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    To everyone who keeps trying, even when the world slaps you down 

 

Your courage is needed, and your example is treasured! 

 

Continued thanks to everyone whose love for this series has kept me going when the realization of just what I committed to gets a little overwhelming. Thank you for giving me the motivation to stick with it!
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“You know―” Rachelle cut off with a slight grunt and a deep breath. “I’m going to be really upset if I’ve gone to all this work and someone comes and steals the stuff before the families can get it.”

“You got scavengers circling already?” Dash’s eyes narrowed just a fraction, and he leaned forward in his wheelchair, as if there was anything he or any of the rest of the team could do about it if they were.

“Not yet. Not that I’ve noticed. It’s just—looking at it all spread out—the thought of leaving it all night―”

“You can’t stay out all night to guard it.” Brady let a hint of warning slide into his voice, and Rachelle sighed.

“I know. Not saying I wouldn’t be tempted if I thought I had any chance of stretching it a few extra hours, though.”

“Seriously?” A chuckle slipped from Brady’s lips, and he gave up trying to hold his sober tone. “You don’t think you’d look suspicious out there, patrolling a lot full of random junk all night?”

“Put me in all black with a mask, and they’ll never see what hit ’em.”

Car laughed appreciatively from wherever she was parked, and Brady turned to Dash with both eyebrows raised.

“Did she just―”

“Threaten to go vigilante?” Dash’s snort held more than a hint of amusement. “Yeah, pretty sure she did.”

“And if you were the one that just spent hours combing through a half-burned building for anything salvageable, you’d be tempted too.” Rachelle huffed. “There’s got to be a way of securing this stuff, just for the night. Think there’s any chance the police would come?”

“They’d probably be more interested in figuring out who’d been poking around in a condemned structure.”

“I know, I know.”

A small hand on Brady’s arm jerked his attention away from anything else Rachelle might have added, and he smiled over at Grace, who stood in her nightgown and wet hair with her head cocked to the side, waiting.

“Hey, Gracie-girl. Ready for bed?”

“Is Ellie almost done?” Grace rubbed her lip with her thumb but kept it outside her mouth, and Brady’s smile softened.

“Let me see. Chelle, you know how much you’ve got left? Just for planning purposes?”

“Probably half an hour at least. Can I talk to her a second?”

Brady pulled out his earpiece and held it up to Grace, and the little girl chewed on her fingernail for a few seconds before giggling.

“Okay. Can you tell me a story tomorrow?”

He couldn’t hear Rachelle’s response, but Grace’s smile widened, and she nodded in satisfaction.

“Okay. I love you too.”

She pulled away from the earpiece, and Brady fitted it back in his own ear before focusing on Grace again.

“Ready for bed, then?”

“Uh huh. Except Harper’s asleep.”

“She’s what?” Brady’s mind had somehow missed the fact that Harper hadn’t reappeared with Grace after overseeing her bath, and he shot a quick glance around the room to make sure he hadn’t missed her.

“She falled asleep on my bed.” Grace leaned in to whisper it as though it were a deep secret, and Brady coughed to cover a laugh.

“She’s about due for another blood draw, right?”

“Pretty soon,” Rachelle answered at the same instant that Dash chimed in with “tomorrow.”

“Not that anyone’s keeping tabs.” Brady grinned, ignoring the glare Dash aimed at the side of his head. “Either way, somebody should wake her up and send her to her own room unless Grace likes sleeping in an igloo.” He levered himself off the couch and held out a hand. “Ready for bed, baby girl?”

“Hmm?” Marcus stirred in the recliner next to the door, and Brady started at the reminder that the teen had been there the whole time.

“Wasn’t talking to you. Maybe I should’ve been, though.” He pursed his lips thoughtfully as he studied Marcus’s heavy eyes. “You okay? Not like you to be that quiet.”

“Just tired.” Marcus stretched and rubbed at his chest with a weak cough, and Brady’s instinct immediately went on high alert.

“Sure that’s all?”

“Mmm...not totally.” Marcus winced a little as he twisted in his chair and squinted up at Brady. “It’s not an attack. Might be heading toward one. Can’t tell.”

“Need your inhaler?”

“Used it already. Three times today.” Marcus blew out a weary sigh, and Brady frowned.

“Anything else we can do?”

“Not really. It’ll get better or it’ll get worse. That’s pretty much it.”

“Take it easy, Marcus.” Rachelle’s voice was soft over the earpiece. “Why don’t you turn in early tonight? It sounds like you could use it.”

“Yeah.” Marcus’s lack of protest might have been the most worrying sign yet, given that he normally had to be pried out of his chair if there was anyone else left in the den. He leaned forward as if preparing to stand but only ended up bent over with his head resting on his arms.

“Gracie-girl, wait for me just a minute, okay? Come on, bud; let’s get you settled.” He gently gripped Marcus’s arm and helped him to his feet, then steadied him as he stood.

“Fine. I’ll wake Harper up, or we’ll be here all night.” Dash didn’t even attempt to make his growl more than half convincing, and Brady nodded.

“Thanks. Gracie-girl, go on and climb into your bed after Harper gets off of it. I’ll come tuck you in in a couple minutes, okay?”

“Okay,” Grace whispered at the same instant Rachelle breathed “thank you” into his ear.

“Don’t worry, we got this. Come on, Marcus—lean on me if you have to.”

Marcus didn’t answer, but he did let some of his weight rest against Brady as they made their way down the hall to the farthest rooms.

“You want me to get the doctor?” Brady lingered by the door after Marcus was settled in bed, and the boy shook his head with a rueful smile.

“Not anything yet but a ‘might be.’ You know how that goes.”

“Just don’t wait too long, okay? If it gets worse, hit the button. Rachelle, can you make sure it’s set to go to my phone, not yours?”

“I will. And you should take the earpiece out, Marcus. I don’t want to wake you up if I drop a TV or something.”

“I’m really glad you got to do that,” Marcus murmured, and Rachelle hummed her agreement.

“You and Dash did the most important work. I can’t salvage all of their stuff, but at least it’s something small I can give. Now, go to sleep, all right? Brady, make sure you take his earpiece.”

Marcus rolled his half-open eyes, but he pulled the earpiece and held it out, and Brady took it, then hesitated.

“I almost want you to keep this, just so I can keep an ear on you tonight.”

“Better not.” Marcus’s voice was low enough that Rachelle couldn’t possibly have heard it, but her response followed it up without missing a beat.

“Don’t you dare. If you stay up all night listening, you won’t be any good for anyone tomorrow. You’d better promise me you’ll sleep too, or I’ll leave the rest of this and come sit on you.”

“She’d do it too,” Harper’s sleepy voice mumbled, and Brady breathed out a chuckle and raised his hands in surrender.

“Okay, I give. To all of you. Marcus, keep that button close, and don’t hesitate to use it if you need it. Harper, are you still in Grace’s room?”

“Not anymore. She’s waiting on you. How long was I out?”

“Not very.” Dash’s answer was almost lost in Harper’s yawn, and Brady shook his head as he slipped from Marcus’s room, leaving the door cracked behind him.

“You should go to bed too, Harper. For real this time.”

“Midge heading back yet?” Harper was leaning against her door frame as he passed in the hall, and Brady shook his head, but Rachelle answered first.

“Pretty soon. If I can figure out how to keep all this stuff safe overnight without posting a guard dog.”

“How long would it take you to put up a fence?” Harper yawned again, but Brady couldn’t help admiring the way her mind could still work logistics, even half-asleep.

“Probably doable. If we can buy one anywhere near here.”

“You doubt my skills?” Car chimed in with mock offense, and Rachelle laughed.

“Not for a moment. But where do I leave the key?”

“Drop it at the property manager’s, with a note that you’ll go to the news if they don’t get the stuff to the residents,” Dash put in, and Harper hummed her agreement.

“Not bad. I’ll try it. You guys don’t wait up for me.”

“No chance,” Brady murmured under his breath as he pulled Grace’s covers closer around her, and Dash’s scoff sounded just half a second later.

“I mean it, though. I can handle the fence, but I’ll be late. The last thing I want is for you to be out of commission tomorrow.”

“Rachelle,” Brady started, but Dash cut him off.

“Give me a break, Owen. If the kid’s really working up to an attack, somebody’s got to handle him. You go to bed; I’ll plant myself till she gets back.”

“Dash―” Rachelle started, but Brady cut her off softly as a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

“Fair, Chelle. If we’re all looking out for each other, that means you too. I’ll turn in early and get what sleep I can if you let Dash stay up.”

“Not sure how she stops me.” Dash’s raised chin was evident in his voice, and Rachelle sighed softly.

“All right. Only Dash. And you’ll go rest as soon as you’re done with Grace?”

“Promise. You just finish up and get back here. We’ll work it all out—together.”
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Brady woke to the uncanny sensation of a vibrating fog, so far outside his normal range of awareness that he couldn’t place it at first, though the wave of dizziness when he jerked his head off the pillow was reassuringly normal. He took a deep breath, and both feelings faded a little, but then his arm began to vibrate again, and a dawning awareness crept in as he fished groggily under his pillow for his phone. But the second the screen swam into focus, Brady’s mind jolted into full alertness, and he almost dove for the open door and across the hall into Marcus’s room.

The sight that met him squeezed his heart hard enough to cause a physical ache. Marcus sat almost fully propped up in his bed, sucking in tight, wheezing gasps of air, his lips unnaturally gray in the dim light from the lamp. His inhaler lay out of his reach near the foot of the bed, and Brady grabbed for it, but Marcus shook his head painfully.

“T-tried. Not—w-w-ork―” His words cut off with a rasping cough, and Brady squeezed his hand hard.

“Get the doctor?”

Marcus managed a weak nod, and Brady skidded down the hall and barely stopped himself from pounding on Dr. Mattox’s door, mindful barely in time of the rest of the den’s sleeping occupants. The seconds before she answered his more controlled tap stretched achingly long, but she needed almost no explanation before pushing past him and disappearing through the door to the lab.

Brady returned to Marcus’s bedside, rubbing his arm in a repetitive motion that he hoped was soothing as the younger boy continued to fight for breath. It was agonizing watching him struggle this way, as though he was slowly drowning in the middle of dry land. Brady alternated between silent prayers and whispered, weak assurances, but finally Dr. Mattox was there, injecting the sedative and then the experimental serum before stepping back and watching critically as Marcus’s breathing began ever so slowly to even out.

“He still sounds pretty rough.” Brady attempted to search the doctor’s inscrutable expression as she started past him toward the door, and her eyebrow raised a little, but she shook her head.

“It doesn’t switch on and off like a light bulb. Most of you just don’t notice the gradual progression because your outward signs are masked in sleep. Unless his proves to work differently than the rest, which is always possible but doesn’t seem indicated yet. If you want to stay awake and make sure of it, be my guest.”

“How about I stay and make sure he doesn’t bring the building down on top of us? You know, in case those super-absorbent ceiling panels aren’t rated for a Cat 5.”

“Suit yourself.” The doctor shrugged, but a hint of a smile played at the edge of her mouth, and she didn’t offer any additional commentary before disappearing down the hall again.

Brady propped his elbows on the bed and allowed his head to rest in his hands as it grew heavier and heavier. As promised, Marcus’s respirations continued to grow slower and stronger, and Brady gradually let his eyes drift closed.

He hadn’t realized he’d actually fallen asleep until he was abruptly woken by a wild gust of air that nearly knocked him off his seat as it ricocheted around the room. Brady fought through the dizzying sensation and reached to grip Marcus’s arm, which tensed and then almost immediately relaxed under his grasp.
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