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Prologue

				Who sent this? Bryce Gannon wondered, as he turned over the thick brown padded envelope marked CONFIDENTIAL looking for the return address. But the criminal defense attorney found no clue. Did it contain something for a case? He worked at the tight seal with his letter opener, but just as his curiosity was about to be appeased his phone rang. With one hand he reached for it, his gaze shifting away from the envelope.

				Boom. The envelope exploded, shooting white powder into the air, just missing Bryce’s face. He jerked, dropping the envelope, which poofed another small cloud of white. What the hell … ? He inhaled and choked on the dust.

				A letter bomb.

				From the outer office he heard a woman’s frightened scream. His desk phone continued to shrill for his attention.

				God, a bomb. He coughed, trying to wave away the white mist, until his brain finally kicked in. Get up, you fool. Get away from this crap.

				Ramming his chair back from his desk, he sprang clear of the cloud. But he continued to cough. His right hand was covered with white and tingled from the explosion’s percussion. The powder, whatever it was, blended into his stark white shirt.

				“Bryce!” his office manager Sharron Rudgate shrieked from the doorway, “Are you hurt?” Her eyes were wild.

				“Call nine-one-one,” he managed, although it took all his breath to get those four syllables out. He couldn’t seem to draw enough air into his lungs.

				Sharron shouted his message into the hall before stepping towards him, her hand outstretched. He waved her back. He didn’t want anyone else inhaling this crap. A young researcher appeared behind Sharron, her face white as she stared at him.

				There was an awful taste in his mouth, more bitter than chemical. He couldn’t seem to clear his throat. God, was it poison?

				“Bryce, how much of that did you breathe in?” The usually unruffled Sharron sounded nearly hysterical. “What is it?”

				Bryce couldn’t answer either question. He couldn’t breathe. His lungs screamed for air. His bronchial tubes spasmed painfully. His breath whistled as he drew it in. He tore at his silk tie, undoing the knot, and yanked at the button of his linen shirt collar so hard the button snapped off. But it didn’t help. He clutched his throat with one hand and his chest with the other. His lungs were on fire.

				His knees buckled, dumping him to the plush carpet.

				Jesus, he was going to die.

				“Bryce!” Sharron screamed. “Bryce, oh my God!”

				Bryce had no breath to speak. There were more frightened faces in the doorway standing at a safe distance listening to the sound of his tortured breathing. His staff, his office, his legal practice. The trappings of his success.

				He saw his life pass before his eyes and felt deeply disappointed. He’d never been in love, never married, and never had children. He’d gotten criminals off on technicalities to roam free to hurt more people. He’d accepted large amounts of money from them, like the check with lots of zeroes on it he got today from accused racketeer Adam Steele. It was dirty money, guilty money — blood money. Thirty pieces of silver to betray himself and the law he loved. He’d had so much promise coming out of law school … and this was what his life amounted to. He knelt on the thick carpet like a supplicant, pleading for his miserable life.

				He didn’t think he’d be cashing that check.

				Suffocating hurt. He’d scream at the pain if he could, but he couldn’t. His heart pounded in his ears, laboring hard. Black spots danced before his eyes. His friends needed him. It was too bad Bryce would fail them at the end. He couldn’t even pass on any messages to them. Dammit, he wanted to live. As his strength faded he sank to the carpet.

				The world spun away with his regrets.

	
CHAPTER 1

				Bryce Gannon should have been lying on a slab in the morgue. Instead, a ventilator kept the comatose defense attorney breathing, the thump and whoosh of the mechanical bellows and the monitoring equipment’s rhythmic beep the only sounds in his suburban Detroit ICU room. He resembled a corpse except for the forced rise and fall of his bare chest and the bluish cast to his skin that marked his respiratory system’s distress.

				On the other side of the ICU glass, Ciara Alafita felt like a ghoulish voyeur. From what she’d heard of the impassive Gannon, she thought he’d hate this exposure and vulnerability. Well, as low as his blood pressure was, he might not yet survive whoever had tried to kill him so he could be embarrassed by his current condition.

				She asked the man beside her, “Have the police found out who sent Gannon the letter bomb yet?”

				Michigan State Attorney General Lawrence Baisden shook his head, his eyes detailing the scene inside the room. “I expect a report shortly.” He was in his early fifties, tall, with a commanding presence.

				“Ricin is a bio-terrorist poison. Why would a terrorist choose Gannon as his target? He defends criminals like them.” Ciara had wondered why they’d driven an hour and a half from the state capital in Lansing to see Gannon in the hospital. She’d also wondered why the top man at the Attorney General’s office had pulled her out of her department to accompany him.

				“I don’t think it was a terrorist attack,” Baisden said. “I wonder if it’s fallout from that mess with his friends last month.” He nodded to the black-haired man who sat in a chair beside Gannon’s bed.

				Ciara recognized Paul Ziko, one of those friends, from the news. “But the real criminal confessed. Why would anybody target Gannon instead of him? Gannon defended the innocent party.”

				“Were the rest of Gannon’s friends innocent? You must have seen the news, Ciara. Didn’t you wonder why more people weren’t arrested? I did. Maybe the victims’ families did too.”

				Startled, Ciara turned away from the view of the man in the bed. “Are you suggesting a cover-up? One that Gannon engineered?”

				Baisden’s brown eyes pierced her. “I’m suggesting Gannon’s so good at getting people out of legal jams that mobster Adam Steele hired him. I question Gannon’s associations and I don’t like the conclusions I’m drawing.”

				Ciara sucked in her breath in surprise and lowered her voice. “This is about Gannon being asked to run for judge, isn’t it?”

				Baisden nodded. “If he has poor judgment, or worse, I want to know about it now. I don’t want someone corrupt on my team.”

				That’s why the Attorney General had chosen her. Her department dealt with local elections and public offices. But it still didn’t explain why he’d picked a junior lawyer in that department.

				A nurse in brightly patterned scrubs hung another IV bag, attracting Ciara’s attention again into the room.

				“You may not have to worry about that.”

				“Gannon’s a fighter. I think he’s going to make it, but he’ll need time to recover. Ricin poison is nasty stuff.” His cell phone chimed quietly and he quickly grabbed it off his belt. “Excuse me.” He turned aside to answer the call. “Baisden.”

				Ciara watched the nurse write vital information on Gannon’s chart. Nobody deserved murder, not even cold-hearted reptiles like Gannon who defended murderers. And he had defended one innocent man recently, although it had probably been a fluke.

				Cover-up or not, Paul Ziko’s loyalty amazed her. She had no close friends who’d sit beside her bedside if she was ill or injured. Her family would, despite their differences. Which made her wonder why Gannon didn’t have family by his side.

				Baisden turned back to her. “That was the forensics report. There were no prints on the envelope. Whoever sent the letter bomb didn’t want to get caught.”

				Ciara looked at the still figure violated with tubes and wires. “What about a jealous husband?” If Gannon had no scruples about whom he defended, maybe he lacked other scruples as well.

				“No. Gannon recently broke up with Monique Dennison, the former Miss Michigan. She was runner-up for Miss USA. He dated her for the past year. She’s single.”

				Ciara attached the name to a face — a stunning, statuesque blonde. Pageant queens could be cutthroat. “Maybe she’s the bomber, a woman scorned and all that.”

				“The newspapers said she ended it.”

				“So the bomber could be anybody. And you think something Gannon is or was involved in made someone decide to kill him?”

				“Definitely. I want you to find out what he’s mixed up with.”

				“Me? How?” She was a paper pusher, not an investigator.

				“He’ll need help while he recovers.”

				“I’m not a nurse or a therapist.”

				“Legal help. You’ve got your law degree. So work for him. Find out how compromised he is and report back to me. If I’m right, I’ll nip his aspirations in the bud. I won’t have a fool or someone corrupt on the bench.”

				“So he won’t know I’m with the Attorney General’s office?”

				“No. You can tell him you’re moving home to be closer to your sick father.”

				Ciara gave Baisden a sharp glance. Her heart skipped a beat. Did he know she was estranged from her father? She wouldn’t put it past him. The AG had his ear to all kinds of grapevines.

				“How long do you think it will take?” she asked carefully. The thought of moving back to her hometown for an extended period disturbed her. Her fingers curled against the cool surface of the ICU window.

				“If you’re lucky, a week,” Baisden replied. “If not, you have until Steele’s trial starts in two weeks.”

				Ciara faced him. “Why me? I don’t report directly to you. You’ve got more experienced people who do.”

				“You’ve got brains and beauty, Ciara, a combination that could take you far. I’ve discussed your future with your supervisor several times. He said you’ve got great potential … except for that big chip on your shoulder about men. Your first two suggestions about suspects showed you didn’t think much of men. My office is political, Ciara. We can’t afford to offend half the people who vote us there.”

				Ciara reined in her hurt, although she trembled with the injustice of it. Baisden didn’t think much of Gannon himself. “So you think proving Bryce Gannon is a fool or corrupt will knock that chip off my shoulder?”

				“Not all men are bad, Ciara. You’re painting us all with the same brush. Maybe you had a bad experience with a man or a string of bad experiences. I don’t know and I don’t care. I do care that it makes you less of an asset to my office. Take this time to figure out which is which, and give me an unbiased report on Gannon.”

				He glanced into the ICU room again. His lips tightened, he shook his head and walked away.

				Ciara looked one last time. The respirator still whooshed and thumped with every mechanical breath. The monitors still beeped every slow heartbeat. Bryce Gannon continued to lie immobile as the doctors fought the ricin damage.

				She had no illusions she could lie well to Gannon or that she could win him over with her looks. Baisden had said she had brains and beauty, but in her experience men didn’t want brains — they wanted big boobs. That wasn’t her. Her intelligence intimidated men and had since high school. And men wanted blondes, while she was Latina. Gannon had just spent a year with a gorgeous, buxom blonde. How could Ciara get him to believe her story when she was the antithesis of the beauty queen?

				Ciara’s hands curled into fists. She entertained no fantasies about her feminine charms either. Her parents had reproached her often enough about her unfeminine choices — playing basketball and practicing law. She’d come out on the losing end when they compared her to her more traditional sister who was a housewife and mother.

				She exhaled her frustration. It didn’t matter how she got close to Gannon. Baisden had subtly warned her that her position in his office was in jeopardy if she didn’t change the way she felt about men. She needed this job. Part of every paycheck went to her sister so their mother could live with her.

				She shivered in the air conditioning, feeling cold all the way through. Baisden thought spying on Gannon — a man he didn’t trust — would change Ciara. It certainly would. She’d have to become the thing she despised most — a liar and a cheat. She’d have to become just like her father.

				• • •

				“What happened?” Bryce rasped. He woke confused — his throat sore, his chest tight, and his lungs on fire — to find his best friends surrounding him. He lay flat on his back on something soft. The light was too bright and he felt cold.

				“You’re in the hospital, Bryce,” his University of Michigan fraternity brother Dr. Sean Bergman explained, laying a warm hand on Bryce’s shoulder. “It was a letter bomb.”

				Sean’s short brown hair was liberally salted with gray. Worry filled his brown eyes. He wore a suit, which meant it was a weekday.

				Bryce remembered now. The boom. The spray of white powder. Coughing, choking, collapsing to the carpet in his office unable to breathe, desperate for air, sure he was dying, and then nothing. But he’d survived. Joy and relief made him feel dizzy.

				Then he recalled the envelope with no return address on it. “Who sent it?”

				Sean cleared his throat. “The cops don’t know.” A trace of uneasiness laced his voice.

				Roger Barrett added, “The police are waiting to hear you’re awake. They’ve already talked to us, but we didn’t know anything that could help them. We thought maybe you’d know.”

				Bryce shook his head. “I don’t have any enemies.” His voice sounded gravelly.

				Sean shared a glance with their other two fraternity brothers. Roger looked haggard, with dark circles under his eyes, gaunt cheeks, and his artfully streaked blonde hair dulled. A faltering architectural firm and a son in jail were taking their toll on him.

				The strain lines in Paul Ziko’s face were new, caused by his struggling construction company and his pending divorce.

				Sean had mishandled a patient’s medical care. As a result, his easy smile was absent.

				The four of them had achieved the American dream of success — a doctor, a lawyer, an architect, and a business developer. But their perfect lives were coming undone. Even his.

				Bryce already felt like shit physically. Now he’d dumped more stress on his friends when they were fighting for their survival. A quick inventory told him he had all his fingers. His bare chest showed no wounds. His face?

				White powder exploding. “What was in that bomb?”

				“Ricin poison,” Sean answered.

				“Ricin.” Bryce couldn’t remember what he’d heard about ricin.

				“It’s made from castor beans. It’s highly toxic.” Sean swallowed. Bryce’s friends looked uneasy. “Someone meant to kill you.”

				God. “The phone rang while I was opening it and I looked away.”

				“That saved your life,” Paul said, his voice thick.

				Bryce ran a hand over his bare chest. “My chest hurts, but I don’t see any wounds.”

				Sean pressed his arm. “That’s the ricin poisoning. It can cause respiratory and circulatory problems, coughing, weakness, fever, nausea, and muscle aches. Your skin was blue for the first few days, but that’s faded now.”

				Bryce looked down to find his chest and arms flesh-colored. “Days?” he croaked. “How long since the bomb?”

				“It’s been three days, Bryce,” Roger answered. “We’ve been with you the whole time. I was so glad when Sean called to say you were finally coming around.”

				Bryce had lost three days … and almost lost his life. His throat thickened and his chest tightened painfully. Despite their own troubles, his friends had come to him in his hour of need, just as they had in college during a nearly lethal hazing.

				Afterwards they’d become his friends and his armor until he devised his own. Over the years he’d perfected a cold exterior that repelled predators. He never intended to be that vulnerable again. The four of them were tarnished now — they’d made mistakes — but they stuck together. Their friendship was the most valuable thing he’d gained in college.

				“Thanks for being here, guys.” His rasp was getting worse.

				Sean gripped Bryce’s hand. “You would have done the same for one of us.”

				“Have done the same for us,” Paul corrected.

				“I’m glad you survived,” Roger added, his voice tight and his light-colored eyes suspiciously moist.

				“Me too.” Bryce squeezed Sean’s hand.

				Roger took hold of his other hand, careful around the wires and tubes.

				If four battered men could find something good out of this catastrophe, it was a miracle. Before the bomb Bryce had begun to wonder if his life had gotten off track somewhere. Clearly, if someone wanted to kill him, he was on a path he didn’t want to tread. This was a wake-up call for Bryce to climb out of the gutter of criminals and get back to why he became a lawyer.

				He gripped his friends’ hands. He’d sworn friendship with these men, and twenty years later he still upheld that oath. It was a place to start finding his way back to himself.

				A tall, slender brunette in patterned scrubs bustled into the room, nodding at his friends. “Hi, I’m Marilyn. I’m your day nurse. I’m glad you’re awake at last, Mr. Gannon. How do you feel?”

				Roger moved aside and she took his place, gripping Bryce’s wrist at the pulse point.

				“Lousy.” Bryce had to strain for the next breath. “When can I get out of here?”

				Marilyn made a notation on his chart and uncoiled her stethoscope from around her neck. “It’s like that, is it?” She tucked the earpieces into her ears and placed the cold end against his chest. He jerked.

				After a minute she removed the stethoscope, and made another notation. “Is it hard to breathe?”

				He nodded, frustrated.

				Then to his mortification she slipped an oxygen mask over his face. Past her, he saw his friends’ concerned faces.

				“The greater oxygen flow will help. I’m sure the doctor will order a breathing treatment soon that will make it easier to breathe. And to answer your question, now that you’re awake you’ll probably be moved to a regular room.”

				That wasn’t what he’d meant by leaving.

				“When will you know for sure?” Sean asked.

				“I’ll page Dr. Robbins now. But he probably won’t be here for a few hours. I can call you afterwards, Dr. Bergman.” Marilyn glanced quickly at Bryce. “If that’s all right with you, Mr. Gannon.”

				Bryce nodded. If the hospital was according Sean professional courtesy, all the better for Bryce. Sean could sort through the crap and evasions and medicalese, and then tell Bryce the truth. He sorely needed truth now.

				But he needed something else almost as much. He hated being stripped of his physical armor. His emotional armor didn’t bear thinking about. He at least wanted to be clothed.

				Bryce took a deep breath and pulled off the oxygen mask. “I need clothes,” he told his friends.

				“You won’t need anything yet,” Marilyn corrected him. “Except rest. So I’m going to have to ask your friends to leave.”

				She didn’t understand. She hadn’t spent her adult life building a protective shell to prevent people from hurting her. He had.

				He looked Paul in the eye. “Bring me my clothes.” Paul would understand. He’d known Bryce needed help during the hazing.

				Paul nodded. “Something casual coming up.” He glanced at Sean. “You’ll let me know?”

				“Yeah. I’ll let all of you know.”

				Sean squeezed Bryce’s hand. “I’ve got patients, but I’ll be back to see you later. I’ll bring you information on ricin.”

				Bryce squeezed back and nodded.

				“I’m glad you’re awake. Your doctor will probably run tests to determine if there’s any permanent damage.”

				God, permanent damage? Bryce’s heart pounded hard and his chest tightened even more painfully. The monitor’s beeps quickened to match his heartbeat.

				Marilyn frowned at it and then at his friends. “Gentlemen.”

				“We can talk about all that later,” Sean promised. “We’re here for you, Bryce.”

				“Thanks,” Bryce croaked, glancing from Sean to the others.

				Sean stepped away and Roger took his place. “Now that you’re awake, I need to get back to the office. I’ve left Christian and Gabrielle to run the business. I think they’ll appreciate some newlywed time today.”

				Paul gripped Roger’s shoulder as he stared down at Bryce. Paul and Roger had the strongest connection. They worked in the same industry and Paul’s brother Christian was Roger’s business partner. In a way, Bryce envied their closeness. These men were the only true friends he’d ever had; yet even with them he still felt separate. Not an outsider, not with them. Just emotionally distant.

				Had a childhood with emotionally distant parents and an adulthood fortifying emotional walls around him made it impossible for him to share what Paul and Roger did? And if he wanted closeness like that, could he let down his walls? The question bothered him.

	
CHAPTER 2

				Later that afternoon Bryce tried to get comfortable in his hospital bed in his private room. He’d had two breathing treatments since that morning and a battery of tests. His chest ached, his lungs burned, and he felt exhausted even though he hadn’t done anything strenuous. He wanted to lie flat but his doctor was allegedly due at any moment and he intended to face the man from a position of strength. Never let the other guy see vulnerability. He’d learned that lesson well.

				He needed to get out of here and in order to do that he had to convince his doctor he was well. Damn this weakness. At least they’d given him a hospital gown. He ran his palm down his chest feeling the well-laundered cotton, not the fine starched linen or silk he usually wore. His hand brushed the EKG leads and he grimaced, looking up to where the monitor displayed his vital signs for anyone to see. He still felt exposed.

				Instead of an oxygen mask, he wore a thin nasal cannula. He hated it, hated what it told other people about his condition.

				A knock preceded his personal physician, Dr. Marc Robbins, and the pulmonologist he’d met today, Dr. Hany Khalil. Robbins was forty-two, dark-haired, and trim. Bryce had met him at his gym and liked the other man’s drive. Dr. Khalil was in his fifties, his graying dark hair looked distinguished against his swarthy skin. Both men wore serious expressions. Not good.

				Bryce braced himself. Pain shot through his chest.

				“Bryce.” Dr. Robbins gripped his hand, brief but firm. Bryce had liked that about the man. “Don’t talk too much. We know you’re worn out from the tests.”

				How the hell did they know that? Bryce had thought he’d managed a cool façade of languorous ease, despite the unsightly gown.

				“Mr. Gannon,” Dr. Khalil spoke briskly with an accent. “I have analyzed your test results. You’ve lost thirty-seven percent of your lung capacity.”

				God. No wonder it was hard to breathe.

				“I’m afraid the damage is irreparable. There’s scarring in the lung tissue already.”

				Bryce tried to control rising panic. Irreparable damage. He tried to calm his breathing, but the monitor betrayed him.

				Dr. Khalil continued with his efficient onslaught. “What this means for you is that you’ll experience shortness of breath, especially with exercise, possibly wheezing, coughing, and chest tightness.”

				“Bryce,” Dr. Robbins added, “You probably won’t be able to run anymore.”

				God. He’d run track since boarding school. He prided himself on being fit and fast. Now, because of some sick bastard, he was going to be benched. He pressed his lips together to keep from blistering the air with curses.

				Dr. Khalil took up the account once more. “I’ll prescribe a bronchodilator — an inhaler — to relax your lung muscles. It’ll make breathing easier.”

				“Like an asthma inhaler?” Bryce croaked. There was no strength in his voice.

				Dr. Khalil nodded. “Yes, like that. You’ll have a long-acting bronchodilator for the first few months.”

				Months.

				“And a short-acting one for periods of stress.”

				God, two drugs when he’d never had to take any. Bryce saw Dr. Robbins more at the gym than he did in his medical office. They were on a first-name basis.

				“You’ll need pulmonary rehab … ” Dr. Khalil continued.

				“Rehab?” Like drug rehab? God, no. He wasn’t staying here for that.

				“Breathing exercises with a respiratory therapist.”

				Now they thought he had to be taught how to breathe. Bryce would have laughed or scoffed if he’d had the breath.

				“And you’ll have a portable oxygen tank.”

				The rest of Dr. Khalil’s words faded at the vision of Bryce in court wearing oxygen. He’d seen people with them and pitied them. His fist tightened. That wouldn’t be him.

				“No oxygen tank,” he growled. He would not be pitied — worse, scorned — or made a target to be victimized.

				“For emergencies, Bryce,” Marc explained. “For when you’ve overexerted or for ozone action days, things like that. At first, you’ll need it daily, but gradually you’ll need the oxygen less and less.”

				It was suddenly too much to take. Despite his years of training as a lawyer, Bryce turned away from the doctors — a sign of weakness in itself. His eyes burned. He would not disgrace himself.

				In a way, the letter bomb had crippled him, robbed him of his perfect health and his perfect control. It had made him less than he’d been, now drug dependent. Drugs were for weak people. He was strong … had been strong. His body had been pure — no cigarettes, no illegal drugs, no tattoos — just healthy and fit. He was thirty-nine years old and had looked forward to turning forty this fall in good shape.

				“Bryce, I know it’s hard to accept right now,” Marc tried to soothe. “But you’re alive. The ricin could easily have killed you. This is a small hardship when you think of it that way.”

				A small hardship. Right. Robbins wouldn’t be saying that if he were the one lying in this bed. Bryce turned back to them; his anger and bitterness helping him control his other feelings once more.

				“Thanks, doctors.”

				“If you need to talk to a professional about this — ” Marc began.

				“I have Sean Bergman,” Bryce interrupted in a rasp.

				Dr. Robbins brightened. “That’s right, he’s a psychiatrist. Do you want him updated on today’s findings? You were unconscious when you were admitted, so we gave Dr. Bergman professional courtesy as your friend.”

				“Please update him.” Bryce wet his dry lips and breathed in some oxygen. “When can I go home?”

				Marc frowned at him. “Bryce, you nearly died. You were unconscious for three days. You couldn’t walk as far as the door right now if you wanted to. You’re going to be in here at least a week.”

				A week. “I’m due in court.”

				“I heard you’re defending Adam Steele.” Marc’s lips pursed in disapproval. “You might want to turn your cases over to an associate.”

				Bryce frowned and shifted with discomfort. He had no associates. He’d been a star attorney for years. All he had was a staff of assistants, researchers mostly.

				Robbins must have read Bryce’s resistance in his expression. “Bryce, this is your life we’re talking about. If you don’t take the time to recuperate, you may not get your strength back.”

				Bryce drilled Marc with a glare. There was no way he’d want to stay in this condition. Malingering wasn’t his thing.

				The other doctor took Bryce’s silence for assent. “I’ll put together your rehab plan and go over it with you tomorrow.” He turned towards the door.

				Marc gripped Bryce’s arm briefly. “Save your energy for the fight to get better and let the hospital staff take care of you. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

				Then Bryce was alone, just him and his debilitation. Against Marc’s advice, he swung his legs over the side of the bed. Runner’s legs with smoothly muscled calves and thighs. He couldn’t accept that he wouldn’t run again. He gathered his strength and pushed himself to a standing position, then gripped the cold metal bed rail for support when his legs trembled. His chest and lungs ached from that single exertion.

				He firmed his stance and forced his fingers to let go of the rail. Belatedly, tugs on his body made him remember he was tied to the monitors, the IV pole, and the oxygen. With a yank he ripped the monitor leads from his chest enduring the sharp pain of uprooted chest hair. The monitor squawked an alarm in an annoying blare. He lifted the oxygen tube over his head, gripped the smooth metal of the wheeled IV pole, and forced one foot in front of the other. He could do this. The doctors were wrong. He didn’t have permanent lung damage. He moved the next foot, then the other again. He’d show them he didn’t need rehab.

				Sweat beaded on his forehead. His breaths were shallow and he couldn’t seem to make them deeper.

				Two more steps brought him closer to the door. The waxed floor was cool against his bare feet. He wondered where his five hundred dollar, hand-stitched Italian leather shoes were.

				His vision seemed hazy at the edges. He focused desperately on the chair closest to the door as a midpoint. His breath burned in his lungs as it did when he sprinted. See, this was nothing new. The doctors didn’t know what they were talking about.

				The door burst inward and a woman in white scrubs nearly plowed into him. Her wide eyes took him in as he reached for the chair.

				“Mr. Gannon, what are you doing out of bed?”

				Someone else entered behind her, but Bryce couldn’t see who it was. He seemed to be sinking. It was all he could do to control the downward motion towards the chair. With relief he sank onto the seat. His breath whistled in and out. His chest felt like an iron band constricted it.

				Bryce tried to tell her some facile lie, but he couldn’t get breath to speak.

				“Get the portable oxygen tank,” the nurse said to whoever was behind her.

				Bryce didn’t need the damn oxygen. He tried to wave her off but she gripped his wrist. Probing for his pulse, he finally realized. He couldn’t shake her loose.

				The other staff member — a stocky, dark-haired man — slipped an oxygen mask over Bryce’s nose and mouth. Bryce wanted to growl and rant at them, but the sweet rush of oxygen cooled the burning in his lungs.

				“Just relax and inhale,” the nurse instructed, releasing his wrist at last.
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