
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Chronic Warrior Chronicles

Episode 3

Team Up

––––––––

Angie Thompson

––––––––

Quiet Waters Press

Lynchburg, Virginia



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To anyone who's buried their heart from fear of being hurt again








You are needed, and you are loved!








Thanks to everyone who's followed along with the story, and especially Skylar, Nate, and Joshua for becoming such a big part of my fan club!
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“So, how are you and Josh doing?” Brady adjusted his head against the arm of the couch as he watched his sister’s face on his tablet, thankful beyond measure for a good enough evening when she was also free.

“Should you still be looking at a screen? What time is it there?” Eden’s eyebrows pinched together, and her lips disappeared between her teeth in the worried look he knew all too well.

“Same time it is for you, Eden.” Brady allowed himself a very small eye roll. “Still Eastern. And even if it was Central, I’d be an hour earlier, not later. Besides, I’m doing okay at the moment.”

“And I want you to keep doing okay as long as possible. Pretend it’s an audio call for a while, so your eyes don’t get too tired?”

“Fine.” Brady sighed. “You want a view of the ceiling or the back of the couch?”

“I’m not picky.” The smile came through in Eden’s voice even after he’d laid the tablet next to him. “I’m just glad to talk to you.”

“Yeah. So why are you avoiding my question?” Brady attempted to put as much raised eyebrow as possible into his own voice, wondering if it would work better at a distance than it usually did in person.

“I’m not avoiding anything, goofball.” Eden’s tone stayed light—too light—and putting the question aside with a laugh was one of her favorite deflection tactics. Brady’s jaw tensed reflexively, and he forced it to relax before the strain could spread.

“So why haven’t you told me how you’re actually doing, Edie? And I mean how, not what. You wouldn’t let me get away with it for a second, and you know it. And why have you shut down every mention of Josh? Don’t tell me y’all are fighting.”

“We’re not fighting.” Her voice trembled just the tiniest bit, and Brady kept his mouth shut, knowing the crack had started and silence would finish the rest. It took a moment, but his instinct was confirmed when Eden took a shaky breath. “He...he asked me to marry him.”

“Wait, today?” Brady scrambled to get the tablet back into his line of vision, and Eden sniffed.

“A week ago Sunday.”

“Edie―” He had to stop and swallow a lump in his throat before any more words would come. “I know I’m not—always the easiest to reach, but—you couldn’t shoot me a text to say you’re engaged?”

“I haven’t answered him yet, Brady.” The words wavered, but when he finally got the tablet in place again, she had turned her head so only her ear and a corner of her hair was visible.

“Eden...” Brady paused for a moment and closed his eyes, praying for the words to say. The last thing he wanted to do was pressure her to live out a fantasy he’d created, but if he’d imagined the chemistry between them, Harper might have unexpected competition in the romance business. Obviously his instincts couldn’t have been that far off, if Josh had gotten as far as a proposal, but there was only one person he could think of that Eden might care enough to hesitate for, and the thought jerked a cold knot in his stomach. He drew a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to keep his voice as neutral as possible. “So...that list you wrote when you were twelve—loves God; loves me; wants kids; makes me laugh; lets me get pie instead of ice cream for dessert―”

“Brady Ray Owen, Momma told you to bury that list so deep in your brain you’d never find it again!” Eden was facing the camera again, her expression the perfect mix of shock and embarrassment with a touch of fury that he’d elicited too many times growing up.

“Blame it on how many times my brain’s been scrambled?” Brady let one corner of his lips turn up, then sobered again when Eden looked away. “That’s it, isn’t it? It’s me you’re worried about. What happens if you get married and go off—somewhere—to build yourself a life”—he’d come way too close to referencing the missions conversation she still didn’t know he’d overheard—“and I end up needing help again. That’s what you’re afraid of.”

Eden dropped her head, but the sound of her uneven breathing told him he’d hit the nail pretty close.

“Momma left you to me, little brother. I can’t just fold that up and dump it in the Goodwill bin. You said these treatments are only giving you a day’s relief every couple weeks. What if that quits? What if the funding dries up? What if you need a place to come back to...” She sucked in a shaky breath and finished in a whisper. “...and I’m not here?”

“Edie―” Brady’s voice cracked despite his best efforts, and he sent up another silent, desperate prayer. Telling her he’d come all the way out here specifically to give her this chance wouldn’t help; if anything, it’d probably make her feel worse. Even displaying how much it hurt him to see her life ticking by without anything to show for it would probably do more harm than good. But there was so much more at stake here than just the two of them, or even the three of them. A measure of peace crept back into his heart at the thought, and he cleared his throat and focused on Eden again. “Have you prayed about it?”

Eden’s eyes flicked up to him, then away, and he could hear her hard swallow through the tablet.

“Not...yet.”

“Scared?” He waited a second to let the word sink in before continuing. “What are you more afraid of, Edie? That God’ll tell you not to marry the guy that’s stuck by us when most people gave up? Or that He’ll tell you this is His open door and you need to trust Him to take care of me while you walk where He’s leading you?”

Eden’s head went down on her hand, and Brady gave her a minute before speaking again.

“Hang up with me and go talk with God, huh? And trust His answer, okay? Then talk to Josh and let me know how it goes. Can we pray together first though?”

Eden sniffed and nodded, and Brady closed his eyes, wishing he could reach out and hold her hand.

“Lord, you know Eden’s hurting and scared right now. She’s done so much for me my whole life, and I know it’s hard for her to let go of that, even though she knows You’re in control. Please, would You help her see what You want from her right now? And help Josh see too. Lead them both—lead us all—in Your way. Amen.”

“Amen.” Eden’s whisper was choked, and Brady had to blink back moisture in his own eyes.

“Love you, big sis.”

“Love you too.” Eden gave up on her attempts to wipe her cheeks and offered him a wobbly, broken smile before the picture cut off, and Brady laid his head back and let his own emotions come.

He’d always hated the way his migraines affected his family, as much as he appreciated their care. But the thought that Eden would consider sacrificing her future with Josh and even her calling from God just to protect him shook him to his core. And leaving her stuck in the past while he kept moving in the direction God seemed to be calling him to—the idea was like a gut punch. Okay, so maybe he did understand her perspective a little. Brady threw an arm over his eyes and sent up another fervent prayer that God would help both of them to be faithful.

“Hey.” Rachelle’s voice was slightly strained and quieter than her usual soft tone. “You okay?”

Brady twisted his head around to see her pain-clouded eyes watching him from her fully reclined position in her chair.

“Sorry, did I wake you up?” He pushed up on an elbow, wincing as his head protested the change.

“No, you’re fine.” She attempted a smile, but Brady could tell her latest flare hadn’t lessened at all. “Is Eden okay?”

“I hope so.” Brady groaned and sat up, leaning against the back of the couch with his hands on his head. “She’s scared. Not that I blame her. I just pray she can let go and trust God.”

“It’s hard.” Rachelle gave a tiny, painful nod. “I’ll pray for her too.”

“Thanks.” Brady let out a long breath and glanced down at Harper, who had apparently either paused her stretching exercises or just remained lying on the floor after finishing them. “You comfortable?”

“Enough.” Harper shrugged. “Just not hugely motivated to move yet. So your sister’s not engaged?”

“It’s—complicated.” Brady sighed. “I think she will be soon. She just hasn’t figured out how to turn off big sister mode yet.”

“You and Rachelle make it sound so nice.” Harper gave a little discontented huff as she stretched her arms behind her head. “The only siblings I ever knew used to fight and scream like anything. I was pretty glad I didn’t have any to drag around from place to place. But then I listen to you guys and kind of feel like I missed out, you know?”

“I mean, I won’t pretend we haven’t had our moments.” Brady pressed his lips together, trying not to wince at how badly her experience had warped her perspective. “But I don’t know anybody else who’d have stuck with me through the last few years the way she did.”

Something hit the wall with a smack, and Brady jumped as sudden pain shot through his head. He jerked his eyes up to find Dash glaring at the wall—or possibly just toward it at nothing in particular—while the ball he’d been intermittently rubbing, squeezing, and passing back and forth between his hands bounced and rolled across the floor toward Harper.

“You good?” Harper reached languidly up to stop the ball, and Dash answered with a grunt that was more of a growl.

“Not helping anything anyway.” He jerked his chair around and headed for the door without sparing any of them another glance. “One of you take point for Mini-Midge. I’m resting up for tomorrow.”

Rachelle lifted her head a little and parted her lips as if she wanted to say something, but then both her lips and her eyes pressed shut as she lay back again and tried to hold in a moan.

“You okay?” Brady watched her worriedly, unconvinced by her soft hum of assent. “Want me to drag him back here?”

“No.” Rachelle took a deep breath, then rolled her head a little to meet his eyes. “Give him space. What time is it?”

“Close enough.” Brady glanced down at Harper, who somehow managed to roll onto her side and pillow her head on her fist without appearing any more ready to move than when she’d been lying on her back.

“You want me to go?”

Brady couldn’t tell if the tired-child look was a physical reality or a practiced facade, but he knew better than to pass judgment on conditions he couldn’t see. Steeling himself against the muted stabs telling him he had just as much right to stay put as Harper, he shoved himself off the couch.

“Nope, I’ll get her. Can you just try to find where you put the graduation cow after we signed it?”

“Tell Shavonne thank you again for being willing...” Rachelle’s voice trailed off as though at a loss for more ways to express her gratitude. He knew it had killed her to miss Grace’s kindergarten graduation, even if she’d buried her own disappointment to pour all her limited energy into making other arrangements.

“I will. You rest and prepare for the tidal wave.” Brady paused long enough to lean over and gently brush her hand before heading for the elevator.
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Please, not today. Please, not today.

The words pounded an endless rhythm in Brady’s head, the same one they’d repeated since he’d woken up just after two with a burning ache snaking into the back of his skull and a storm that was only half dread churning his stomach.

Please, God.

He’d known it was a losing battle from that first awful moment, but the sliver of his mind that wasn’t consumed by pain still held stubbornly to the husk of an empty hope. Or maybe it was faith? Yeah, who did he think he was kidding? The words were a prayer, without question, but they were born entirely of desperation, not trust.

He couldn’t be sick—at least, this sick. Not today. He couldn’t. Rachelle was still barely moving, and now Grace was home for the summer. He’d hoped to take care of her today, even if it meant keeping an eye on her across the room when his migraine inevitably kicked up. Yesterday had been too good; he’d known it wouldn’t last, but he hadn’t thought reality would hit so hard or so fast.

Was it his own fault somehow? He’d tried to be careful, but had he stared at a screen too long talking with Eden? Stayed up too late listening to Grace’s meandering account of her evening? Misjudged not needing his sunglasses in the bit of twilight left when he’d picked her up?

It was a fruitless exercise, and he knew it. He’d never been able to connect more than a third of his migraines to any definite cause. And even following every restriction perfectly never guaranteed a good day, even if breaking them could guarantee a bad one.

Lord, I’ll take not great. I’ll even take pretty bad. Can’t the really bad hold off for just one more day?

Bile and guilt surged in his throat, and Brady swallowed desperately as the real reason for his struggle pressed in. Of course he wanted to help Rachelle, but she’d managed without him for going on two years, so she’d find a way to cope. And it was always difficult to have a day’s plans slashed without warning, but he had missed more important events than this and had always been able to deal. But Dash had scheduled today nearly a week in advance, and Brady was not ready to face what his reaction would be if the team’s acknowledged rookie attempted to horn in on his day in the sun.
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