’t.” The defiance in his voice shriveled a little at the end, and Rachelle continued to watch him with a partially raised eyebrow until he lifted both hands in surrender. “All right, all right! Names off limits.” He crossed his arms and turned back to Brady with a scowl. “It’s Dash. Just Dash, and nothing else, comprende?”

“Okay?” What on earth was he getting himself into? “Is that...short for something?”

“Short for the fact that I can run five blocks faster than you can say it.” He huffed as Brady’s eyes widened. “On the injection, obviously. I’d suggest staying on my good side because if I attempt payback, you’ll never see me, let alone touch me. Get it?”

“Sure...” What he was getting more than anything was the feeling that this guy could be very difficult to live with. Rachelle squeezed his elbow gently under the table, but when he looked back at her, she didn’t appear especially annoyed. In fact, he could have sworn he saw a little smile playing around her mouth when she answered.

“Don’t you think you should find out what Brady can do before you get too much on his bad side?”

“If you recall, that was one of the questions I asked.” Dash leaned back in his chair, keeping his arms crossed. “Go ahead. Impress me—or try to.”

Man, he wasn’t even used to having these abilities yet, let alone showing them off. But he’d been on his back foot with the guy ever since he walked into the room. Maybe it was time to quit hiding behind Rachelle’s skirts and start sticking up for himself. But what was he supposed to do? Curling up in a ball with his hands over his ears might have been enough to convince Rachelle, but he doubted it would have the same effect on Dash, or whatever his real name was. And how could he prove these weird sensations were more than an easy guess at best or pure imagination at worst?

Brady closed his eyes and drew a long, deep breath, letting the odors of the room, the center, and the world outside swell until they threatened to suffocate him. Then a faint, tart scent closer than the rest caught and held his focus, and Brady felt a tiny grin begin to blossom.
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“Apricots.” Brady opened his eyes and glanced around the table.

Dash’s brow wrinkled, and Rachelle’s eyebrows lifted, waiting. Okay, so maybe that hadn’t been the clearest way to make his point.

“It’s—yeah, okay. Explaining. Someone—I don’t know who—was eating apricots at this table. I can’t tell you when. All I know is I can smell it. Something with apricots.”

Rachelle and Dash exchanged a questioning look, but then Dash’s head started to shake.

“I don’t know what you’re trying to prove, but you’re completely off your rocker. We haven’t eaten anything with apricots in I don’t know how long. Mangoes or pineapple, maybe, but—”

A wave of doubt that was almost panic threatened to swallow Brady for an instant, but another deep breath steadied him.

“No, it’s apricots. I’m positive. Someone’s been doing something with them, right—” His hand brushed a sticky spot on the edge of the table, and he leaned just a little closer. “There. See that spot?”

“Where?” Rachelle leaned closer and touched the area carefully with a finger. “This? My word, that’s barely tacky! And I don’t get any smell from it at all.”

“I’m telling you—” Brady started, but Rachelle suddenly cut him off with a gasp.

“Dash! Saturday!”

“Is ‘Saturday’ supposed to tell me something more than ‘apricots’?” Dash growled the words, but Rachelle didn’t seem to care as she crossed her arms on the table and leaned toward him.

“Saturday Grace was complaining that she was so bored of both strawberry and grape jelly, remember? So I passed it along to DeAndre, and he sent her...”

“Oh, of all the—” Dash closed his eyes and let his head fall.

“Go on. Tell him.” Rachelle shot a grin at Brady, but he had the feeling that she wasn’t actually talking to him. “A sandwich made with what?”

“Apricot preserves.” Dash barely mumbled the words, but Rachelle appeared satisfied.

“Which she hated even more than strawberry or grape, by the way.” Her smile flashed brighter for just a second as she turned her attention fully back to Brady. “And you’re right, this is the chair she would have sat in. I still don’t know how you could smell it from such a tiny spot, and having a plate full of broccoli right here.”

“It’s, um—a gift, I guess?” Brady gave a self-conscious shrug, and Dash lifted his head and pierced him with a glare.

“So you’ve got what? The nose capacity to smell four-day-old preserves? What kind of ridiculous power is that, and what good’s it supposed to do? Super gas leak sniffing?”

“That’s not such a useless job.” Rachelle’s encouraging smile warmed Brady’s heart. “But it’s not all he can do either.”

To be fair, he still wasn’t sure exactly what kind of good these powers were to anybody, least of all him. But he couldn’t let Rachelle down—not with that proud, confident look in her eye. Brady turned his attention to the wall and let his vision blur. Wow, it was weird to do this on purpose! And would Dash take his word for having seen Dr. Mattox cross the hall from one of the labs to her command center? It wasn’t likely.

He turned his gaze slowly toward the end of the room and froze. Now there was something unusual—and maybe provable. Did the building have any kind of security feed? Well, he’d find out if he was challenged. He’d better take the chance now if he wanted it.

“Okay, so I’ve never been on this level before, right?”

“Couldn’t have been.” Rachelle’s answer came quickly. “You need a security code.”

“And which way did you bring me in here?”

“The east door, straight from the data center.”

“Then how do I know that the therapy pool is that way and to the left?” Brady pointed toward where the far wall connected with the ceiling. “Beyond that, how can I see a girl in a bright blue warm-up suit who’s just left the stairs and—” Oh, wow, this was better than he’d hoped! “—is going to hit the door at the other end of the hall in five, four, three, two...” He waited while the girl worked the keypad with the same code Rachelle had used. “One.”

From the shocked look on Dash’s face when he pulled his focus back to the room, it wasn’t just his accelerated hearing that had caught the heavy click of the door.

“Well?” Rachelle laughed. “Satisfied?”

“That—is beyond freaky!” Dash rolled back a pace and surveyed him with eyes that seemed to be stuck somewhere between wide and narrowed. “What...exactly are we dealing with? Does Mattox know?”

“Ohh, he’s awake!” The girl in blue bounced into the room and plopped herself into the chair next to Dash and across from Brady. “Hi! I’m Harper. I go invisible; how about you?”

Brady’s attention was caught by the fact that what he had assumed was a hood was actually the girl’s very blue hair, and it took a second for her words to register.

“You—what?”

“He somehow saw you coming from the stairs.” The scowl on Dash’s face deepened, but Harper giggled.

“I’m kind of hard to miss. Ohh, wait, you mean he saw me from here? Like x-ray vision? That’s so cool!”

“Something...like that, I guess.” Brady shrugged. “It’s like—all my senses are cranked up to twenty. Pretty overwhelming, honestly.”

“Pretty creepy is what it is!” Dash slapped the arm of his wheelchair. “You’d better sleep on your right side is all I have to say. Better yet—” His face paled suddenly, and he shook his head. “No, you know what? Just sleep on your right side.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Dash’s room is next to yours.” Rachelle’s soft smile and the pressure of her hand on his arm were a lifeline in this world where everything seemed to be shifting beneath him at a moment’s notice, and Brady closed his eyes and let it anchor him for a second before turning back to Dash.

“Look, man, I have no intention of becoming some nasty superpowered peeping Tom, all right? I sure didn’t ask for any of this, and I’m not—”

“Hey, we get it.” Harper shook her head and scooted her chair a little closer to the table. “I can do the same kind of thing—see stuff I didn’t mean to or wasn’t supposed to—I just have to go in the room on purpose. You’ll figure out how to work it, just like the rest of us.”

“You—said you turn invisible?” Brady focused his attention on her again, relieved to be able to shift the question, if only for a little while. “How is that even possible?”

“How is any of this possible, really?” Harper shrugged philosophically. “I have a skin condition, secondary to a blood disorder. Polycythemia and erythromelalgia, if you want to look it up. Basically, too many red blood cells, which causes extreme redness and burning, especially in my face, hands, and feet. The injections clear up the redness—and all the other colors with it. Just wait till you see me—or don’t.” She giggled again. “On my invisible days, I go by Shadow. We’ll have to figure out a name for you too. Super senses...hmm...”

“So what kind of weird disorder would make the injections kick your senses up like that? What are you on normal days, some kind of vegetable?”

“Dash.”

It was the first time Brady had heard sharpness in Rachelle’s tone, but he couldn’t let her fight this battle for him. This was his cross to carry—had been since he was thirteen—and the sooner he got it out in the open, the faster he’d know where he stood in this group of misfits, or if he had a place with them at all.
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“Migraines.” Brady crossed his arms and leaned forward on the table. Rachelle touched his arm, but at the slight shake of his head, she sat back again, and he locked eyes with Dash. “And when I say migraine, I don’t mean an irritating headache. I mean a crippling neurological condition that puts me flat on my back for days at a time at a moment’s notice. I mean feeling incredibly blessed if I can get through a whole week functioning at a semi-normal level. I mean trying every medication and alternative therapy and coping strategy on the market and having random people on the street still think they know what I’m feeling and how to fix it.”

No, that wasn’t right. It was all true, but that last part especially had been too harsh—too bitter. He’d worked so hard to forgive the people who didn’t get it—years ago in a group and as individuals every new time it happened. It was baggage he shouldn’t have been carrying at all, let alone airing to a group of near-strangers. Brady dropped his head into his hands.

“I’m sorry, I—”

“Don’t!” The word came harsh and fierce in Dash’s rasping voice, but the next one almost quivered. “Don’t. You think we haven’t been through it? Well, we have. You threw me for a loop is all—and for the record, I still think your power is extremely creepy. But you don’t jump into a treatment like Mattox’s for nothing, so I’ll make you a deal. You don’t tell me I’m too young for Parkinson’s, or that I’d get better if I just put my mind to it, or that every time I drop, spill, or trip on something, I’m acting out for attention, and I won’t pretend you’re a wimp who can’t handle a lousy headache. Take it or leave it.”

Brady raised his head and met Dash’s eyes for only an instant before the young man jerked his wheelchair around and left the room without another word. Rachelle shifted in her chair like she wasn’t sure whether to follow him, and Brady laid a hand on her arm.

“It’s okay. We’re good.”

Rachelle sat back with a little breath of relief, and Harper leaned her head on one fist as she looked up at him.

“Don’t let Dash bug you. He’s a serious grump, but he’s really pretty fun when you get to know him.”

Brady opened his mouth, then shut it again. He might have doubts that both could be equally true, but there was no use stirring up the water when it was finally starting to settle.

“Did I forget your name already or just forget to ask?” Harper yawned, and Brady chuckled.

“I guess I forgot to give it. It’s Brady. Brady Owen.”

“That...is an extremely cool name.” Harper sighed. “And...I can’t wait to find out more, but...” She yawned again and pushed slowly to her feet. “Guess it’s my turn for a nap.” She flopped onto the nearest couch and stretched out with one arm under her head. “Sorry. Don’t go away, huh? I still...want to...talk...” Her voice trailed off, and her eyes closed.

“She okay?” Brady whispered, glancing over at Rachelle, who smiled softly.

“As okay as she can be. The fatigue is her baseline, especially after exercise. Mostly because of her blood issues. Although—” She waved a hand around at the other couches. “She’s not the only one who needs to lie down randomly. Just the one who falls asleep fastest.”

“I feel that.” Brady glanced down at the food lying forgotten on the table, and Rachelle shook her head.

“You want me to warm that up for you?”

“Nah, I’m good.” He scooped up a bite, and Rachelle grimaced.

“Brady...”

“Seriously, it’s fine.” Brady mumbled the words around a mouthful of rice and broccoli, feeling just the tiniest pang at the thought of how Eden would have scolded.

“Cold rice?” Rachelle stuck her hands on her hips, and Brady couldn’t help a grin.

“More like—slightly lukewarm.”

“Give me that.” Rachelle scooped the plate up and took it to a microwave, then leaned her shoulder against the shelf as she waited for it to heat. “Thanks for not killing Dash. I know he didn’t make it easy.”

“Not really the violent type.” Brady shrugged, and Rachelle ducked her head.

“No, I know. I didn’t mean it that way.”

“Yeah, I know.” Brady waited for her to look up again and offered a small smile. “He’s been hurt pretty bad, huh?”

“Very.” Rachelle swallowed hard. “I’d like to tell you, but—”

“No, it’s private. I understand. Let him decide what he wants me to know. Besides, I have to agree with him. I’d be creeped out by someone like me too.”

“You’ll find your way, Brady.” Rachelle removed his plate from the microwave and brought it back to the table. “And your purpose. God brought you here for some reason. I know it’s not easy to see, but He’ll show you when He’s ready.”

“Are you a Christian, Rachelle?” He thought he could guess the answer, but somehow he needed to know for sure.

“Yes.” She gave him the same smile she had when he’d answered the question for himself—the one that he now recognized as an acknowledgement of kinship—and motioned toward his plate.

“Are they?” Brady obediently picked up his fork, and Rachelle waited until he’d taken a bite before she answered.

“Harper isn’t. You wouldn’t guess it from watching her, but she’s taken a lot of hard knocks in her life. Dash...I don’t know. He grew up in the church, but...he’s been hurt.”

“I get that.” Brady scooped up another forkful of broccoli but paused before it reached his mouth. “Is it just the three of you, or are there more I’m supposed to meet?”

“No, it’s just us. And Grace. Speaking of which—” She twisted in her chair to glance at the clock, then jumped to her feet, but in the next instant, she fell back into her seat with a pained cry.

“Rachelle?” Brady shot out of his chair and hovered over her helplessly, trying to fight the sudden panic that engulfed him.

“It’s okay.” The strain in the terse words told him it definitely wasn’t. “Just—dislocated my kneecap.”

“That—sounds painful.”

“It is.” Rachelle attempted a laugh. “But it happens.”

“What can I do?”

She let out a long breath between pursed lips—a move Brady knew all too well—then turned an apologetic gaze on him.

“Can you—help me to the recliner?”

“Just show me how.” Brady slipped an arm around her back and held her upright as well as he could as she limped to the chair. He bit his lip as Rachelle raised her footrest and sank back into the cushions with her eyes closed. “What can I get you?”

“A couple pillows? And the pill box from my nightstand—first room on the left.”

Brady quickly obeyed and waited while Rachelle took the pain medicine and settled her leg carefully on the pillows. She threw another glance at the clock and winced.

“I hate to ask this, but with Harper asleep—”

“Name it.”

“Would you knock on Dash’s door—the one between us—and see if he can meet Grace? I wanted to introduce you to Shavonne—her carpool—but that can wait.”

“You relax. We’ll take care of it.” Brady gave her hand a gentle squeeze, then squared his shoulders and walked back down the hall, hesitating only an instant before giving a light tap to the second door on the left. After a few seconds of silence, the latch clicked open, and Dash fixed him with a glare that held less hostility than it might have.

“You want something?”

“Rachelle wants to know if you can meet Grace for her.”

“She all right?” Dash’s face barely changed, but there was no mistaking the protective spark that leapt into his eyes.

“Dislocated her kneecap. She’s resting it, but Harper’s asleep, so...”

“Yeah. Tell her I’ve got it. You know what, no. She knows that. If you’re joining this freak show, you might as well make yourself useful. Come on, and I’ll introduce you to the carpool.”
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Brady worked hard to keep his senses functioning at a semi-normal level as he followed Dash down a corridor, up an elevator, and into the main lobby of the medical center. The sounds and smells that had pressed in on him so hard in the isolated lab took on even more strength here, particularly the child’s cries, which were currently alternating between pitiful moans and outright shrieks.

Father God, let them find some way to help him, please.

The brightness of the sun caught Brady off guard when he stepped out the door onto the small circular drive, and he had to shield his eyes for a moment before he could see again. Had he seriously forgotten to grab his sunglasses before stepping outside? Where were they, anyway? Probably still in his old room—but was he really calling it that now? Had he accepted the place that this group was offering him, or had he just let himself be carried along without thought? What was he supposed to do here, and more importantly, how was he supposed to find out?

When the worst of the glare faded, he hurried over to join Dash, who sat watching impatiently from beside a nondescript blue minivan. Brady’s adjusting vision immediately cut through it to reveal half a dozen kids of varying ages, sizes, and skin tones—all apparently stuck on maximum volume, which he was pretty sure wasn’t an effect of his enhanced hearing. He blinked the door back into focus and offered an apologetic smile to the dark-skinned woman in the driver’s seat.

“Sorry. Brady Owen. Nice to meet you.”

“Got it. I’ll try to remember.” The woman threw a half-curious, half-distracted glance at him before jerking her eyes up to the rearview mirror. “Y’all quiet down! Rowan, help Grace find her shoe! Matt, please give Lonnie the elephant. Alonzo, no hitting!” She turned back to the window with a sigh. “I’m sorry. Shavonne Jackson. Been a crazy day.”

“Same here.” She had no idea. “Sounds like you’ve got your hands full. Anything I can help with?”

“No, we’re good. Watch the door.”

As she spoke, the side door popped open, and a little girl of five or six in navy plaid with hair just a shade lighter and a touch curlier than Rachelle’s hopped out—purple lunch box nearly falling out of an unzipped yellow backpack, one scuffed black tennis shoe on her foot and the other in her hand, and some kind of berry lip gloss smeared from much too high on her lips to halfway across her cheek.

Dash barked a laugh, and Shavonne gave a little sigh as the girl came to an abrupt stop in front of Brady.

“She’s here in one piece. Give me extra stretch arms and we’ll talk about more. Tonya, close the door and buckle up. Two more stops before tee ball, and we’re late already.”

Brady briefly considered offering to help again, but with Grace still standing in front of him, staring up at his five ten height like it was the Eiffel Tower, the move would have been awkward at best. Tonya—or someone—must have gotten it done without him because the door slammed shut and the minivan lurched away, leaving the three of them alone on the pavement.

“Hi.” Brady bent down to put himself closer to the little girl’s level, and she backed up a step and tried to lift her thumb to her mouth, only to be thwarted by the shoe she still held. She dropped it on the ground and wriggled her foot into it, jamming her thumb into her cheek so hard that Brady winced.

“Monster, if your looks today don’t send him packing, I don’t know what will.” Dash rolled his chair up next to Brady, and Grace cut her eyes in his direction but didn’t move the thumb from her mouth.

“Where’s Ellie?”

“In the den. Tweaked her knee is all. She’s fine.”

“Ohhh.” Grace’s stiff little body wilted in relief. She took a shuffling step forward and all but collapsed against Dash’s leg.

“Hey.” He raised a hand to awkwardly pat her shoulder. “What’s the problem? I’ve picked you up plenty of times. There’s no need to be scared.”

“Who’s that?” Grace cut her eyes back to Brady, but before he could figure out how to explain, Dash was speaking.

“Who do you think?”

Grace studied him for a few seconds, then suddenly her face lit up.

“Ohhh! Do you got—” She stopped and glanced around as if to protect a carefully guarded secret, then whispered, “Superpowers?”

Well, that was direct enough, and at least she hadn’t asked what he planned to do about it. Brady nodded, and Grace clapped her hands and bounced on her toes, her thumb forgotten in her excitement.

“Can you tell me a story?”

“Um...” Brady glanced helplessly at Dash, who offered a slight change of expression probably meant for an eye roll.

“She’s a sucker for superhero stories. Go figure. He hasn’t actually done anything with it yet, munchkin. Besides”—he lowered his voice to a rasping whisper—“we can’t talk about it here, remember?”

Grace clapped both hands over her mouth, spun around, and took two running steps toward the door before tripping on her untied shoelace and pitching forward onto her hands and knees.

“Grace...” Dash nearly growled the word, but before he could say anything else, Brady was next to her, ignoring the mess spilling from her backpack as he scooped her up in his arms.

“Hey, shh. It’s all right.” With an instinct born of some long ago memory, he laid her head against his shoulder and gently patted her back, and the little girl melted into his neck, her sobs quieting as her arms tightened around him. “That’s it, Gracie-girl. Shhh. You’re okay.” He gave her a few seconds before trying to move, but his first attempt to shift her for a better look at the damage brought renewed moans and a grip so tight it could almost have torn his shirt. “Grace, shhh. You’re all right. I just want to see your knees, okay?”

“Don’t put me down,” Grace whimpered, and Brady threw a helpless glance at Dash, who lifted his hands with the same almost-smirk he’d worn before.

“Don’t look at me. You’re the kid whisperer, apparently.”

“Thanks a lot.” Brady sighed and turned back to the clinging bundle in his arms. “What if I let you sit on my knee while I pick up your papers and look at your scrapes? Then I’ll carry you till we get back to the—what do you call it?”

“The den?” The words came in a whisper, but her desperate hold relaxed a little, and Brady smiled.

“Right. I’ll carry you back to the den. I promise.” He waited a second before trying again to move her, and this time she let her arms be pried away and only scooted closer to his chest when he crouched down to perch her on his knee. Brady let out a breath of relief as he examined her scrapes and found only a few faint lines of blood beginning to bubble. “That’s not bad. A couple bandaids’ll fix you right up. Oh, and I’m Brady. I think I forgot to tell you that. But since I already know who you are, tell me about the den. Who named it that? Do you know?”

“Ellie.” Grace leaned her head against his chest as he started gathering up the papers, crayons, and other school supplies scattered across the ground.

Dash snorted.

“Who’d you think? ‘Lair’ and ‘base’ weren’t homelike enough, apparently.”

“Hard to disagree with that.”

“Yeah, you wouldn’t.” Dash huffed, and Brady glanced over at him but decided whatever he meant wasn’t worth fighting over.

“So how long have you all been here?” He nudged Grace enough to slip her backpack from her shoulders and began refilling it, trying not to make it more of a mess than it already was.

“Rachelle and Grace, coming up on a year and a half. Me, just over a year. Harper, almost seven months.”

“Doesn’t that give Rachelle some kind of founder’s rights, then, at least as far as what you call the place?”

“Oh, dry up,” Dash muttered, and Brady hid a grin as he zipped up the backpack and slid it over his own shoulder.

“All right, Gracie-girl, let’s go.” He slipped his arm around her and lifted her onto his hip, and Grace wrapped her arms around his neck and rested her head against his shoulder as they followed Dash back toward the medical center.
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“Grace! What happened?” Rachelle sat up straight and scooted forward in her chair, but before Brady could open his mouth, Dash’s growl was ahead of him.

“Don’t even think about it, Midge.” He parked his chair next to her recliner, effectively caging her in place, and Rachelle fell back with a sigh.

“Relax. She’s okay. Just scraped up her knees a little.” Brady patted Grace’s back as her hold tightened. “Where do you want her?”

“Here, please.” Rachelle scooted to the side of her chair and held out her arms, and Dash gave her a last warning look before moving aside so that Brady could set the little girl next to her. “Come here, baby.”

Brady gently pulled Grace’s arms away from his neck and waited until she cuddled into her sister’s side with her thumb in her mouth before he touched Rachelle’s arm.

“Got a first aid kit?”

“Third shelf down, on the right.” Rachelle gave him a grateful glance as she pointed to one of the bookcases, wrapping her other arm around Grace’s shoulders. “What happened?”

“I wasn’t being careful.” Grace’s voice was a murmur, but it still carried clearly to Brady’s ears as he dug through the indicated box for bandaids, antibiotic ointment, and antiseptic wipes.

“I’m afraid I wasn’t either,” Rachelle whispered, and Brady turned around in time to see Grace frowning up at her for all the world like a disapproving older sister. “I know.” Rachelle gave a little sigh. “Do our penalties cancel, or do we both get one?”

Grace paused and seemed to think for a moment before she replied.

“Both get one.”

“Okay.” Rachelle smiled down at her, then over at Brady as he knelt by her side and tore open a wipe. “What’s my penalty?”

“Hold on, Gracie-girl. This’ll sting for just a minute.” Brady tried to ignore the burning of the alcohol against his overly sensitive fingers as Grace stiffened and buried her head in Rachelle’s shoulder. He cleaned her scrapes as quickly as he could but couldn’t keep back a hiss as he finally dropped the wipe and shook his hand out.

“Brady...” Rachelle started, but he shook his head and nodded at Grace as he smeared the antibiotic ointment on her knees and covered it with the bandaids.

“There you go. Good as new.” He patted her leg, and Grace shifted one eye out of Rachelle’s pink blouse to peer cautiously at the result.

“What do you say?” Rachelle squeezed her shoulder, and Grace snuggled in next to her as she turned to face Brady.

“Thank you,” she whispered, and Brady offered her a smile.

“Welcome, Grace. So, why do you have to give Rachelle a penalty?”

“’Cause we have to remember to be careful, or somebody gets hurt.” Grace lifted her gaze to Rachelle, who gave a little rueful laugh.

“Case in point.” She motioned from Grace’s knees to her own, then settled back against the chair again, lightly stroking her sister’s hair. “What’s my penalty today, baby?”

Grace rested her chin in her hand as though thinking hard for a moment before she answered.

“Two bedtime stories.”

“Okay. But short ones. You still have school tomorrow.”

“Okay.” Grace sighed, and Rachelle ruffled her hair a little.

“And for you...no tablet until your homework’s done.”

Grace stuck her lip out in a pout but nodded slowly.

“Speaking of which, where’s your backpack? We might as well work on it while we’re both sitting here.”

“I’ll get it.” Brady gathered up the remnants of the first-aid project and deposited them in the trash before grabbing up Grace’s backpack from where he’d dropped it next to the bookcase and setting it gently on her lap, still rubbing the last of the alcohol sting off on his jeans.

“Wash your hand,” Rachelle whispered as Grace unzipped the backpack, and Brady chuckled.

“Okay, Mom.” The teasing name slipped out just like it would have with Eden, and he froze for a half-second before Rachelle’s answering smile and Dash’s cheeky “there it is!” snapped him back to normal. Man, it was weird how comfortable he had started to feel with them in such a short time. Did that mean something, or was it just a distraction?

He went to the sink and washed his hands, unable to contain a breath of relief as the cool water soothed away the remaining burn. Then he turned back to the table and picked up the mostly full plate still lying there with a rueful grin.

“Mind if I just throw this away before something else happens?”

Rachelle gave a little sigh.

“I guess we’re coming up on dinner anyway. Sorry you never got to finish.”

“More than I would have eaten today. I’ll live.” Brady tossed the cold rice and broccoli and glanced around the room, a bit lost for what came next, when Grace’s whispered words again caught his ear.

“Can Brady get my desk?”

“Why don’t you ask him, baby?” Rachelle whispered back, and Grace turned suddenly shy brown eyes up to him.

Brady barely caught himself before nodding in answer to the question she hadn’t actually asked yet. Yeah, he should probably tell the little girl about his hearing at some point, at least if he planned on staying at all.

“Can you get my desk?” The whisper was barely louder than the one he hadn’t been meant to hear, but at least it was directed at him this time, and he followed Rachelle’s nod to the little colorful lap desk in the corner and waited for her to lift the jumble of worksheets and coloring pages before setting it carefully over Grace’s legs.

“What—” Rachelle started, but before she could finish the question, Grace had wrapped her arms around Brady’s neck and was hugging him hard.

“I love you, Brady,” she murmured, but before he could process the declaration, let alone figure out how to answer her, she let go and sank back next to Rachelle, looking up at him with hopeful eyes. “Can you carry me to carpool tomorrow?”

The words stole his breath like an ice-cold shower. Of course she didn’t understand how rare this was—how little he had to offer on his best days, let alone his worst. How could he have let her even start to get attached like that, when he was only going to let her down too many times to count?

“Oh, Grace, baby.” Rachelle’s voice caught a little. Was she realizing the same thing? Questioning her willingness to add one more member to their circle who could only bring more disappointment and pain? “Brady’s going to be very sick tomorrow.” She raised her head to meet Brady’s gaze, but instead of the remorse or regret he’d expected, her chocolate brown eyes shone warm with compassion. “We’ll have to be very, very quiet, so we don’t make his head hurt worse, okay?”

“Oh.” Grace dropped her eyes, and Brady’s heart tore in two. He couldn’t promise her tomorrow, or even the day after, but he certainly couldn’t leave things like this.

“Can I give you a rain check, Grace?”

“What’s a rain check?” Curiosity started to chase away the disappointment on her face, and Brady felt a hint of a smile struggling to break through.

“It’s like—a promise that maybe I can’t do something now, but I’ll do it later.” Even if he didn’t stay, surely he could offer her that much. The puzzled frown didn’t leave her face, and Brady shook his head. “You know what? Work on your homework, and I’ll show you in a minute.”

Ignoring Rachelle’s quizzical look, he returned to the cubby nearest where Grace’s desk had been and confirmed that the bin with paper poking out of the top contained a child’s art supplies. Taking it back to the table, he pulled out a clean piece of scrap paper and a mostly full set of crayons and set to work at the vague idea his imagination had pictured.
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Brady wasn’t sure how long he’d been at work when Harper shuffled over to the table and slid into the chair next to him. When had she woken up? Not that it actually mattered. She rested her chin on her fists and leaned over so she could see his face.

“Okay, I have to know what you’re working on.” Her blue eyes blinked at him with a combination of curiosity and sleepiness, and she offered a playful, coaxing smile.

Brady hesitated, then moved his arm so she could see the drawing, and Harper gave a little gasp and clapped her hands to her heart.

“Oh, it’s so cute! I love it so much! Dash, come look at this! Isn’t it adorable?”

Brady tried not to wince as Dash came up on his other side and inspected the drawing, then shot a look across at Harper.

“Seriously, isn’t it?” She gave him a puppy dog face, and Dash offered a slight eye roll.

“If by adorable you mean serious overkill, then sure. It’s absolutely that.”

“You know what?” Brady squared his shoulders as he picked up the crayon and made a few last strokes, then scooted his chair back from the table. “My rain check, my design.”

Without waiting for their reaction, he took the one quick step to Rachelle’s recliner and dropped on his knee to offer the paper to Grace, who tipped her head curiously at it, then up at her sister.

“What’s it say?” she whispered, and Rachelle covered her mouth with trembling fingers for a second before she answered.

“It says ‘Rain Check. To: Grace. From: Brady. For: One day of carrying you up to carpool, as soon as I’m feeling better.’” Her voice caught on the last words, and Brady looked up, suddenly afraid that in his attempt to make things right he’d somehow gone too far. Rachelle’s eyes were full of tears, but the corners of her lips fluttered upward, and she mouthed “thank you” before resting her head against her sister’s curls.

“Oh!” Grace lifted her gaze from the picture suddenly, her whole face alight. “It’s like rainy days and we can’t go to the park, but we can go later when it’s sunny! Except the rain”—she pointed to the crying raincloud filling the top left corner—“is sad when you’re sick, and the sun”—waving at the smiling sun opposite—“is happy when you’re better!”

“You’re right, Gracie-girl; it’s exactly like that.” Brady had to swallow hard against a lump in his throat. “So as soon as the rain in my head stops, I’ll carry you up one day. Okay?”

“Does it rain in your head for real?” Grace’s eyes flew wide, and Brady choked on a laugh as Rachelle gave a little watery chuckle. Harper didn’t even try to hide her giggle, and Dash huffed.

“Walked yourself right into that one. She’s nothing if not literal.”

“No, it doesn’t.” Brady sat back but kept his focus on Grace. “Although that probably wouldn’t be the weirdest thing you’ve seen around here, would it? My head just hurts really, really bad, and that’s what makes me sick. Kind of feels like a thunderstorm in there sometimes.”

As if on cue, a deafening clatter shook the room, sounding like a whole mess of marbles, silverware, and broken glass had been thrown on a tile floor. Brady clapped his hands to his ears, shaking in agony as the sound tore through his eardrums and clawed at his brain.

“Brady. Brady! It’s okay. Shh.” Rachelle’s voice struggled through the noise, trying to reach him, but it was someone else’s hand that awkwardly patted his shoulder. “Dash—no, Harper, can you get him some water? Brady, breathe. You’re okay. Just breathe.”

The hand pulled away, and a deeper shudder ran through Brady at the loss of even that weak crumb of comfort. After a few seconds, an even more hesitant hand barely rested against his back, the tremor that ran through it evident even in that lightest of touches.

“Here.” Warm fingers pried his arm away from his knees and pressed a cold glass into his hand, then helped him lift it to his mouth. Brady managed a sip, and the seizing pressure lessened its grip on his head. He gulped in a ragged breath and looked up to find Harper kneeling at his side, watching him worriedly, while Rachelle leaned over the arm of the recliner as though she had attempted to reach him even through her current imprisonment. When his eyes met hers, she let out a relieved breath and sank back, and Grace burrowed into her side, her thumb in her mouth again.

“What on earth, dude?” Dash’s voice stayed low, but it held a hint of worry, even as his hand jerked away from Brady’s back.

“What—was that?” Brady sucked in another breath through lungs that ached as he slowly straightened.

“What was what?” Dash still sounded entirely mystified, but Rachelle shook her head sympathetically.

“Trash bag dropping on the floor upstairs. We’ve all gotten used to it, but none of us has to deal with your hearing. That had to be excruciating.”

“Are you serious?” Brady took another drink of the water before resting his head in his hand with a sigh. “That’s all? I could have sworn it was at least two full cabinets worth of metal and glass that fell.”

“Wow. No wonder it got to you.” Harper offered something between a smile and a wince. “Guess you’ve found your occupational hazard, huh? Mine’s getting accidentally bumped into or stepped on, mostly. Dash’s is not paying attention to what’s around him before he reacts to something.”

“Meaning...” Brady’s brain was still struggling to catch up, but the conversation was definitely helping to ground him again.

“Meaning if you startle me into running into a wall, you will regret it. Capiche?”

“Got it.” Brady huffed out a breath of a laugh. “What’s yours, Rachelle?”

“If you knew how many things around here we’ve had to replace—or that now have permanent dents in them—you wouldn’t ask.” Rachelle’s smile deepened. “It’s way too easy to forget my own strength when I have it.”

Grace mumbled something incomprehensible behind her thumb, and Rachelle bent down to hear better.

“What was that, baby?”

“You throw things into the ceiling sometimes,” the little girl murmured, and Rachelle chuckled.

“Yes. Yes, I do. And listen, you don’t have to worry about Brady, okay? He hears sounds a lot louder than they are. That’s all that happened. He can also smell things and see things and feel things and taste things a lot better than everybody else too.”

“Can he hear me now?” Grace whispered at a volume he could probably have heard without any help, and Brady grinned.

“Sure can, Gracie-girl.” He chuckled as her eyes rounded. “I don’t know how it’s supposed to help anything yet, but yeah, that’s what I can do.” Brady finished the last of the water and let out a long breath. “Man. I almost—” He shook his head and swallowed hard. “No. That’s not true. I don’t—honestly think I’d rather have a migraine today. It’s just—really hard to get used to.”

“You are so not alone in that.” Harper took the empty glass and set it back on the table, then slipped into her chair again. “Don’t get me wrong; I love the invisible thing. But it was incredibly freaky the first couple of times. Give yourself a chance to get used to it. Don’t expect to fully love it overnight.”

“Yeah, same.” Dash’s gravelly voice was quieter than Brady had ever heard it. “It’s the best thing that’s happened to me in a long time, but I’d still give just about anything for an actual normal day sometimes.”

“I think you all know how I feel.” Rachelle’s soft, gentle words soaked into his heart like a soothing balm. “This was never what I wanted, but it’s what I’ve been given, and I do my best to be content. I’ll never tell anyone it’s not hard. But we’re here for you. Every one of us. As much as we can be for as long as we can be.” She gently stroked Grace’s hair as the little girl relaxed against her. “I still can’t help but think we’ve been brought here for a reason. And we’ll find it. All of us. Together.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 11


[image: image]


“Brady?”

“Hmm?” Brady pulled his eyes open and shook himself fully awake. He shot a look at Grace, curled up against the arm of the couch beside him, but she was completely engrossed in the fourth or fifth episode of her rescue dog show and didn’t seem to notice that he’d almost dozed off. Rachelle smiled over at him from the chair where she was still banished, although she’d let the footrest down after dinner.

“Don’t worry; she’s fine. You’ve got infinitely more patience for kids’ shows than some people she’s tried to rope into watching with her.”

Brady couldn’t help darting a glance across the room at Dash, and Rachelle chuckled.

“No, actually. He just puts something else on his earbuds and ignores it. Harper’s the one who complains.”

“Seriously?” A grin twitched at Brady’s lips as he looked over at the blue-haired girl, who currently lay with her bare feet propped on the back of a couch, a book in one hand, and the other arm curled around a shiny pillow stamped with a colorful illusion of a vortex that looked like it could swallow her at any minute.

“She can stand about an episode at a time, if it has any semblance of a plot. Her tolerance for pure slapstick is pretty low.”

“Make it stop...” Harper mumbled under her breath, and Brady barely stifled a snort.

“So.” Rachelle gently pulled his attention back. “Not to make you think too much about tomorrow, but when it hits, is there anything that helps, even a little bit? I don’t want you to go without—or to have to explain in the thick of it.”

“There’s really nothing.” Brady swallowed hard. “Noise down. Lights off. No strong smells. And no food—please don’t even ask. If you leave some water on the table, I’ll try to sip it, even if I can’t keep it down.”

“Any thoughts on electrolytes?”

“I don’t...think?” Brady wrinkled his forehead, trying to sort through the litany of things Mom and Eden had tried. “Just for hydrating, you mean? If you’ve got something that doesn’t taste like week-old, watered down Kool-Aid, I’m willing to give it a shot. Otherwise...” He shuddered.

“Got it.” Rachelle’s smile softened. “What else?”

Brady dropped his gaze and pretended to focus on Grace’s tablet, biting his lips together as a familiar pain burned in his chest.

“Brady?” Rachelle waited a moment for him to answer, then tried again. “Talk to me.”

“I wish I had something to give you.” The words came slowly, with an effort. “Something to give anyone that I could honestly say helped anything, so they wouldn’t sit around feeling bad that there’s nothing they can do.”

“Brady, no, that’s not what I’m asking.” The shift in Rachelle’s tone forced his eyes up to meet hers again. “I know that feeling. Believe me, I know. This isn’t about needing to feel useful. If the best we can do is stock you with water and shut the door, then that’s what we’ll do. It’s not—not really the migraine I’m asking about. But you. What makes things more bearable, when you can get it? Someone sitting with you? Complete isolation? Touch? No touch? An extra blanket? A favorite set of sheets?”

“Sheets, really?” A half-chuckle caught on the lump in his throat, and he blinked hard.

“Don’t. Laugh.” Dash’s voice rumbled the words in an ominous growl, and Brady clamped his lips shut to prevent even a smile from escaping.

“Let me ask it a different way.” Rachelle’s soft voice deftly sidestepped whatever land mine he’d just walked into. “If you were home tomorrow, what would Eden do that you’ve missed since you’ve been here? What have you wished she would do but never got the courage to ask? What do you tolerate for her sake but really just want her to stop? And what does she know better than to even try?”

It wasn’t like it was the first time he’d thought about Eden today. Or even the most vulnerable he’d been when it happened. But Rachelle’s persistent questions reminded him so much of Eden’s stubborn mantra—“I can’t make it better, Brady Ray, but I won’t let you fight it alone”— that tears suddenly flooded his eyes. He slammed them shut and drew a shaky breath, and the next instant, he felt the slight shift of the couch cushion as Grace turned toward him.

“Do I need to stop ‘cause your head hurts?”

The lump in his throat had grown to the size of a boulder, and Brady didn’t dare speak. He shook his head instead, trying desperately to gain enough control to reassure her without making a fool of himself in front of everyone. He heard Rachelle’s barely mouthed “it’s okay, baby,” but even his enhanced senses gave him only a second of warning before Grace launched herself from her corner and into his side, wrapping her arms around him and holding on like a little octopus.

Somehow that artless hug managed to pull him back from the brink, and he patted her back gently for a moment before whispering, “Thanks, Gracie-girl. I’m okay. Finish your show.”

Grace let go but snuggled closer as she turned back to her tablet, and Brady kept his eyes closed for a moment, trying to make sure the tears were in full retreat before he met anyone’s gaze again.

“You know you don’t—”

“Baseline understanding that you’re not asking and no one’s obligated.” Rachelle’s tone somehow blocked any further argument without losing a fraction of its gentleness, and the last of his resistance melted away.

“Eden would sit with me—not talk, but stay close—not all day, just when she could. She’d rub my back when things got really bad—but if you ever try it, you have to stop when I say. Sometimes it’s okay; sometimes I just can’t take it.”

“Understood.” There was nothing either flippant or condemning in the answer, and Brady pressed his eyes closed for a last second before raising them to meet hers again.

“Whatever you do, please don’t touch my head. My hair, anything. It helps for regular headaches sometimes. Not for migraines. At least not mine. And a cold washcloth? I know most people swear by it, but I guarantee it makes me worse. Can’t explain it. Might give in and try again if you push, but I will regret it.”

“Got it.” Rachelle nodded, and Brady lifted his gaze to the ceiling, pulled it back when it started to penetrate the floor above, then shook his head slowly.

“That’s—pretty much it. All I can think of anyway.”

“And the beds here aren’t a problem? You don’t have a special pillow you need, or any issues with the blankets?”

“I mean, I did bring a pillow. I don’t know that I actually need it—I’m sure the ones here are fine, but—” Honesty was one thing, but there was no way he was ready to confess just how threadbare the tag on that one particular pillow had become from his habit of rubbing it when the worst of the pain made him desperate for the smallest distraction.

“It’s upstairs?” Rachelle sat up straight, looking nearly ready to spring from her chair, and Brady raised an eyebrow.

“Unless they put my stuff in storage when they brought me down this morning, I guess. Where do you think you’re going?”

Her face scrunched in frustration, then she bent forward to see around him.

“We never got Brady’s stuff moved down here before my knee interrupted. Who’s available?”

“He’s a big boy, Midge. Pretty sure he can handle it,” Dash muttered, and Brady’s cheeks flamed, but before he could answer, Rachelle was speaking again.

“Like you and Harper did?”

“You gotta admit he’s not nearly as conspicuous wandering the halls with a suitcase as Harper would have been.”

“I don’t need—” Brady started, but a little snort from Harper cut him off.

“Oh, you’re months too late for that.” She stretched hard and sat up, slipping her feet into a pair of flip-flops. “We’re all sucked into Rachelle’s ‘all for one, one for all, nobody stands alone’ thing, like it or not. Dash is coming too; he just has to grumble about it first.”

“Seriously, I can—”

“Shut it, Owen,” Dash growled. “I’d rather face Harper’s bad cliches than Rachelle’s pitiful puppy eyes, that’s all. You coming, or you trust us not to swipe your stuff?”

“I—” Brady was halfway to his feet before the catch in the question hit him, leaving his mind scrambling for a response.

“Ignore him.” Rachelle gave a resigned sigh, and Harper laughed.

“Do better. Stick him with the heaviest bags. You’re part of the team now, so payback’s fair play. Let’s go.”

Brady could only shake his head as he threw a last glance back at Rachelle and Grace, then followed Harper and Dash out the door.
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“So how much stuff are we looking at?” Dash asked as they exited the elevator, and Brady sighed.

“Not that much. I don’t really need—”

“Quit.” Harper elbowed him in the side. “It’s a Rachelle ‘you’re family’ thing, not some primitive challenge to your manhood. Don’t be a drama queen.”

“Wait, you’re—” Brady swallowed the remaining words with an effort, and Dash choked on a snort and burst into a coughing fit. Harper turned and surveyed them with folded arms.

“If that’s an implication that I’m a drama queen, then I can go back to Rachelle and leave you two Neanderthals to club each other over the head or something.” She started to walk away with the requisite lofty tilt of her chin, then paused without looking back. “Where...am I going again?”

Brady chuckled and nodded in the direction of one of the side hallways as he passed her, and Dash cleared his throat with a last cough.

“‘Not that much’ says next to nothing, you know. Are we talking Harper showing up on a bus with a backpack? Or a pampered heiress with only one cart of luggage for the weekend?”

“Please.” Brady rolled his eyes. “We’re talking two suitcases and a duffle bag. That’s all. And half of it my sister insisted on. I haven’t even taken...most of it...” Without warning, the combined sounds and smells of the center suddenly crashed over him like a waterfall, and he had to grab the handrail along the wall to keep himself from crumpling, gasping for breath as he tried to pull his focus back.

“Brady?” Harper’s hand was on his arm, grounding him in the here and now, even if her voice didn’t hold quite the comforting steadiness of Rachelle’s. He blinked hard and tried to focus on her, to let the clicking shoes and beeping monitors and swirling scents of antiseptic and sickness fade to the background. Just her, the rail, the wall—

“How far to your room, Owen?” Somehow the terse question managed to shake his focus without making his senses spiral again, and the hallway sharpened in front of him.

“Two doors. Right.”

“Think you can get there? Harper, grab his arm.”

Somehow he was able to stumble the few steps down the hallway, his heightened senses still pressing uncomfortably close, and drop onto the bed, where he buried his face in his hands.

“Harper, door. Now you want to explain what’s going on?”

“No—idea.” Concentrating hard on one sense at a time, Brady was able to pull his awareness back from the worn threads of the hospital blanket, to narrow his vision to Dash sitting in front of him. “It hasn’t—felt like this since—morning.”

“Felt like what?” Dash pressed as Brady struggled for breath against the suffocating medley of smells.

“Should I call Rachelle?” Harper’s voice was barely audible in the cacophony, but Brady managed a shake of his head.

“No. Call Mattox,” Dash commanded without waiting for permission. “She created this mess; she needs to figure out what’s going on with it.”

Any response from Harper was drowned out by a child’s screams, and Brady gripped the bed hard and willed himself not to pass out as he tried to swallow the lingering taste of bile and vanilla yogurt. The sensations faded slowly, leaving only his hearing on overload, but when he tried to pull it back, the screaming only intensified. Harper’s low, urgent words from the corner became an indecipherable murmur, punctuated by the deep, sharp snap of whatever Dash was trying to say as the overwhelming cries claimed more and more of Brady’s attention.

He’d been able to focus on their words before. He’d always been able to focus on Rachelle’s. The same child’s cries had pressed on him at different times throughout the day—sometimes faint and whimpering, sometimes loud and anguished. They’d intensified when he let them, but never when he’d consciously tried to block them.

Lord, please! What’s it doing? Why isn’t it working?

The best he could do was hold onto the bed and try to force himself to breathe. The tenor of the buzz that was his actual surroundings shifted, but before he could try to identify the source, something changed in the scream that was holding him fast. Something high-pitched—breathless—struggling—

“No!” Brady sat up straight with a gasp as the sound began to retreat and the room around him snapped into focus again. Dr. Mattox jerked back just in time to keep his head from hitting her chin where she must have been bent over, trying to talk to him.

“Mr. Owen, can you please explain—”

“No!” Brady gulped air, trying to fight the creeping panic. “There has to be something! You have to help him!”

“Help who?” Dr. Mattox stared at him with intense eyes, as though she could somehow bore into his brain and figure out exactly what was happening there. Brady cast a desperate glance around the room, and his vision blurred and narrowed, just like when he’d pinpointed the doctor and Rachelle in the hall. The little boy was straining, gasping on the bed, his cries growing thinner and thinner. How was he supposed to—

A chart on the wall caught Brady’s attention, and he gritted his teeth and willed the words to focus.

“Lawson White. Room 1157. Please, do something! He can’t breathe! He’s—”

The doctor whirled on her heel so fast that her lab coat fanned him with its breeze, and the next instant the door slammed behind her, the echo fading into the choking squeaks of the little boy as they crashed in again.

God, please! Please help him! Why is this happening? What can I do?

Slowly, one at a time, other sounds began to penetrate. Beeping monitors. Hurrying footsteps. A strident voice barking out orders. Sounds from Lawson’s room, he realized dimly, and somehow the recognition that it was Dr. Mattox directing operations brought a bit of the breath back to his aching lungs. After a long, agonizing minute, something snapped in the tight, high-pitched whine, replaced with desperate but productive gasps for air, and Brady suddenly collapsed on the bed as his focus dissolved and slowly re-formed in his own room.

“You back with us?” Dash’s voice rasped as hard as ever, but there was no bite to it, and Brady allowed himself a few deep breaths before he answered.

“I—I think so.” He pushed himself up on the bed but had to grip the side again as the world spun around him.

“Whoa, take it slow. Really slow.” The bed shifted a little as Harper slid next to him. “That—whatever that was—did not look fun.”

“Yeah. It wasn’t.” Brady blinked hard and glanced around cautiously, half expecting his vision or his hearing to blur and crash in again. “It was like—almost like I felt when my senses turned on this morning, except—I couldn’t focus them. They almost—focused themselves.”

“On some kid in another room who couldn’t breathe.” Dash’s face was inscrutable, but Brady nodded.

“Yeah. Wouldn’t pull back when I tried. I guess I need more practice controlling it. Or something. Do yours get—weird at night like that?”

“Not really.” Harper shook her head slowly. “Taper off, maybe, but it’s early for that. I guess that’s assuming yours work exactly like the rest of ours, though. Who knows?”

“Oh, I am definitely getting answers from Mattox on this.” Dash crossed his arms, and his eyes narrowed. “There’s no way you’re going out in public if that could happen again. Even if you don’t get yourself killed, how are you supposed to explain that kind of reaction?”

“Easy.” Brady managed a weak laugh. “Bad headache. Not even a lie, either. I sure felt like it was about to explode for a minute there.”

“Yeah, well, we’re still getting answers.” The stubborn glint in Dash’s eye was oddly reassuring. “You ready to move back to the den, or you need to stay put for a while?”

“I haven’t even...” Brady waved a shaky hand at the room, and Harper hopped off the bed with a shrug.

“We got it. Just grabbed everything that didn’t look standard mostly, but you can sort that out later. Feel up to walking?”

“Think so.” Brady slid off the bed but had to hold onto it when his legs trembled under him.

“Starting again?” Dash nudged his wheelchair closer, and Brady shook his head with an effort.

“Not—not again, just—drained.”

“Totally get that.” Harper laid a hand on his arm. “This was rough. Need to use my shoulder?”

“Better idea.” Dash motioned her to the side and quickly maneuvered next to Brady. “Harper, take the suitcases and hand me the bag. You lean on the chair and try to at least look like you’re pushing it. Maybe we can get out of here before anything else happens.”

And between his utter exhaustion and the inexplicable desire to get back to the bed he’d only ever slept in once, Brady didn’t even try to argue.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 13
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Brady’s exhausted senses picked up the slow tap of shoes and what sounded like the squeak of a wheel in the hall, but his lack of energy far outweighed any hint of curiosity, and he didn’t even bother turning onto his other side. The door whispered open, and the sounds came closer, then a soft hand was on his arm, squeezing it with a tight but tremulous grip. How was it possible to have missed someone so deeply when you’d known them less than a day?

“You’re not supposed to be up.” He hadn’t meant it to be a whisper. Clearing his throat, Brady pried his eyes open and finally managed to turn his head far enough to see over his shoulder.

“I’m being careful.” Rachelle motioned to the rolling walker she was currently sitting on as her thumb gently stroked his arm. Brady was pretty sure walking all the way down the hall when her room was so much closer didn’t exactly fit the definition, but he didn’t feel like arguing the point, and after a minute, Rachelle continued talking softly. “Dr. Mattox came down, but I didn’t guess you felt up to her brand of explanations yet.”

“She had some?” The idea of answers felt like it deserved sitting up at least, but the best he could do was to roll the few inches onto his back so he didn’t have to keep straining his neck.

“Not many.” Rachelle sighed. “Mostly guesses. Theories. You were right; the little boy was in bad shape. They’d tried a new medicine, and he’s apparently allergic, but he’d been crying all day, and the nurses had pretty much tuned it out. Didn’t notice the difference.”

“He’s all right?”

“Yes, they caught it in time. Well, you caught it. They know not to try that treatment again.”

“Not like I deserve credit. I wasn’t even controlling it.”

“I know.” The pressure of Rachelle’s hand tightened again. “Dr. Mattox’s going hypothesis is that your senses picked up on some miniscule change in the atmosphere, like the way some animals can sniff out cancer and things, and then they zeroed in hard on the source.”

It was a plausible theory, as far as he could tell—at least if you started from the premise that any of this actually worked in the first place. But something in her tone made his brow furrow just a little.

“You have a better idea?”

“Not one you could write up in a lab report.” Rachelle gave a quick little shake of her head. “I just...” She trailed off and raised her eyes to the ceiling for a moment before she looked back down at him. “I can’t help thinking there’s more to it, Brady. God put you here for a reason. And maybe...maybe this is part of it.”

“That’s—” Brady paused and swallowed hard. “That’s a lot to think about.”

“I know. And you’re tired tonight—no wonder. Don’t worry about it. If there’s something more to all this—well, it’s obvious you don’t have to look for it. He knows where to find you.”

“Guess so.” Brady closed his eyes, pulled in a deep breath, and let it out slowly before he met her gaze again. “How bad did I freak everyone out?”

“They’re fine.” Rachelle smiled softly. “And they get it. Dash is only a bulldog because he worries—not that he’d admit it. How are you doing? You’ve probably got a truckload of adrenaline working out of your system, huh?”

“Didn’t know it was possible to be so spent and still so keyed up at the same time.” He tried to return the smile, but the corners of his lips quivered, and Rachelle’s eyes clouded with sympathy.

“I should’ve come sooner. I hoped you were sleeping.”

“Don’t. You didn’t have to come at all. It’s not—”

“Shhh.” Rachelle reached to brush a stray piece of hair from his forehead with a feather-light touch. “I won’t feel bad that I wasn’t here before if you don’t feel bad that I’m here now. Fair?”

“I can live with that,” Brady mumbled. Somehow just having her close was draining the tension and pulling his eyelids down. They were nearly shut when someone tapped at the door and he realized with a little start that this time he hadn’t heard footsteps in the hall. What scientific explanation would the doctor have for the fact that Rachelle seemed to focus his senses better than he could do it consciously? On second thought, maybe he didn’t want to know.

Rachelle offered a quiet “come in” but thankfully didn’t try to stand, and the brighter light from the hallway gave a glow to Harper’s blue hair as she cautiously poked her head in.

“Dash and I offered to do the story and toothbrush bit, but she wants to say goodnight to Brady.”

Brady managed a tiny nod, and Harper pushed the door wide enough to admit Dash’s wheelchair, including Grace, perched on his lap with her thumb in her mouth.

“Come here, baby.” Rachelle nodded toward the bed. “Brady’s okay—just tired.”

Fighting against the ridiculous weakness, Brady scooted himself up just a tiny bit on the pillows and stretched out an arm, and Grace scrambled from her seat and onto the bed, wrapping her arms around him and burying her face in his neck.

“Hey, Gracie-girl.” He patted her back gently, searching for something he could say to reassure her. He was okay? Rachelle had covered that. This was normal? Even a little kid would see through the lie. He’d be better in the morning? Not if everyone else’s pattern held.

“Want a hero story tonight, baby?” Rachelle’s question rescued his floundering mind, and Grace wriggled her head around to face her.

“Can Brady hear too?”

“Absolutely Brady can hear.” Rachelle leaned back against the walker, and Brady noted from the corners of his eyes that neither Harper nor Dash moved to leave the room. Grace nestled into the crook of his arm with her gaze fixed on her sister, and Rachelle’s voice took on a soft, proud note as she began.

“Once upon a time, there was a little boy who was very, very sick. His family wanted to make him better, but nothing they tried helped. So they took him to doctors—lots of them—better and better ones, only none of the doctors could help him either. But they kept trying and kept trying, and one day they heard of a medical center where a doctor was trying new things that no one had done before.”

“Like here,” Grace whispered.

“Yes, exactly like here. So they came to the center, and the doctors tried more things, but the little boy was still sick—so sick that he cried and cried and cried. And everyone wanted to make him better, but they didn’t know how, so they kept trying more and more, but what they didn’t know was that one of the medicines they thought might help actually made him sicker.”

“Oh, no!” Grace gave a little gasp, and Brady’s heart warmed as her arms tightened around him.

“Oh, yes.” Rachelle nodded solemnly. “But God was watching out for the little boy, and He’d put a hero right there in the center—a hero who could hear when the little boy’s crying got sicker and sicker, even when the nurses couldn’t. And because the hero knew what it felt like to be sick and sad and wanted the little boy to get better, he told the doctor what was wrong, and the doctor got a new medicine to take the old one away and make him better again.”

“Is he all better now?” Grace asked, and Rachelle’s answering smile was tinged with sadness.

“He’s better than he was before he started the medicine, for sure. He’s not all better yet, but the doctors are still trying, and now they know what not to give him that will make him worse. Thanks to God and the hero He put here today.”

“I knew it was here.” Grace hummed happily as she turned and nestled her head against Brady’s neck again, then leaned up to whisper in his ear. “I’m glad you’re a hero, Brady.”

“How did you—” The lump in his throat choked his words, and Grace giggled.

“Cause we live in a place with lots of doctors, and you can hear everything!” She pushed herself up on the bed to survey him thoughtfully. “Does being a hero make you tired?”

“I guess so. Kind of funny, huh?” Brady offered her a wobbly smile, and Grace nodded solemnly.

“Then you need to go to sleep. And I’m gonna make you a hero picture for when you get better!”

“You need to go to bed too, Grace,” Rachelle warned softly, and Grace sighed.

“I know. I’m gonna draw it tomorrow. I draw lots of hero pictures at school. My teacher thinks it’s funny, cause I don’t tell her they’re real.” The little girl flashed Brady a mischievous grin and then scooted off the bed and back onto Dash’s lap with a yawn. “Night, Brady.”

“Night, Gracie-girl.” The words wavered, and Rachelle reached over to squeeze his hand.

“Can you let Dash and Harper get you ready tonight, baby? I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“After Brady’s asleep?” Grace asked the question as if it were the most natural thing in the world, and Rachelle nodded.

“Probably. Or close to it. Even heroes need taking care of sometimes.”

“Uh huh. Lots of times.”

Brady couldn’t help thinking her experience of superheroes was a bit skewed, but he couldn’t argue with her perspective. And yet with all his limits, she and Rachelle and even Harper and Dash saw something of value—something to be cared for—something worth the effort they’d put forth to bring him into the team.

Dear Eden... The message began to compose itself in his mind as he let his eyes drift closed. I’m still not sure what exactly God’s planned for me here, but I’m going to stick around a while and find out. Oh, and I’m starting to make friends. I think you’d like them...
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