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    To anyone who hides their pain behind a mask of smiles and laughter





You deserve to be seen and known fully, even in the dark and lonely places.





Thanks again to all the readers who have come with me this far. Your excitement and God's grace are the only things that got this episode out on time. And thanks for putting up with all the cliffhangers!
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“You know, Dash, you should really find a way to do your job without putting so much strain on judicial resources.” Harper flipped a lock of blue hair out of her eyes and let it hang over the arm of the couch but didn’t lift her gaze from whatever she was watching on her phone. Dash turned his head slowly and regarded her with a partially raised eyebrow for a moment before he sighed.

“You planning to let me in on exactly how I’m wasting judicial resources? If I didn’t catch so many crooks, they’d be able to get through them faster—is that it?”

Harper gave a slightly distracted giggle, but after a few seconds, she laid down her phone and scooted up to look at him better.

“No, it’s just you’ve got another one referred for a competency eval because he won’t stop blabbering about this freaky wind that blasted him out of nowhere and wouldn’t let him turn around. Ran him right into a cop car, apparently.”

Dash snorted, and Brady huffed a laugh from where he sat on the couch next to Harper’s.

“Judge doesn’t believe it? I can’t imagine why.”

“He’s not alone. It was the public defender that requested the evaluation.” Harper stretched her arms behind her head and sat up a little farther. “Guy’s going to spend longer trying to prove he’s not nuts than he would’ve out on bond before it’s over.”

“Yeah, well, the guy was shooting off a gun next to a park, so forgive me if I file that complaint somewhere between ‘I don’t care’ and ‘serves him right.’” Dash’s eyes lifted in the way that meant he’d attempted to roll them, and Brady shook his head slowly.

“Clandestine superheroes meet criminal justice. Next time, we’ll learn about evidentiary issues with contraband seen through a wall.”

“Only if you slip up, we will.” Dash turned his raised eyebrow on Brady, who wrinkled his nose but resisted sticking out his tongue.

“I don’t know. According to Madame Court Reporter, they’re working really hard to throw out that drug warehouse bust since the police can’t produce their tipster. If that gang walks because I can’t come forward—”

“Hey.” Harper sat forward, and locked her eyes on Brady. “You coming forward wouldn’t help. Might even make it worse. There’s precedent for anonymous tips, but through a wall? Goldmine for the defense. Not to mention every thug on the street’d be gunning for you—and I don’t mean metaphorically.”

“Yeah, I know.” Brady let out a long breath as he laid his head back to look at the ceiling. “I just don’t know if you following up the cases is a net positive or negative. It’s good to see they get justice, but—”

“Only if they get justice.” Dash’s voice was deepening toward a growl, and Brady gave a little grunt of agreement.

“You want me to stop telling you then?” The slightly wistful note creeping into Harper’s voice brought him back to reality with a jolt. Tracking their cases through the courts was something she enjoyed, something that distracted her from the pain, and—maybe most importantly—something she could share with them. He couldn’t connect with her over her sappy romance novels, but he could over this, unless he did something completely dense like tell her to quit talking about it because sometimes the system let things slip.

“Since when is he the discussion police?” Dash snapped, and Brady raised his hands in surrender.

“I’m not! Don’t quit telling us, Harper. It’s good to know how things go down—even just to see which warehouses we should start checking again because somebody got off.”

“Oh, good point!” Harper’s eyes lit with their usual sparkle, and Brady breathed a silent sigh of relief, not missing the glare Dash was pinning him with but turning his focus toward Rachelle so he didn’t have to acknowledge it. “You’re awfully quiet over there.”

Rachelle didn’t look up from the laptop perched on top of her in the recliner, and Brady refrained from further comment, not wanting to interrupt anything she might be working on, but Dash turned slowly to face her, his eyes squinting in what might have been concern.

“Midge! Your ears out of joint today or what?”

“What?” Rachelle blinked and looked up, pulling off one of the headphones that Brady knew didn’t entirely block out conversation, and Dash huffed.

“Missed that whole topic, didn’t you? Not like you not to have an opinion, no matter how stubbornly middle-of-the-road it is. What’s got you so focused?”

“No, he’s right, Mama Midge.” Harper’s brow furrowed a little as she leaned forward. “What are you working on?”

“Nothing. I’m through for the day. Just—scrolling through the news.” She moved as if to shut her laptop, but Brady reached over and held it open as he scanned her face.

“Hey. Don’t shut us out. What’s up? It can’t have been a good story.”

Rachelle bit her lips together and hesitated a second before shaking her head.

“Nothing new. An interview with Donovan King’s mom.”

The mood of the room shifted subtly, but enough to be felt, and the last lingering sparks of humor vanished.

“They still haven’t found him?” Brady kept his voice low, and Rachelle shook her head. “Have they made any progress with—”

“No.” Rachelle swallowed hard. “Demolition’s going ahead tomorrow. They swear they’ve searched the building and he’s not there, and his mom still swears she’d find him if they’d let her in. But the owner’s not taking that kind of responsibility, and there’s no proof he’s actually in there, so...” She drew a deep breath and let it out in a quiet sigh.

No one said anything for a minute, and Brady closed his eyes and sent up another prayer for the little boy and his family. He couldn’t imagine how hard it would be to have a child lost—let alone a young deaf boy who couldn’t even hear the voices calling him—let alone suspecting that he might have wandered into a condemned building scheduled for demolition. The family had tried to rally the community, and the protests had been enough to pause the work for a day, but apparently time had run out.

“Of all the rotten days for us all to be healthy.” The words would almost have been comical if not for the threatening choke in Harper’s voice. “Why is it we get flares when the streets are all but dead, but when there’s something out there we could actually help with? Nope, have a good day for once. Bye!”

The silence stretched long again before Rachelle broke it, her soft words tinged with pain.

“We’ve always known we don’t get to choose. If our flares don’t follow a pattern, our powers won’t either. We can’t pick our missions, no matter how much we want to. We have to trust that we’re getting the ones we’re meant to. There’s nothing else we can do.”

Harper looked away, but her frown didn’t soften, and Brady’s heart hurt for her. It was hard enough for him to deal with those questions knowing that God was controlling everything; how much harder would it be for Harper, who had to put her trust in some abstract universe or pure chance to make things work out in the end?

“Most of you don’t get to choose.” Dash’s tone was defiant, but the words came slowly, and Rachelle whipped her head around to pierce him with a fierce glare.

“Three days, Dash! That’s nowhere close to enough. Your movement time is still off, even for you. There’s no way you’re going out there again, so you can save your breath. Got it?”

“Wow, who died and made you the doctor?” Dash mumbled, but he didn’t argue any further, likely proof that he agreed with her assessment, even if he didn’t want to admit it.

“I mean, it’s not like I couldn’t give y’all a list of surefire ways to knock me out in a couple hours.” Brady offered a half-apologetic shrug but didn’t dare look at Rachelle as he made the suggestion.

“Brady, no. Seriously, we are not going there. I feel as bad about Donovan as anybody. Worse, when I think about Grace. But we can’t trigger flares to help where we want to. That’s a can of worms we can’t open. We know the injection works and doesn’t make us worse on our regular schedules. But if we start messing with it—trying to get it more often—trying to fit it to our timetable—there could be side effects. It could make us worse. Or it could stop working altogether, and then we’re back where we started and not helping anyone. None of us are going down that road. Understood?”

“Understood.” Brady sighed, but when he glanced over at Harper, his heart clenched at the sight of her curled up around her pillow with her face hidden against the back of the couch.

“Harper?” Rachelle asked gently, but the younger girl waited several breaths before answering her.

“Yes. I heard you.” Her voice was muffled, and Brady couldn’t tell whether it held more frustration or hurt.

Rachelle opened her lips, then closed them again, pressing them together hard. Brady followed her cue and held his tongue, sending up a silent prayer for Harper, for little Donovan and his family, for God to send someone to help if they couldn’t. They all sat in silence for a few minutes, Rachelle watching Harper’s back with sympathy in her eyes, Brady letting his gaze roam the room so she wouldn’t catch them all staring, Dash glaring at the wall as though he’d like to drive his fist through it. Finally, Harper flopped over with a groan that was half playful and half desperate.

“Oh, for the love of Mike, will somebody please talk? Nothing we can do. I get it. But this place is like a tomb, and it’s not helping!” She flung her pillow at Brady in what he hoped was mock frustration, and he managed to duck before it hit his head.

“Hey, I thought Rachelle said we’re not trying to trigger anything!” He smiled a little as he tossed it back to her, and her eyebrows lifted.

“Pillow fights trigger you?”

“I mean, anything smacking my head, yeah. It doesn’t happen enough to be sure on the probabilities, but it’s definitely bad. If you want surefire, though, try loud speakers or strong smells. Spicy foods especially.”

“Mmm, yeah. I can see that,” Harper murmured, and Rachelle sighed.

“Let’s take triggers off the table for the moment, huh? Give me ideas of what I can do to celebrate back to school week for Grace.”

“Well, if you want triggers off the table, I suggest something other than Thai food.” Dash’s voice was dry, but Harper giggled a little, and Brady drew a relieved breath at the sound.

“Thanks—I wasn’t really considering it.” Rachelle sent him a raised eyebrow that rivaled one of his own, and the hint of a smirk twitched at the corner of Dash’s mouth.

“What about something we can all do? T-shirts to decorate or something,” Brady suggested, and Dash groaned.

“Seriously? If this involves any kind of pink or sparkles, I’m out. Got it?”

“Noted.” Rachelle laughed, and the tension in the room relaxed, but Brady couldn’t completely tune out the wistful look that lingered in Harper’s eyes.
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Brady woke gradually and lay still, trying to put words to the dull feeling of alarm vaguely pulsing in his brain. It took a few moments and turning tentatively onto his side for the faint scent creeping beneath the door to register, and he sat up straight and had to hold onto the bed to balance himself as the pieces snapped into place in his cloudy mind.

When he was sure he was steady, he got to his feet and opened the door, glancing down the hall before moving silently to the empty room across from his. The light was off, but the door was partially open, and when he pushed it the rest of the way, Harper looked up with wide, guilty eyes from where she sat on the bed.

“Was there a part of ‘we’re not triggering ourselves’ that you didn’t understand?” Brady kept his voice to a whisper as he sank down next to her, his sinuses filling with the spicy kick of the takeout container that sat on her lap.

“I said I heard her.” Harper dropped her eyes to her feet and tried to sound defiant, but Brady didn’t miss the slight wobble in her voice. “I didn’t say I agreed.”

“And you had to push it all the way, didn’t you? Mexican wouldn’t work; you had to go for Thai?”

“If I’m doing a thing, I might as well do it right.” Harper forked up a piece of chicken and took a tiny bite, whimpering a little as she reached for the large mug sitting on the nightstand. She sucked in a couple deep gulps and several gasping breaths before reaching for the fork again.

“Harper.” Brady reached over and stilled her hand, waiting until she turned her blinking, watering eyes on him. He studied her face for a few seconds, then sighed. “Do you even like Thai food?”

“This...isn’t about me.” Her voice still sounded strained, and she winced as she swallowed.

“And how much of that do you have to eat?”

“I don’t know. Till I’m sure it’s working?”

Protests warred in Brady’s head, but as happy-go-lucky as Harper usually was, she had a stubborn streak a mile wide when she once set her mind to something, and if Rachelle’s airtight reasoning hadn’t convinced her, it was unlikely anything he said would make a difference.

“If you’re going through with this, you need better than water to wash it down.” Brady slid from the bed and slipped out the door and down to the common, where he filled another cup with some of Grace’s milk from the refrigerator before bringing it back to the room and setting it next to her.
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