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    To anyone who's refused to give up on a family member or friend just because things got hard

 

 

You are treasured more than you know!

 

 

Thanks to all the readers who have continued to follow along with me through this wild journey, and especially to all those who fell in love with Marcus right away and let me know it!
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“Does it feel...unusually quiet to any of you?”

Brady Owen rolled onto his side, allowed his head a few seconds to adjust to the slight change in position, then carefully propped it up to survey the other occupants of the room.

Rachelle Rivera sat in her usual recliner next to his couch, one foot tucked up under her with her laptop balanced on her knee as she rocked gently side to side with the other. Harper Peterson lay on one of the couches along the back wall, still apparently sleeping with her blue hair falling over her closed eyes. Dash—he’d still somehow never gotten the guy’s real name—sat in his wheelchair near the couch opposite Brady, possibly listening to something on his tablet, although he appeared to be idly staring at the wall. Surprisingly, his rasping voice was also the first to answer.

“Not more than normal. Probably just missing monster-breath.” The shadow of a smirk twisted the corner of his mouth for a second. “Hey, Midge, her school still looking for parent helpers?”

“Very funny.” Brady resisted the urge to roll his eyes even as a soft pang shot through his heart. Of course he wasn’t Grace’s parent, or even a sibling and guardian like Rachelle, but he’d have given a lot to be able to volunteer consistently anywhere, let alone be able to show the little girl just how much she’d come to mean to him in the six months or so since he’d joined them. But most days his head couldn’t stand the effort of sorting through a donation bin, let alone dealing with the chaos of a classroom full of six-year-olds, so no matter how the idea called to him, there was no use thinking about it. “Besides, she’s been back for a month. Doesn’t explain why today feels quiet. And don’t tell me it’s Harper being asleep. I’m used to her naps, and that’s not what I’m talking about.”

“Doubt you even know what you’re talking about,” Dash muttered, and Brady sighed as he turned his gaze back to Rachelle.

He’d expected her to brush off the observation—though of course more gently and sympathetically than Dash—but he wasn’t prepared for the hint of a frown that creased her forehead as she closed her laptop and traced her finger absently over the inlaid logo.

“I thought it was just me. Or maybe I’m kidding myself that randomly moving files around keeps up the illusion that I’m working, even if you’re just listening to me type. But it does feel—maybe not even quiet, exactly. Just...” She broke off, searching for a word, but it was Brady who found the answer after a few seconds.

“Waiting.”

“Mm-hm. That’s closer.” Rachelle nodded, and Dash huffed.

“What is this, some sort of group psychosis or something? What do you even think you’re waiting for, and if you don’t know, how can you be waiting for it?”

“No idea.” Brady offered a slight shrug, and Dash lifted his eyes in the closest approximation of a roll he could manage.

“Who are we waiting for?” The question was mumbled in Harper’s barely awake voice, and Brady cut his eyes over a little too quickly. His vision cleared in time to see her puff a portion of the curtain of hair off her face and prop herself up a little farther on her pillow, her expression radiating curiosity and interest despite her still sleepy appearance.

“Nobody knows, as far as I can tell. Maybe you can get it out of them.” Dash cocked an eyebrow in her direction, and Rachelle sighed as Harper slid onto her elbow.

“There’s nothing to get, Harper. Brady just said it’s quiet today, and I agreed. Haven’t you ever had a feeling you just couldn’t put your finger on? That’s all this is, really. Things just feel—still. Kind of like―”

“Like the calm before the storm,” Brady offered, and Harper’s eyes sparkled suddenly.

“Oooh, are you finishing each other’s sentences now? That is exceptionally cute.” She didn’t even try to hide her giggle, and Brady’s cheeks warmed so perceptibly that he didn’t dare look back at Rachelle.

“Really? That’s all you’ve got?” Dash’s tone was mildly disgusted, and Brady blessed him for it even as he hoped hard that Harper would be willing to return to the earlier topic.

“I mean, I don’t know. Maybe it is quiet. I’ve been sleeping. Sure you don’t have some remnant of your super-hearing telling you there’s some normal noise that’s missing?”

“It’s been what—a week? Besides, I’m pretty sure that would make things louder, not quieter. And what kind of noise do you think I’d be missing?”

Harper hummed something in the general rhythm of an “I don’t know,” but she sat up fully on the couch and slipped her feet into her flipflops with a yawn.

“Twenty questions? I assume you went over the obvious, like munchkin voices and my sparkling personality.” She batted her eyelashes rapidly, then snickered at Brady’s unamused look. “Fine. Did the cleaning crew go on strike? That would affect noise levels pretty drastically.”

“You sure?” Dash’s eyebrow lifted as high as he could raise it. “Feels like the furious phone calls would probably more than make up for it—especially being on a level with Mattox.”

“Hmm.” Harper pushed herself up to standing and shuffled across the common to the cupboard that held her energy bars. “Maybe we lost a particularly loud patient upstairs?”

Rachelle’s partially open mouth snapped shut, and every hint of expression fled from Dash’s face.

“Harper!” Brady couldn’t help a gasp, and Harper surveyed them all with a puzzled frown for a second before she groaned and knocked her head against the door.

“Lost as in left! As in recovered or transferred or something! Not—anything else!”

Rachelle let out a shaky laugh, and the stiffness in Dash’s shoulders relaxed just a little. Brady blew out a relieved breath, but Harper slumped further into her uncomfortable position against the cupboard.

“Ugh, don’t ever listen to me while I’m sleepy.” Her words were fading into a mumble that Brady suspected was more from embarrassment than drowsiness. “You know I didn’t mean―”

“We know, Harper.” Rachelle’s tone gentled to even more than its usual softness. “Living around all this sends our brains down weird paths sometimes. Not your fault, and nobody’s mad at you. Can’t give you an answer on the transfer, though. Dr. Mattox has been completely out of pocket most of the day.”

“Out of pocket how?” Brady had barely registered her earlier comment about busywork, but it returned to him now as he pondered what it meant for the always elusive doctor to be noticeably less available.

“No idea. Just—not answering messages. At all. Not talking quick responses either—that’s normal if she’s with a patient or buried in the lab. Not all day, though. And not questions from yesterday. Especially when all my usual projects are waiting her input. It’s almost like she’s...” Rachelle’s voice trailed off, and Brady bit back the remnant of her sentence, mindful of Harper’s watching eyes.

“Avoiding you?” Dash finished for her instead after a few seconds, and Brady immediately regretted not having said it first.

“Weird, huh?” Rachelle offered Dash a weak smile. “I’m probably overthinking it—just don’t have enough to keep my mind busy otherwise.”

“Maybe.” Dash’s tone gave no hint of what he really thought, but Harper finally slid away from the cupboard and shuffled back toward the couch with her bar in hand.

“Or maybe, you know, that’s why you’re thinking things are off. And you’ve kind of—passed it on to Brady through your cute little mental telepathy thing.”

So why had he even bothered? Obviously holding back hadn’t helped him in the slightest. Brady growled a little under his breath as he sat up and waited for his head to adjust before checking the clock.

“About time for Grace to get home, isn’t it? Whatever Dr. Mattox is up to, I guess we’ll find out sooner or later. Or we won’t, which might be preferable if it’s anything like the ferret incident.”

Harper giggled, and Dash shuddered a little before spearing Brady with a look.

“You obviously also need something to keep your mind occupied. After you’re done rounding up the monkey, why don’t you check the gear for tomorrow? Midge, if Mattox pokes her head out tonight, tell her to expect an early morning call. I’m claiming my next day—and if you still think it’s ‘quiet’ tomorrow, I can guarantee it won’t be my fault.”
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“Changed your mind on the theory that it’s not abnormally quiet out there?” Brady licked the last smear of peanut butter toast off his thumb, dimly imagining the critical look Eden would have shot at him, but not minding it quite enough to move from his comfortable position.

“You still on that?” Dash’s disgust, real or feigned, carried clearly through the headset with the absence of his usual rasp, and Harper giggled.

“You’re the one who’s supposed to be shaking things up for us. Is the city really as dead as it sounds, or are you just losing your touch?”

“I’ll show you losing my touch,” Dash muttered. “Hope you’re dressed for the day, Shadow. Dumped in the river or stranded in Canada. Your choice.”

Harper’s laughter morphed into a shriek, and she curled into a ball in the corner of the couch, holding her blanket up like it would somehow ward off the threat.

“Kidding! Kidding! I didn’t mean it! I give! Truce! Don’t! Please!”

“You done?” Dash’s dry tone interjected when she paused for a breath, and Harper gave a little, pleading whimper. “Fine. Not taking it back, just holding it in abeyance. Best behavior, or you know what’s coming.”

“Promise. On a whole bag of marbles. Obviously, the crooks got tipped off, and they just don’t dare try anything with you on the street.”

“Better. Unless you’re the one tipping them off...”

“Not! I swear I’m not! Nobody knows—they’re just spooked you might be there! You’ve single-handedly ended crime in the whole metro area!”

Dash burst into a full-throated laugh, and Harper let out a relieved sigh and curled up in her blanket again. Brady surveyed her with raised eyebrows for a few seconds, then shook his head slowly.

“Why do I feel like I missed something important? Was that an actual threat—like something that’s legitimately happened?”

“Plead the fifth,” Harper mumbled, and Brady groaned.

“Seriously? Which one? Dash?”

“Boy, do you jump to conclusions. She never said I had. She just knows I would.”

“Not sure how that makes her plead the fifth.”

“Wait, are we arguing reality or Harper logic? Because those are two completely different things.”

“Harper?” Brady turned back to her with his best attempt at Eden’s “you’d better not lie to me” look, and she lifted innocent puppy eyes that somehow only made her look more guilty. “Have you ever been dropped in the river?”

“No?” Her questioning tone and wince weren’t quite reassuring, and Brady’s eyes narrowed.

“Stranded in Canada?”

“Oh, wait, stranded?” Harper’s face cleared suddenly, and her eyes brightened as she sat up straight. “Nope. Uh-uh. Not stranded.”

“Worst accomplice in history,” Dash muttered, and Harper bit her lips together guiltily. Brady groaned.

“Are you kidding me right now? You actually took her into Canada? And they didn’t question you just walking through the border?”

“Nobody stopped us,” Dash grumbled, at the same moment that Harper piped up with, “I don’t think either of us was walking.”

“You know what, of course you weren’t.” Brady huffed a long sigh. “Does Rachelle know anything about this?”

“Well, since Miss Giggles over there can’t keep a secret to save her life, she probably suspects. But we did time it for when she was pretty preoccupied, so it might have slipped through.”

“Was this before I got here?”

“I mean, you might have been the main reason she was preoccupied.” Harper smirked into her blanket, and Brady closed his eyes and let his mind trail back. Him sick, Dash out, Rachelle more than usually worried...the pieces merged into a blur of memory, and Brady groaned.

“Seriously? Last month? Rachelle said not to sweat it because you were keeping track of him.”

“I was. Just—more literally than usual.”

“I’m never going to let her sit with me again.” That day had been a particularly hard one; the fragile start of a recovery period had shattered only a couple hours in, knocking him right back into the throes of the migraine he had barely escaped. There hadn’t been much Rachelle could do, but she had hardly left his side except to check on Grace. And apparently Dash and Harper had seized the opportunity and taken every possible advantage of her absence. “She trusts the two of you on your own, and you, what—make some unauthorized piggyback raid across the border? How was anyone supposed to find you if something went wrong?”
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