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    To anyone who's been hurt by someone who was supposed to protect you
 
You are worthy of love and care, no matter what you've been told.
 
Thank you to everyone who continued to support and encourage me through probably the most difficult subject matter I've written to date, and especially to the reader who reached out just when I was beginning to question my whole plot and affirmed that this was definitely the story I was supposed to tell. You'll never know how very much that note and its timing meant to me, but God does!
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A quiet murmur of voices brought Brady back to consciousness, and he lay still for a few seconds, letting the feel of the couch pillow beneath his head and the cushions at his back anchor his groggy brain in the common. Then recollection crashed in like a flood, and he sat up straight for an instant before dropping his head into his hands as the pain and dizziness he’d temporarily escaped in sleep roared back.

“Whoa, easy, Brady!” Marcus’s gasp grounded him a little, and Brady sucked in a thin breath and managed to find the words he’d instinctively reached for.

“She okay?”

Dash growled something that sounded like “oh, for the love...” before huffing out a longsuffering sigh.

“She’s fine, and you’ll be a wreck if you don’t relax. Munchkin’s fever’s down some, and she’s slept for a little while.”

“Thank God.” Brady breathed the words as he fell back on the couch, wincing as his head hit the pillow harder than he’d anticipated.

“Don’t you start.” Dash huffed again, but before Brady could form a reply, he continued. “You know that’s a loaded question, but he’s no worse than he’s been the rest of the day, far as I can tell. Obviously including the stress about the two of you.”

It finally sank in that he was now talking to Rachelle over the earpiece, and Brady attempted to relax his shoulders and bleed some of the tension out of his neck. Whatever flu bug Grace had picked up didn’t seem to be more than usually dangerous, but it was painful to be shut away from both of them, especially in a situation where he might have had a real chance of helping.

“Is there anything she needs?” Granted, it would probably be difficult for him to do something at this exact moment, but even the knowledge that she was being honest and not just trying to spare them worry would be a relief.

“You know what? I did not sign up to be an echo for a worrywart convention. You want to get a message through, use your own earpiece.”

Brady braced himself on his elbows, breathing as slowly and shallowly as possible, and felt around under the couch pillow for the earpiece he’d reluctantly abandoned when the headache intensified. Thankfully, it hadn’t rolled between the cushions, and he managed to fit it and collapse on the pillow again without needing to open his eyes.

“―that, please. I know how the sound can kick up his headaches, and I don’t want him to―”

“Hey, Chelle,” he interrupted softly, and Dash gave something between a sigh and a grunt, obviously handing over the burden of the conversation.

“Brady, please don’t push yourself. If the noise is too much, I’d rather you didn’t chance it. We’re doing okay, really.”

“I’m fine.” Well, that came out less than convincing. “At least, the earpiece isn’t hurting right now. Promise. Is there anything at all I can do?”

“Not at this point. Just keep praying for us, okay?”

“Absolutely.” Brady swallowed hard and opened his mouth for another question, but a tug on his spirit made him pause. “Can I pray right now?”

“Please.” A little choke crept into Rachelle’s voice, and Brady drew a steadying breath and reached for the right words.

“Lord, be with Rachelle. Give her strength and wisdom. Please be with Grace and heal her. Protect the rest of us, and show us if there’s anything more we can do. Bring Your peace into this whole situation, Father. In Jesus’ name I ask, amen.”

“Amen,” Rachelle whispered, and Marcus echoed it softly from across the room. Brady drew a deeper breath than he’d managed since he woke and tried to remember what he’d been planning to ask before the need to actually pray and not just promise it had redirected his train of thought.

“How’s she doing now?”

“Her fever’s down some, and the aches have tapered off for a while. I think she’s more bored than anything at the moment. Cough’s still going strong.”

He’d heard the little girl’s cough through the walls at a couple of points during the day—notably when he’d been sitting outside her door, hoping Rachelle might relent on the total quarantine she’d insisted on as soon as Grace’s fever had spiked. And he hadn’t needed his super-senses to imagine the pucker in Rachelle’s forehead deepening as the fits continued, especially with the memory of her mother relatively fresh in her mind.

“Wish there was literally anything I could do to help right now.” His head hurt too much to expend energy and concentration on hiding the genuine longing that crept into his voice, and he braced himself for a snide comment, but Dash either didn’t notice or chose to ignore it. “You promise you’ll tell us if there is?”

“If it doesn’t run the risk of getting one or all of you sick, then yes, I’ll let you know. Last thing I want is for any of you to catch it on top of everything.”

“Yeah, I got that. Loud and clear.” Brady sighed. “Doesn’t stop me wanting to do something.”

Rachelle didn’t answer for a moment, and Brady tried to concentrate on breathing while staying present enough to listen if she spoke again.

“You really doing okay with this in your ear?” Her hesitant tone finally prodded his awareness, and Brady hummed a vague affirmative, then reached for words she might actually believe.

“Yep. Doing fine. Need to talk?”

“I—wondered if you’d want to talk to her—just for a minute—but only if―”

“Absolutely I would.” Brady settled his throbbing head a little more carefully against his elbow. “If you think she’d like it, and you’re not afraid of the germs.”

“Oh, I am so far past germs at this point.” Rachelle gave a weak laugh. “But I think she’d enjoy it, if you’re really sure you’re up to it.”

“Sure.”

There was some bumping and tapping on Rachelle’s end of the line, then raspy breathing replaced the sounds of motion, and Brady swallowed hard.

“You there, Gracie-girl?

“Uh-huh.”

He’d heard her voice quiet and pitiful before, but never with this miserable note mixed in. Brady’s heart cracked as he searched his aching brain for words.

“Feeling any better?”

“Little.” Grace’s voice scraped and croaked. “I still don’t feel good.” A deep string of coughs cut off her words, and Brady winced.

“I know you don’t, sweet girl. You listen to Ellie and do what she says, okay? We want to get you feeling all better so you can come out again. We sure miss you.”

“Me too.” Grace sniffed and coughed. “I don’t wanna be stuck here.”

“I know, Gracie-girl. I wish you could curl up out here with us, but I think your bed’s a better place for you. Is there anything you want that you don’t have in there?”

Grace hesitated for a moment, her heavy breathing the only sign that she was still on the line, then her voice croaked out in a whisper.

“Can I have another popsicle?”

Brady paused, wondering if he’d been unwise in asking her the question directly, but Grace’s voice came back a little louder.

“Ellie says yes.”

“Then yes. Definitely.” Brady took a deep breath and shoved himself up on one elbow, gritting his teeth as the roar of pain increased, and Marcus groaned from somewhere in the distance.

“Seriously, Brady? What do you need? Let me get it.”

Brady tried to protest but could only hold onto the pillow with a white-knuckled grip as he struggled not to fall over, and Dash gave a deep, frustrated growl.

“Popsicle. You up to it?”

“Yeah. I’m on it.” Marcus’s breathing was still a little too shallow, and Brady tried to push himself to sitting but fell back with a strangled gasp. “Brady, relax! I’m better enough to make it—and to drag you into your room by your ankles if I have to.”

Somehow the ridiculous picture pierced the sickening waves of pain enough to force the barest hint of a laugh from Brady’s lips, and he turned his entire focus to breathing, trying to call up the strength to speak to Grace again without betraying his worsening condition.

“Popsicle’s on its way, Monster. Tell Brady goodbye for now. Sure he’ll talk to you later.”

“Bye, Brady.” Grace’s voice wobbled, and Brady managed to squeeze out a choked whisper.

“Love you, Gracie-girl.” He fumbled for his earpiece before Rachelle could get back on again, and Dash huffed.

“Like she won’t guess. You gonna go to your room, or keep being stubborn about it?”

Brady let himself take several slow breaths before he even tried to answer, and when he did, it came out on a sigh.

“If Harper was here—might consider it. What if they—need something?”

“Really think you could help it? ’Cause you’re doing so well right now.”

Brady groaned, less because the charge was unfair than because he couldn’t honestly refute it.

“Just—don’t want to bail on them—unless I have to.”

“Hey.” Dash’s tone sharpened suddenly. “Don’t judge her. You’ve never had your skin on fire and a fever baking you from the inside. Try on her shoes before you accuse her of bailing.”

He hadn’t been talking about Harper, but he couldn’t argue that he hadn’t had the thoughts when the other girl had barricaded herself in her own room at the first hint of Grace’s sickness. But Dash had a point—he knew how his own issues could be magnified, but he’d never lived with Harper’s troubles, and he shouldn’t judge her based on his own inclinations.

“Yeah, he’s alive. Barely.” Dash had to be talking to Rachelle again, but Brady didn’t trust either his ears or his voice enough to put the earpiece back in. “I’d send him to his room if I thought he’d make it off the couch.” He let out what
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