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Mattie adjusted her position to gain a wider view of the area. Her concentration was split tonight, and she knew that wasn’t good, but she couldn’t help worrying about the kids and a mostly immobile man. Dallas and Kamdyn were to take turns outside his door, and she knew they took it seriously, but that didn’t stop the worry.

Lifting her head, she checked the road coming in. She couldn’t see Piper or Lilah, but she knew they were here. They’d trained together for a year, more if you included before the crash. A bond was made in that time, and she could sense when they were close. Piper was part of the shadows. Even Mattie would have to look for her and may not even find her. She checked her watch. Three minutes.

Leaning back down, she looked through the scope and moved it slowly to the building. With an exhale, she shifted it to the man standing at the side. Another breath, and she adjusted again to bring the man who stood beside an old, dinged-up stake truck into view. He’d be the driver. 

Two minutes. She didn’t have to check; she just knew.

With fluid motion, she went from the door, to the man at the side, and then to the driver. Once more, just so muscle memory would take over. 

One minute. She started the countdown in her head. Piper would go in the back of the building; she never used the front doors. The old boards covering the aged frame wouldn’t be much of an obstacle for her. She knew this because Piper was the mirror of her own physical repairs.

Her scope was aimed at the man at the side. Exhale. Squeeze. He dropped.

She checked the door and then went to the driver. He was just going to light a cigarette. “Those will kill you.” She whispered. Exhale. Squeeze. He was on the ground. 
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Wade’s lungs were trying to expand out of his chest. How long had he been running? It had to be at least 10 k for him to struggle to catch oxygen. He hit the tree and slid down it. Of course, he’d never run with bullet holes in his body before, so he decided that being breathless was forgivable.

Unzipping his jacket, he put his hand inside and felt around. His fingers made contact with blood just above his pec. That one was too close for comfort. A few inches lower, and he wouldn’t be running or breathing, for that matter. He felt lower. “Shit.” He’d taken two in the side. Sliding his hand to his back, he felt the blood. “Straight through,” he whispered. Three hits out of the number of rounds he’d heard. That wasn’t bad math. Sucking in a couple of deep breaths, he started to get up when his one leg refused the order. He looked down and could make out the dark area across his thigh. Shit. Four bullet holes.

Clenching his teeth, he got to his feet, adjusted the strap for his pack, and started jogging. There was no way they’d tracked him this far. He’d hopped into the back of a pickup and then bailed when he no longer saw the lights of any buildings. He felt sorry for the person driving the truck when they saw blood in there and had no idea what was going on. 

He didn’t know where he was, but the trees and growth told him no one populated this area. He slowed and looked around. It was hard to see far with the clouds covering most of the moon, but he thought there might be a clearing roughly one click below the hill. He’d hold up there, take care of these injuries, and regroup.

This entire day had been a shit show. He was supposed to have a week of downtime, but had been called in for a quick surveillance job. He didn’t know why the company was having the building watched. That was above his pay grade. His job was to get intel, carry out ops, and not ask questions. So he went to the site, set up a watch, and sat there. 

He was beyond shocked when he realized it was some kind of institution for children. Then he thought they were doing a planned safety check? They’d done those before. Big corporations paid them to test how secure a site was. 

He’d called Truman to see if he knew about it. Tru knew everything. It was his job to feed Wade’s team information and locations, send supplies, and more often than he’d like to admit, provide emergency evacuation. When he said there was nothing anywhere about this place in the system, Wade’s gut tensed, and that told him something was off. It was all wrong, the whole scenario. 

While Truman was hacking into private files looking into it, Wade witnessed men who he had seen at the company headquarters bring out some kids, kicking and screaming, and load them into a van. He couldn’t even put a stop to that shit because he was unarmed. This was supposed to be a simple camp-out and observe job. When he was just about to tell Truman what had happened, he spotted someone on the institution's roof taking pictures of him.

“Wade. Drop and run. Dump the phone. Call me on a burner when you’re secure.” 

It wasn’t the words his friend used, but the tone that had Wade literally drop the phone, leave his gear, and hightail it the hell out of there. 

He paused and leaned against a tree. His leg was shaking. Shit. Taking off his belt, he put it on his thigh and pulled it as tight as he could. That would buy him fifteen minutes until he had to deal with it. He started jogging again. Okay, in his mind, he was jogging, but with his physical state, it was probably more like a fast, stumbling walk. 

When he’d gotten back to his place, he’d called Truman as he grabbed his gear. 

“Disappear. Just grab some cash and find a hole to hide in. If they find you, it’s game over, Wade. Do you hear me?” 

Truman didn’t panic. This time, he was panicking. “I hear you.”  He rushed over to the closet and pulled open the door. Wrestling to pull a duffel bag down and not drop the phone, he finally managed it. “Shit. How the hell did this go south so fast?”

“I don’t know. I’m snooping around.”  There was a long pause. “Don’t try to contact anyone.”

Wade grit his teeth. “This is so fubar, Tru.”  Dropping to one knee, he pulled up the cuff of his jeans and strapped on his ankle holster. 

“Don’t take your car.”

He snorted, “I know. I’ve got a backup hidden.”

“Is it registered to you?”

Grabbing the smaller bag inside the duffel bag, he straightened and tossed it beside the door. “Do I seem like a rookie to you?”

“No vehicles. Cameras will make it easy to track your face. Shit. I have to go. Stay gone. I’ll take the ad out when it's safe to contact me again.”

Wade shoved his arm in his jacket and then switched the phone to his other hand. “Stay safe.”

“You too.”  

Hanging up, he cursed and tossed the phone across the room.  This was a shitshow. 

Setting the hidden camera to alert Dain if anyone entered, he walked out and hoped he would be coming back sometime. He didn’t own much, but he liked this place he called home occasionally.

He stumbled and hit the ground. The pain sliced through his shoulder. He must have hit a rock. Wade rolled to his side and lay there, panting, allowing himself a brief rest before he hauled his ass back to the upright position and found a safe location. 

He heard footsteps and opened his eyes. 

Someone was over him. “Oh my god. Are you okay?” 

It was a woman. He could see blonde hair; he blinked, trying to bring her into focus. 

“So much blood.” She sounded closer now. 

Wade reached toward her but didn’t have the strength to keep his arm up.

“Hang on. I’ve got you.”

She was no operative. She sounded like an angel. Maybe he was dead. He thought he was moving, but knew it wasn’t him doing it. He struggled to stay coherent, but he kept fading out.

“Dallas, help me. We can’t leave him outside.” The angel said. 

“Are you serious? We are so going to regret this.” It sounded like a boy.

Wade tried to open his eyes, but they wouldn’t.

“Tate, push those tables together.”

“Is he dead?” 

Wade had to be dying. That sounded like a young boy. What kind of crazy hallucination was he having?”

“No, he’s not dead. I need you to go get Serah. I know she read the medical textbooks.”

“Okay, but I want to see if he has holes in him when I...”

“Just go.”

There were footsteps all around him. 

“Mattie, can I have a kitten?” 

That sounded like a young girl, young enough to have an angelic face full of innocence. Now he knew he was lost in some dream state from loss of blood. No one would have a young girl present when he was busy bleeding out.

“Lacie, I don’t think so. They’re a lot of work, and you know we can’t take in strays.” Mattie’s tone was gentle. “We’ve talked about this.”  

He felt air on his chest. Someone hissed out a breath.

“Rueben, grab the medical bag and some sheets.”

“Are you going to go mad scientist on him like Frankenstein...”

“Rueben.”

“I’m going.”

“You said I couldn’t has a puppy cause I would have to walk it, and someone would see me. I don't has to walk a little kitten.”

“Lacie...”

“You brought home a whole man.” The child whined.

“Can you get me a jug of water? We’ll talk about the kitten later.”

“Okay.”

Even Wade, in the state he was in, knew the sound of disappointment. This one some kind of hallucination he was having, young girls, kittens—he had to have hit his head when he went down.

When someone touched his side, he sucked in a breath and grabbed their hand. “Thanks.” He could barely speak. “Bringing the whole man.”

“Just try to rest. I have to stop the bleeding.”

He wanted to tell her there was some clotting powder in his bag, but he couldn’t get the thought to vocalize.

“Gross.”

“Zara, help Lacie get the water.”

“Rueben said—holy.” A girl squeaked. “Where did you find a bloody man?”

“That’s not important. I need you to recall anything you’ve read about bullet holes.”

“Right. Right. Uh-okay. In the red, no, the blue spine-oh, on page four hundred...”

“Serah - just tell me how to stop the bleeding.”

“Okay. Kamdyn, hand her those.”

Wade could feel hands on him, but knew this couldn’t be real. If it were, then a woman and a bunch of kids were about to operate on him. It couldn’t be real.
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Mattie wiped the bloody handprint from the tap. Dropping the cloth in the sink, she placed her hands on the counter, leaned her head forward, and closed her eyes. That was not how this morning was supposed to go. 

“Told you it was a bad idea.”

She turned and looked at Dallas. He was seventeen now, and gone was the eleven-year-old boy they had rescued. He was close to six feet tall, lean, but still had a boyish grin, until you looked in his blue eyes. There, you could see the horrors of his life.

“I couldn’t leave him there. He was too close to the building.”

“Kamdyn and I can load him up and go dump...”

“We are not dumping him somewhere, Dallas.” She pulled the clips out of her hair and took the blonde wig off. “He’s a human being, and we just closed up four wounds in his body.”

“That’s a good reason to get rid of him or just leave him where he was.”

The wig had blood in it. Tossing it on the table, she took the cap off and removed the pins holding her curls flat. “If I just left him or we dump him, then when he’s found, it will lead them right to us.”

“We don’t know who he is.”

“I know.” Of course, she knew that, and for a second, when she saw him lying there bleeding, the thought crossed her mind that he had come for them, but then why was he shot? She couldn’t just leave someone in that condition, but now she had to find out what happened. “I think he has just as much reason to stay hidden as we do.”

Dallas sighed with a level of drama that only teens could manage. “Whatever. No one needs to stay out of sight like we do.”

He wasn’t wrong. She looked at the wig. “Can you put that away? I’ll try cleaning it up later.”

“You should get a red one.” He grinned.

“Redheads are noticeable.”

“So are blondes.” He picked up the wig and held it between his thumb and finger as if it were a dead animal. “How did work go?”

“Lilah didn’t show, so I couldn’t follow through.”

He stiffened. “Do you think she’s all right?”

Mattie smiled. “Lilah is fine. There’s a reason she wasn’t there. I’ll contact her and see what’s going on.”

“What about the people?”

She hated that he knew things that a kid shouldn’t have to, but after his life, all the kids' lives, there was no going back to Saturday morning cartoons and play dates at the park. “They moved them. I followed. It’s closer, so I’d only be gone one night. I think we have a few days before they ship them out.”

He nodded slowly. “I put that guy’s bag in there.” He pointed to a large cupboard. “I thought you might want to go through it.” He reached behind his back and pulled out the gun they had found on his ankle. He set it on the table. 

Each time she saw how at ease he was handling a weapon, she wanted to cry and kill the people responsible for his life. Mostly just cry. The kids' childhood had been snatched from them, and that was something no one could return to them. “Thank you. Did you look?” 

“Nope. If I don’t know, then I won’t have to do something stupid, right?”

She smiled. “Right. I’ll look after I get a coffee and send a message to Lilah.”

He started toward the door. “Zara’s been struggling to stay at the front. Something is up with her.”

Mattie rubbed her shoulder. It had been feeling weird the last few days. She was hoping it was just from inactivity. Her body didn’t do well with long, motionless periods. “Who is fronting?”

“Alli, mostly.” He held her look for a second and then walked out the door.

She hurried after him. “Tell Serah to stay with the man for now.”

“Already did.” He called out as he made his way down the hall.

She watched him walk for a moment. He had a man’s gait now. Soon she’d be butting heads with him over everything. Closing her eyes, she blew out a breath. Zara, Lilah, and then the bag. That was the order of her next moves. 

Zara took priority. At sixteen, she was easier to understand than when she had been ten when Mattie found her, but still, she was more complex than any other teen girl. Zara had D.I.D. Living with multiple personalities was a hard life. For a sixteen-year-old girl who had to stay off the radar, it was way beyond a struggle. As far as they could tell, she had three other personalities. None of them were sweet or gentle, unlike Zara, who was a soft-spoken, sweet kid. Alli was her protector, and if she was fronting, Zara must feel threatened, or a past trauma was revisiting her.

Mattie made her way up the old, loud stairs to the top floor of the abandoned building they called home. It had been an institution of some sort, but she’d never dug too deep into it. She had never really questioned why a four-story building was in the middle of nothing, either, but with what was left behind, she was pretty sure it had once been for children that society deemed problematic. A rough guess by the interior was that it had been built around a hundred years ago. She just hoped it was long forgotten, and no one would ever return to claim it. So far, they’d been here a year without incident, and she didn’t want to move the kids again.

She reached Zara’s room. The open door was a good sign. Leaning against the door frame, she watched Zara sitting on the bed writing in her notebook. Her long black hair was down, so she knew it was Zara fronting. “How’s it going?”

She smiled. “Better now that the man isn’t bleeding all over the place.”

“Yeah.” Mattie tucked her hands in the back pockets of her jeans. “Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to pick up an injured man on the way home.”

Zara laughed. “I think he’s going to be okay.”

Mattie didn’t want to give false hope. “We’ll see how he does. So, what’s been going on with you the last two days while I was away?”

She closed the book and pulled her legs up, hugging her knees. “I don’t know. That place, Mattie,” she looked at her and pushed her glasses up, “it’s there again every time I close my eyes.”

Mattie went over and sat on the bed. The sound of the pallets rubbing on the floor under the thin mattress made her cringe. This kid deserved a real room with a real bed. “That place is gone, Zara. Chloe and I blew it to smithereens.”

“I know, but it didn’t take the pictures out of my head.”

“I know, honey. I’m just worried because Dallas says Alli has been out a lot.”

She nodded. “Not for bad reasons. I think it was just because you weren’t here.” She sucked in a breath. “Did you save the people?”

“No.” She shook her head. “Timing wasn’t right, but I’m going to contact Lilah and set it up.”

Zara looked relieved. “I want to be Aunt Lilah when I grow up.”

Mattie snorted and stood up. “I don’t think the world is ready for another Lilah.”

Rueben walked in, looked at Zara, and sighed in relief. 

It made Mattie wonder how Alli had been with them.  The only thing she didn’t have to worry about was how her alts treated the two younger kids. There had never been a problem with that, and she hoped it stayed that way. 

“Aunt Lilah left you a message.” Using the back of his hand, he pushed his glasses back into place and held out a piece of paper. 

Both he and Zara were due to have their eyes rechecked soon. That would involve getting them to Lyra again. Mattie took it and tried to read Rueben’s tiny handwriting. 

To the Sparrow Enthusiast,

Sorry I missed the gathering. I was helping a fellow watcher locate some doves. I look forward to connecting soon. 

The Lark Enthusiast

She looked at Rueben. “When did she post this?”

“About an hour ago. Sorry, I missed it. I was busy holding blood-covered things. Is Aunt Iris in trouble?”

Mattie shook her head. “No, or she wouldn’t have worded it this way.” Turning, she picked up the pen Zara had been using. “Send this back and make sure you add the dash at the end.” Turning the paper over, she wrote,

Dear Lark Enthusiast 

While I waited for you, I saw eight larks. I have pictures for you. I look forward to seeing those doves.

Sparrow Tracker —

She handed it to him. 

He looked at it. “Eight people?”

Mattie nodded. The four older kids knew the codes as well as she did. 

“Are you going back for them?”

“That’s the plan.”

“Okay.” He smiled. “I’ll send this and watch the site.”

“Put the card in the phone when you see it’s been read.”

He nodded, turned, and then stopped and looked back at her. “What about the guy?”

Mattie sighed. “I’m working that out.” She glanced at Zara. “Can you get me a cup of coffee? I’ll be in the utility room.”

“Sure.” Zara got up and then looked at Rueben. “I’m fine. Go do your job.”

He saluted her, hiked up his baggy jeans, and smiled. “Yes, ma'am.”
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Taking a sip of the coffee, she closed her eyes and savored it. Almara swore coffee healed the soul. Mattie didn’t know about that, but during her long recovery, she had missed it. Shaking her head, she set the cup down. Revisiting that time again was a waste of her energy. There was too much happening right now for her to go back to her ‘trauma period,’ as she liked to call it. 

Getting the pack out of the cupboard, she set it on the table. It was well used, but still in decent shape. “Okay, mystery man, let's see who you are.”

The outside pocket had a gun in a canvas holster. She found that interesting that it wasn’t leather. It had a full clip and two spares in the small pocket. Easy access, without having to look. Add that to the one he’d had on his ankle, and she had to wonder why he hadn’t shot back at whoever put those holes in his body. Setting the gun down, she opened the main part of the pack.

Five minutes later, she surveyed the contents spread on the table. A change of clothes, a wad of cash, what looked like an old-style PDA, and a field med kit. No I.D., and no phone. They’d searched his clothes and jacket, and he hadn’t had any on him either.

Kamdyn walked in. He looked at the items in front of her. “I guess he’s not a lost hiker.”

She grinned. “No. I don’t think he is. Can you grab Dallas? I need the two of you to go check where I found him, along the gully south of here. See if he dropped a wallet or phone. There’s likely a blood trail to follow. Do not go beyond the bush.”

He nodded. “Okay. I watched from the roof, and there’s no one in any direction, so I don’t think anyone is looking for him here.” He gave her a bored look. “And no, I didn’t let Tate follow me up there this time.”

She didn’t like any of them on the roof. The building wasn’t in the best shape, but she was happy he hadn’t taken his nine-year-old brother up there again. “Good. You'd better wear a hat today, it’s going to be warm, and we don’t need you burned again.” He hated being a redhead with fair skin. 

He sighed. “Yeah, okay. Hey, when you figure out what to do with that guy, can we go down to the creek and mess around? We’ve been on lockdown for a few days while you were away.”

Mattie hated leaving them, but what they did was too important. She’d spent the first two years with them until some of the kids were old enough to watch the others. She’d worried back then because at that time they had stayed in run-down motels, and there was always a risk with people around. All seven of the kids’ extra skills would stop anyone from getting them, but she still worried. “Let me check on him and talk to Lilah, and then we’ll see, okay?”

He nodded, a big smile on his face. “Is Aunt Harper doing a drop soon?”

“Why? Do you need something?”

He looked at his running shoes for a second. “A bow. I want to learn how to use one.”

She had expected a game or candy. “I’ll have Harper ask Lyra what you should start with.” Having the skill to defend himself, his little brother, and the others wasn’t a bad idea. Although if needed, his little brother was a force that no adult would see coming.  “If it’s aimed at any one of us, it’s gone.”

He put his hand over his heart. “I promise it won’t be.” His grin was huge. “I’ll go get Dallas and look for the guy’s stuff.” He looked excited but managed to stand still. “Thanks, Mattie.”

“Go.” She sighed when he left the room. Kamdyn was always so quiet; she loved seeing him excited about something. Whether or not getting a bow for a fourteen-year-old was a good idea remained to be seen. She turned back to the items on the table and put them back in the bag, keeping the PDA and gun. Those were hers until she knew who this man was. Regardless, he wouldn’t have a weapon around the kids.

Part of her hoped he would be able to get up and go back to wherever he’d come from. Logic reminded her that with his leg, he was going to be a slow-moving unit for at least a week. What the hell was she doing with him for that long? She had no idea. 
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Everything hurt. His chest was throbbing. His entire side and one leg were in bad shape. Recall hit all at once, he’d been shot four times. Wade opened his eyes and squinted. Add a bitch of a headache to the list. 

“He’s waking up.” A soft voice from beside them said. 

Turning, he tried to bring his blurry vision into focus. A young girl with pigtails stood there. Where was he?

“So, the good news—” a male voice said from somewhere in the room, “—is, you’re going to live.”

Wade turned his head to see a teenage boy grinning at him. 

“The bad news,” the boy grinned wider, “—you’re not bulletproof.”

“I think we should keep him.” A tiny voice said with enthusiasm. “He has pretty blue eyes, and I can’t have a kitten.”

A discussion about a kitten and a whole man popped into his head. Was he still hallucinating? So his head wouldn’t object, he moved just his eyes and searched for the person to match the voice. Peeking from behind the girl with pigtails was a younger girl, maybe six or seven. She had a cherub face and golden ringlet hair. Where the hell am I? He checked his thoughts and amended his language. “Where am I?”

From his other side, a freckled-faced boy leaned over him. “Planet Earth. Welcome.”

Wade stared at him. Great, he was stuck in some nursery school nightmare.

“Guys, get back.”

The children stepped back from him. A woman was standing in the doorway. She had dark skin, dark curly hair, and dark eyes that he was certain were looking into his soul. Was this the one he’d thought was an angel? It couldn’t be her; she had light hair.

“Thanks for saving the whole man.” His voice croaked like a frog. 

Her mouth twitched like she wanted to smile, but she sobered quickly. With her arms crossed over her chest, she looked at the children present. “Go work on your lessons.” There was a lot of grumbling. “If you want to go to the creek after lunch, I need to see some schoolwork done.”

Wade was surprised there were no comments. All of them left the room. “Am I at a school?”

She walked toward him. “It was once.”

That made no sense. If it was once, why were there children here doing schoolwork? Shit. Was he dead? Or was this a dream? “I’m confused.”

“That could be from blood loss. Foggy brain is bound to happen.”

He closed his eyes and blew out a breath. “How bad?”

“Your chest wasn’t as bad as it looked at first. It’s a deep gash, like the bullet skid across it.”

He opened his eyes and looked at her. 

“Which is probably why you took two on the other side, because you turned.”

“Shit. Did they get anything important?” His back was killing him. Had he gone down hard?

“Just as long as you’re not a climber or a pitcher, you should be able to function completely.” She looked him up and down. “But I’m not a doctor.”

“Is that the fine print? You patched me up, but there’s no guarantee?”

“Something like that.” She was standing a few feet from him, her stance braced. “Those aren’t the only bullet holes you’ve dealt with. I saw a lot of scars. You stand in front of guns often?”

“Occupational hazard.” He tried to shift, and everything screamed in objection. 

“What is your occupation?”

His occupation was hard to explain with just a label. He looked at the window. It was daytime. Up until yesterday, he hoped he had only been out that long. He would have said his job was security of sorts— Why send him to watch that place and then take pictures of him watching? The throbbing in his head made it hard to think. He looked back at her. “I think the bullet holes were part of my retirement package.”

Her expression didn’t change. “Are you a soldier or a criminal?”

It was interesting that she chose those two opposite options. “I used to be a soldier, but now my team and...”

“Your team?” She pinned him in place with a focused look. “Is your team going to show up looking for you?”

“No.” He tried to raise his left arm, and the pain reminded him that a bullet had skid across his flesh. Moving his right arm, he noticed an IV tube needle in it. Following the tubing, he grinned when he saw a saline bag hanging from a coat rack. She had saved his life. He looked back at her. “I was out doing surveillance alone. No team is coming.”

“I don’t think whoever you were watching appreciated it.” She held his look for a moment and then went over to the corner. He watched her pull out a lounge chair that you would use for sunbathing. She opened it and shoved it closer to the window. When she was done, she came toward him. “Let’s get you set up on something more comfortable.”

His expression must have relayed his confusion. 

“Unless you want to stay on the hard tables.”

That explained his backache. “No.” He started to sit up, and pain screamed through his side. 

“Hold on.” She went around and moved the rack to the other side. “Those stitches are in a bad place. Every movement is going to pull on them.”

He rubbed his hand over his face. He didn’t have time for a long recovery. He needed to talk to Truman and see if he had figured out what was going on.

She put her arm under his head and then lifted him up. The change of position caused multiple locations to radiate pain. He hissed out a breath.

“Just relax against my arm and let your body adjust for a second. Normally, you’d hold your right side with your left arm so the stitches don’t pull, but your injuries aren’t going to allow for that.”

He nodded, only half listening as he psyched himself up for more pain. He was lightheaded and determined he wasn’t going to throw up in front of her. Puking on her would be one hell of a thanks for saving me gift.

“When you’re ready, we’ll get you sitting. Use your right foot under your left leg to help move it.”

He looked at her. She said she wasn’t a doctor, but she understood pain and mobility. When he’d wrecked his knee a few years back, the nurses had told him similar things. “Let’s do it.” His voice was a whisper and lacked the confidence he hoped to convey.

It felt like an hour had passed by the time he was sitting with his legs hanging over the table. Everything hurt, he was out of breath, and was still trying not to throw up. “That was fun.” He tried to create saliva in his dry mouth. Licking his lips again, he looked at her. 

“Chloroform was all I had to knock you out. You started to come to when I was getting the slug out of your leg.” She offered an apologetic look. “I used as little as I could. I’ll get you something to drink in a minute.” She moved to his left side. “Put your weight on me.”

He looked at her. She was not a big person. He doubted she would come up to his shoulder. 

“Just do it. I don’t want you tearing your leg open.”

He wanted to tell her it would be fine, and he believed it until he put both feet on the floor and stood. The pain screamed through his leg. He took slow breaths, trying to breathe it away. “Okay.” He wasn’t, but he knew he had limited time to get to that chair before his body rejected being upright. 

She was holding most of his weight, and he was thankful for it. He wasn’t towering over her at all, in fact, he was so hunched over that she might be a few inches taller than where his head was hanging. 

He didn’t know where the woman was getting the strength from, but she managed to lift his weight and get him in the chair. It may have been a lawn chair, but it felt like heaven when he was finally in it and not having to support himself. 

“I’ll get you some juice and something to eat.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out something. “I don’t have industrial-strength painkillers, but these will help a bit.”

“I just need to rest.” That was an understatement. A week of sleep was what he needed. He accepted the tablets from her. “I’m Wade.” Giving his name out wasn’t done without thought. She had
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