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    To everyone struggling to see God's plan in their circumstances





He is still working, even when things seem darkest!





Thank you to everyone who followed along with me while writing, and to God for being faithful to give me the ability to write each chapter when it was needed, even if it wasn't on my own timeline!
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Chapter 1
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“Should be a guy in a ball cap and red hoodie heading west from Freeland, just south of Puritan. If you cut across Grand River and come up Greenfield, you should be able to cut him off.” Harper lay on her stomach on the floor with her bare feet in the air, blue hair falling in a curtain around her face as her eyes roamed the laminated map beneath her.

“On it.” 

The words were painfully loud in Brady’s head, deep and resonant in spite of the couch pillow he’d laid on top of the earpiece. Of course he could have just turned it off, but there was no guarantee that getting rid of the noise would improve his headache in the slightest, and he was pretty sure the strain of trying to follow the situation from the girls’ sparse comments wouldn’t be any better.

A long, angry honk blared from the earpiece, and Harper clapped her hands to her head.

“Dash, be careful!” Rachelle sat forward in her chair, voice sharp and face tight with worry.

“Wasn’t me. Car on the crossing street ran a red. Coming up on Puritan now. Any word?”

“Radio patrol lost him after Freeland.” Harper stared at the map as though her intense gaze could somehow make the suspect’s location appear. “Police are five minutes out, but if you—”

“Got him!” Dash’s voice was triumphant, if a little breathless. “Call it in, Midge! West on Puritan, just past Greenfield and the market.”

“You’re sure?” Rachelle rubbed the knuckle of her thumb against her lower lip as she fingered the button of the radio on the seat next to her. “We can’t be wrong on this.”

“Right. Could be an innocent guy out for an afternoon run with his favorite catalytic converter.” Dash snorted. “Call it in! I’ll try to slow him down.”

“Bethune C.B. Patrol, this is Mighty Midge.” If his headache wasn’t so bad and the situation wasn’t so urgent, Brady could almost have laughed at Rachelle’s deadpan delivery of the ridiculous code name. “We have eyes on your car stripper. Heading west on Puritan past Greenfield. Update the police. We’ll stick with him as long as we can.”

“Good to have you with us, neighbor!” The enthusiasm that crackled through the weak radio signal was the one thing that kept the whole situation from tipping over into some bizarre game of make believe. They were helping people—people who were grateful for what they could give, even if they had no idea what was truly happening behind the scenes.

It was better that way, everyone agreed. Let the wrong person in on their secret and who knew what could happen? Realistically, what reporter in their right mind wouldn’t want to get their hands on honest-to-goodness superheroes if even a whiff of the truth leaked out? And from there...well, maybe clandestine government labs and military research projects were the stuff of comic books, but it wasn’t much of a leap to too many other potential consequences. Being turned into test subjects by a battery of scientists more interested in studying their powers than curing the conditions underlying them wasn’t a future any of them were keen to sign up for. Neither was the idea of Dr. Mattox’s funding being channeled away from the patients upstairs—some of whom she was truly helping—if her donors got wind of the flashier potential of superhuman creation.

But beyond the overarching issues, Brady suspected that each of them had their own reasons for maintaining secrecy. He hadn’t missed the way Rachelle’s eyes tracked Grace whenever the subject came up, and it wasn’t hard to imagine that CPS might have an opinion or two on the matter. Dash’s hands balled into fists at the mere whisper of publicity, and Harper seemed to curl in on herself at the idea of being moved to another lab. As for him—well, beyond the fact that Eden would freak, any spotlight on him would mean the end of a normal life for her, completely wrecking his reason for being here in the first place.

“Dash, status!” Rachelle’s hand went to her earpiece, and Brady zoned back in to the sound of Dash’s increasingly ragged breathing.

“Don’t bug me, Midge. Not much to—work with here. Hold it.” A rush of air whined through the tiny speaker—Brady had no idea how he managed to keep the thing in at the speeds Harper and Rachelle swore he was capable of—before his voice came back, panting. “Strong breeze—keeping him on course—best I can do.”

“Can’t you trip him up?” Harper’s fingers drummed nervously against the map, the tap of her nails grating in Brady’s ears.

“Make him drop evidence—before the cops come?”

“No, forget it.” Rachelle shook her head as though he could see her. “Don’t engage. Just keep eyes on him. You don’t want to spook him.”

“Little late.”

The ominous words froze Brady’s breath, and he raised his head from the couch, fighting the dizziness that threatened to swamp him as the pounding in his skull intensified.

“Get out of there.” Rachelle’s knuckles went white on the arm of the recliner. “Dash, it’s too risky. Abort now.”

There was no answer from the earpiece except Dash’s harsh breaths, and Brady tried to swallow the sick feeling in his throat. How would they even know if something went wrong?

“C’mon, Dash, you’re scaring people.” Harper tucked her hair behind her ear and tilted her head at the ceiling, her relaxed posture and scolding tone a stark contrast to the crackling tension in the room. “If you don’t give us a word pretty soon to prove you’re not hurt or trapped, we might have to call in the cavalry.”

A huff that might have been a laugh or a nasty trick of the static was the only answer for a few seconds, then Dash’s voice came back.

“Like we—have one.” A siren blared somewhere in the background, and the next huff sounded like relief. “Cops almost here. Fifteen seconds.”

Rachelle bit her lips together hard and closed her eyes, pressing her knuckle to her mouth, and Harper rocked back on her hands, staring at the ceiling.

“What—” Brady barely formed the word before Harper shook her head sharply, putting a finger to her lips to keep him quiet.

The stillness stretched for interminable seconds that felt like minutes, against a backdrop of indistinct shouts and scuffling that only pulled the knot in Brady’s stomach tighter. But finally, just as the strain was becoming unbearable, Dash’s voice came back.

“Over. Safe.” His breathing was still harsh and labored, but Rachelle slumped back in her chair, and Harper’s shoulders relaxed. “Breathe—worrywarts.”

“You said fifteen. That was closer to twenty.” Rachelle’s voice held just the faintest trace of reproach, and Dash gave a little snort.

“So sue me.”

“Cops got him?” Harper asked.

“Not hard when he, uh—inexplicably trips—right in front of them.”

“That’s right on the edge of too close, Dash.” Rachelle closed her eyes and let out a slow breath. “Where are you now?”

“Up a tree on—St. Mary’s. No one’s looking.”

“Good. Stay there and breathe for at least five minutes, got it?”

“You’re seriously—putting me on a timer?”

“Would you rather I pulled your vitals?”

“Fine. Five minutes.”

The ache in Brady’s head doubled as the last of the tension drained away, and he lowered it carefully back onto the pillow, trying to regulate his own breathing as the waves of pain crashed in.

“Harper, make sure he stays put.” Rachelle’s voice suddenly shifted into the soft tone that almost didn’t hurt his ears, and the next thing Brady knew, her hand was on his shoulder. “Getting bad, huh?”

A nod would have been too painful, but Brady managed a non-committal hum.

“Thought so. Come on, let’s get you to bed. If it doesn’t help, at least you’ll be there if it gets worse.”

He wasn’t crazy about the idea of moving, but she did have a point, and he didn’t really feel up to arguing at the moment. Steeling himself hard, Brady managed to push to his feet and somehow not fall on top of her as she wrapped an arm around his back to steady him.

“Easy.” Her whisper was low and soothing, pitched toward his chest instead of on a direct line with his ear. “It’s okay. I’ve got you.”

Brady let his eyes stay closed and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, trusting her to steer him in the right direction. In less time than he would have expected, she had him back in his room and was gently smoothing the covers over him.

“Think it’s going to be a bad one?” Rachelle’s hand stroked his arm in comforting circles, careful not to touch his pounding head, and Brady swallowed hard.

“Might sleep it off. Might not. Hard to tell.”

“Don’t stress over it. You rest, okay? Call if you need anything.” She tapped the button on his nightstand, as if to remind him where it was, and he managed a tiny nod.

“Everything out there—all right?”

“Don’t worry about Dash. That’s an order. He’s going to give me gray hairs one of these days, but with as many close calls as he’s sailed through, he’s got to be at least nine-tenths cat. As soon as he catches his breath, he’ll be hassling me about trying to call him off. I’d offer to send him in when he gets back, but he’s all about milking these days for every last second of freedom, so it won’t be till late. Try to be asleep by then, okay? If he hits anything more serious than his nine-hundredth life, I promise I’ll wake you up, and if not, he’ll stretch the stories out for days, so you won’t miss anything.”

It wasn’t like he could do much if things went wrong anyway, but somehow knowing that Rachelle understood helped calm the churning restlessness.

“Thanks,” Brady murmured, and she stroked his arm one last time, then closed the door softly and left him to sleep.
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Even before he opened his eyes the next morning, Brady knew he was in for it. The nausea swirling in his gut was a dead giveaway, even without the hot knives stabbing into his skull. He moaned as he curled into a tighter ball, burying his face in the blanket as though it could somehow shield him from the misery.

It had been almost two weeks since he’d finally been able to drag himself out of bed after the remnants of the migraine that Dr. Mattox’s injection had temporarily interrupted. The headaches had continued, of course, but not in their worst form, and after he’d actually backed down from the beginnings of a full-blown attack a few days ago, he’d started to harbor a tiny seed of hope that maybe he’d actually be allowed to skip this round. Yeah...he really should have known better.

He had no idea what time it was. Had his internal clock woken him up, or just the intensity of the pain? He’d always been an early riser, much to Eden’s disgust, but all bets were off in the throes of a migraine, except that it tended to fall on the side of less sleep, not more. The temptation to glance at a clock was strong, but his stomach was already in his throat, and even the dimmest light possible would probably be enough to tip it over the edge.

Not that the time mattered all that much anyway. It wasn’t like he was at home, where he could calculate what time Eden would be out of bed, and how quickly she would realize that he wasn’t. The den, as Rachelle had christened it, had its own rhythm of sorts, but Brady was still working out what was within everyone’s normal range and what was cause for concern.

Rachelle was by far the easiest. Grace’s carpool pickup was scheduled for seven thirty, so Rachelle was up by six thirty at the latest, and it was a sign of a bad pain day if the headquarters for school prep was Rachelle’s room rather than the common. 

Dash’s appearance was semi-consistent in the range of ten o’clock, give or take a half-hour on each side that seemed to correlate roughly with the severity of his tremors on a given day, although Brady had no idea when he actually woke up, or how much of that time he spent in preparation. Yesterday had been a notable exception; Brady had reached the common at six to be greeted by a sleepy-eyed Rachelle, curled up in the recliner with a radio, an earpiece, and the news that Dash was already on patrol. 

Harper was a puzzle he hadn’t even come close to solving. Some days she dragged herself into the common just before lunchtime, still wearing pajamas and trailing her blanket; other days she was fully alert and watching TV on the couch when Brady came in, although he couldn’t help but suspect that she hadn’t gone to her room at all the night before. One evening when her skin condition had flared—Brady hadn’t known that color red was possible in the real world—it had taken commands that were nearly threats from Rachelle to get her to leave the common and go to bed, but other days she stayed tucked away contentedly in her room until dinnertime with no more explanation than the plot of the book she was reading.
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