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  April 14 – Dan’s Apartment


  Swimming through the ashes of another life, Dan replayed the deaths of Ripsaw, Buzz, and Dutch in his mind as his eyes welled, and a strange buzzing drowned out the music in his ears. Once enough hot liquid pooled, it escaped from the corners and rolled down his cheeks. When the pain of remembering became too much, Dan tugged out the earbuds and shoved the ghosts of a mission gone horribly wrong back into the box.


  His breath coming in ragged hitches, he bent over in his swivel chair, buried his face in his hands, and silently screamed. Some memories he wasn’t ready to confront, and this was one of them. He would continue to carry the sense of failure and guilt for their deaths, as well as Brody’s and Yankee’s.


  A soft hand on his back reminded Dan he wasn’t alone in his apartment. Lexa had stayed the night, and though it wasn’t a work day, she had risen earlier than he expected her to. He’d hoped to be finished with his mental therapy before she woke to spare her from witnessing this weak version of himself.


  Lexa slid her hand across Dan’s back as she rounded to the front of the chair, knelt, and then wrapped her arms around him. She didn’t speak. Words between them weren’t necessary. Though she had no clue which memory he was working through, the pain it caused him was unmistakable. He needed comfort, and the best way to give it to him was via touch. So the hand, still on his shoulder, shifted upward, and her fingers began to massage his head lightly.


  They stayed locked in those positions for several minutes. When Dan finally lifted his bloodshot, watery eyes and peered into Lexa’s golden-flecked hazel orbs, he expressed his thanks with only a look. Her soft smile in response conveyed anytime.


  Dan exhaled slowly, the tight band around his chest loosening by degrees. Lexa kissed his wet cheek, a way of telling him it was okay to cry. The thread linking their souls hummed with empathy and undeniable love. He leaned his forehead against Lexa’s, grounding himself in the warmth of her skin and the familiar jasmine scent of her shampoo.


  “Okay?” Lexa whispered.


  “Will be,” Dan replied. Then, as he sat up, he drew her into his lap and held her close as Lexa lowered her head to his shoulder.


  In the quiet before dawn, before life’s many demands intruded, they were at peace simply being together. Each drew strength from the other, fortifying the shared walls that protected one another.


  As the sky beyond the window began to give way from black to slate and silver, Dan pushed an errant lock of silky auburn hair behind Lexa’s ear and said, “This is my favorite time of day. The hour when the world feels suspended between what was and what might be.”


  “So many possibilities,” Lexa answered, content to linger in his arms.


  Dan nodded.


  As the sun rose, they watched a new day come to life. With a small sigh, Dan said, “I better go shower. Jon’s expecting me at the range to shoot golf. I can drop you off at home so you don’t have to take a cab.”


  “It’s out of your way,” Lexa said.


  “You are never out of my way. Even if I had to walk five hundred miles and five hundred more.”


  Lexa smiled. “I see you still have last night’s karaoke on your mind.”


  Grinning, Dan said, “That song says what I feel. The Proclaimers got it right. I would walk a thousand miles or more for you. Lexa, you’re the one I want to grow old with.”


  Her eyes widening, Lexa wondered if this was a lead-in to a proposal. Unlike last June, when he gave her the butterfly necklace, if he asked, she would say yes without hesitation—but then again, she hadn’t found a way to bring up the fact she might never be able to get pregnant or carry a baby to term, thanks to the bullets Two-Shots hit her with.


  Realizing what he spoke aloud, and meaning it, but unsure Lexa was ready for that type of commitment, Dan shifted her weight as he stood, cradling her in his arms, as he said, “How about showering together?”


  Lexa’s smile turned teasing. “Won’t that make you late for golf with Jon?”


  Dan met her gaze. “Worth it. I’d choose you every time.”


  TRF HQ – Outdoor Gun Range


  Two dozen white and yellow golf balls attached to target racks with thin fishing line gently swayed as a light breeze threaded through the range. Jon strode back to the shooting line, boots crunching over gravel, as the faint chirps of year-round residents, early spring migrants, and the first wave of songbirds returning north sounded in the background.


  He spotted Dan setting his rifle case on the shelf and called out, “You know, most people who show up late at least have the decency to bring coffee.”


  Dan glanced up and quipped with a grin, “I figured you’d rather shoot a round of golf than have a tea party.”


  The comment made Jon chuckle, and as he joined Dan, he said, “You’re never late. Not unless something—or someone—derailed you.”


  Unwilling to lie or to divulge to Jon what, or rather who, made him late, Dan settled for telling a half-truth. “Needed a little bit to recenter after my morning mental exercise session … brought up some disturbing memories.”


  Jon nodded, aware of Dan’s ongoing therapy. However, he didn’t ask or delve deeper because the things he’d learned in Dan’s hospital room years ago revealed Broderick endured many brutal experiences. Instead, he said, “You up for a bet today? Loser buys lunch?”


  “You’re on.” Dan unzipped his case as Jon did the same.


  They set up their rifles in companionable silence. Dan took an extra moment of due diligence to ensure no one had wandered into the live-fire zone, not that any of his fellow TRF officers would be stupid enough to bypass multi-level safeguards and enter the restricted area.


  “You want to go first?” Dan asked.


  “Nah. Rookie’s first,” Jon teased.


  Dan rolled his eyes. “How many times do I hafta tell ya, I’m not the rookie.”


  Jon smirked. “With Taylor on leave, you’re still Alpha’s rookie.”


  Releasing a magnified sigh of acceptance that he wouldn’t shake the moniker anytime soon, Dan settled behind the rifle. Movements fluid and practiced, tracking the gentle sway of the nearest golf ball, he waited, breathed, and fired.


  The ball snapped apart, fragments spinning away.


  “Nice job for a rookie. Now let me show you how it’s done,” Jon quipped and moved into position. The whole reason he invited Dan to shoot golf with him was to give his teammate more practice in a relaxed, friendly environment with no pressure. He took longer setting up, letting the ball complete a full arc before squeezing off his shot. His target shattered cleanly.


  “Slow, but great, for an old man,” Dan teased.


  Chuckling, Jon stepped back. “You’re up.”


  Dan lined up his next shot. The breeze kicked up just as he fired. The round skimmed past, close enough to make the fishing line twitch. Dan grimaced, believing he should’ve hit it.


  “Wind shifted,” Jon said nonchalantly, as if missing was of no consequence.


  “Yeah.” Dan blew out a breath, not happy with himself.


  They swapped off several times, each hitting the mark with precision. Their styles different—Jon deliberate and unhurried, Dan quick, instinctive—but both marksmen were highly effective. By the last shot of this round, they were tied with one miss apiece. When all the balls were shattered, they strolled out onto the range to hang the box of balls Dan had brought with him.


  After they returned to the firing line, it was Dan’s turn again, and he zeroed in on his target, waiting for the right moment to squeeze the trigger. With gentle pressure, he sent the bullet downrange.


  It missed.


  Frustrated at his lack of accuracy, he growled, “At this rate, I’m gonna owe you lunch.”


  Recognizing that Dan was being hard on himself, Jon wished he possessed the right words to change his teammate’s thinking. He knew Dan grew up believing his parents disowned him after his sister’s death, and that he must be a perfect sniper or suffer the wrath of his father. Although that had been disproven in recent years, altering learned behaviors and patterns wouldn’t occur overnight; it might take years of concerted effort.


  So as he moved into position to fire, Jon kept his tone casual, as if it were just another thought. “I want to run something by you.”


  Dan kept his eyes downrange. “Alright.”


  The wind surged as it had when Dan took his first shot, as Jon fired and missed, evening the score again. He turned and faced Dan. “I’ll be taking time off after the baby’s born.”


  “Good,” Dan replied immediately. “You should.”


  “That part’s easy. The rest isn’t.” Jon smiled faintly.


  Pivoting towards Jon instead of taking his firing position, Dan asked, “What do you need?”


  Gunmetal gray orbs locked onto sapphire ones as Jon met Dan’s gaze. “I want you to cover Tactical Lead, if you’re interested.”


  Dan blinked and frowned. “Me? I figured Bram would.”


  Jon shook his head. “Being a TL has never been Bram’s goal, though he’s more than capable of handling the role. He likes exactly where he is.”


  That surprised Dan more than the ask itself. “Both Lexa and Loki have more tenure than I do. Why not one of them?”


  “They do, but their strengths lie elsewhere,” Jon said. “So, you interested?”


  “Yeah, but why are you asking me six months out?”


  Jon grinned. “Though you’ve got tons of tactical field experience none of us possess, as you know, TRF is different than JTF2. I don’t want you stepping into the role cold. Between now and October, I want you running tactical when it makes sense. Lower-risk calls. Build the reps.


  “This isn’t about filling a gap for a few weeks. I learned the hard way that leadership is a long game—one you prepare for way before you need it. Dan, you’re a prime candidate to lead a TRF team someday.”


  Absorbing Jon’s confidence in him, Dan’s eyes narrowed—not in doubt, but recalibration. “So, you’re planning on mentoring me?”


  Jon’s mouth twitched. “Yeah. Something I should’ve done sooner.”


  Dan glanced downrange as another thought popped into his head. “You worried I’ll take too many risks?”


  “No. We’ve established we measure risk differently,” Jon answered honestly.


  Nodding, Dan agreed. The time spent recovering at Jon’s home after the Darby Dock dunking had helped them both work out some issues and come to a better understanding of how they each ticked.


  Jon added, “I think you can assess a situation, find an angle, and be in position faster than most people. However, I want you to start thinking bigger picture, not just shots. A TL’s job comes with greater responsibilities.


  “You excel at watching out for your teammate’s safety and never hesitate to protect them, but that is usually a reaction. You need practice in crafting a tactical response that is more proactive, but still going with the flow and adjusting when things change.”


  Listening, really listening, Dan accepted Jon’s assessment.


  “If things ever change—teams, assignments—I want you confident calling the shots. Not second-guessing yourself,” Jon concluded.


  Dan nodded, shifted his focus to his rifle, then aimed at the golf ball furthest away. He fired, blowing it to pieces. Standing, he said, “Alright.”


  Jon raised a brow. “That’s it?”


  A spark lit in Dan’s eyes as he peered at Jon, and a cocky grin formed before he said, “Yeah, but you’re buying lunch today.”


  “Oh, you think so?”


  “I do.” Dan declared.


  “We’re tied right now,” Jon said as he prepared to fire.


  “Maybe I missed on purpose to give you a fighting chance,” Dan teased.


  Jon chuckled, pleased to see Dan’s lighthearted side—a rarity that showed up more frequently now, especially after his vacation in Jamaica.


  Their game came down to the last two shots. If Dan hit it and Jon missed, Dan would win, and vice versa, but if both missed or hit, they would tie. The stronger breeze kept the balls swinging, making it more difficult.


  Dan’s final shot was accurate, putting pressure on Jon.


  As he targeted the moving yellow sphere, Jon redoubled his concentration. He was not the type of person to blow a shot on purpose, though he knew Dan’s confidence would be boosted if he won. In Jon’s mind, it would be a hollow win, and he’d rather have it mean something for both him and Dan.


  Jon squeezed and released a soft growl as the golf ball remained intact. He sighed heavily as he straightened and said, “I should stop betting with you.”


  Dan aimed and fired, sending the fragments in all directions. He stood and grinned as he said, “You never learn. How about lunch at Jarmal’s?”


  “Sure.”


  Priority of Life
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  Ethereal Plane


  Once pristine white feathers, now scorched and grayed with smoke, wrapped around Lexa as Kaitlin protected her daughter. Tears dripped from her eyes. Her girl, her baby, had grown into a courageous woman, and it pained Kaitlin to see her struggle to free herself from under the wreckage.


  It wasn’t possible. The items trapping her would require the combined muscle of several men to lift. She hoped that when Dan returned, he would bring others with him. If he didn’t, she feared Dan would choose to stay with Lexa, and they would both die.


  She blew out a breath, or what would’ve been one on the mortal plane, but here, there was no actual air. However, the action created a pocket of fresh oxygen around Lexa, helping keep the toxic vapors at bay. Though the effect was short-lived, it was the only thing she could do, and although only temporarily, maybe it would be enough to save her charge.


  Days like this were tough on Kaitlin. She appreciated and thanked the Lord for being selected as Lexa’s guardian angel, but the times when she was in peril made Kaitlin’s heart ache. No mother ever wanted their child to be in harm’s way and would do anything to protect them, and it was that motherly connection that made her the right choice to watch over Lexa.


  Kaitlin glanced toward Brody, who hovered around Dan as his charge carried Gideon out of the inferno. She also gave thanks for Brody being Dan’s guardian. Brody had shared his wisdom with her and the other angels protecting Alpha team. It was through him she’d learned the invocation that allowed her to interact with the mortal world on a limited basis to safeguard her intrepid daughter.


  As Lexa coughed again and lay still, having realized she couldn’t free herself, Kaitlin exhaled again and then began to sing an old lullaby, hoping to soothe Lexa as she waited for Dan’s return.


  She watched as her beautiful daughter’s eyes slid closed, and the hand holding the rag over her nose and mouth fell away. Though what awaited Lexa on this side of the veil was everlasting love, Kaitlin prayed it wasn’t her time—it couldn’t be—there were things Hamon showed her that had not yet come to pass.


  Carrington Supply Warehouse


  Hacking up a lung, Dan staggered out of the burning building, hoping the fire department was on scene. They weren’t, so he turned to go down the stairs on the side of the delivery ramp to take Gideon to a safer spot, then deposit him on the ground and return for Lexa.


  He took one step before several workers converged on him. “Hey, man, let me help—”


  “No!” Dan barked—not unkind, but urgent. “Stay clear. Back up. Fire’s spreading. Go!”


  Recognizing his friend’s voice, Gideon said, “Dan, let Cody carry me. Cody, there’s a cop trapped back there, and she’s gonna die if he doesn’t go back soon.”


  While complying with the cop’s direction, Cody paused and pivoted in front of the constable after hearing his buddy’s voice. “We’ve got him from here. Go find your partner.”


  Dan relented. “Okay, take him. Gideon, tell the firemen where we are when they arrive. I don’t think I can lift everything off her myself.”


  “Got it,” Gideon hissed in pain as he was transferred from Dan’s shoulders into the arms of Cody and another co-worker.


  Pivoting, Dan ran full speed back towards the intense heat. Within moments, smoke sealed around him like a living thing, clawing at his airways and making him invisible. The need to save Lexa drove him forward without regard for his own life—as far as he was concerned, he didn’t have one without her.


  TRF HQ – Dispatch Desk


  Tia sat rigid at her console, headset snug over one ear, eyes constantly moving between screens as information piled up faster than she could fully process it. The warehouse incident had gone from a controlled warrant call to a structural fire in under two minutes.


  Though Sergeant Pastore was engaged in his own pursuit, Tia knew he would want to be informed of the situation at Carrington Supply. She switched outgoing comms to channel one, prepared to give Nick the news, when his voice came over the line.


  “Tia, Abdi is now cuffed and secure. We are returning to the Eastgate Crew location to transfer him to the patrol unit.”


  “Copy,” Tia replied, typing a quick note to patrol dispatch. She got the answer she wanted and added, “Sarge, I’m sending two units to your location. One for your subject and one for you and Jon.”


  “Why? What’s happening?” Nick asked as he turned his head to the plume of black smoke rising at least a mile from his position. Abdi had taken them on a merry chase through the railyard and warehouses, but Jon got him in the end.


  “Dan and Lexa are in a situation, and I think you need to be there—”


  Nick interrupted. “The explosion we heard?”


  “Yes. Fire has been dispatched and is en route to Carrington Supply,” Tia said, keeping her voice steady. “A confirmed explosion inside the warehouse killed their subject. Multiple secondary hazards—chemicals on site.”


  She paused—just long enough to take a breath. “Lexa is trapped inside. Pinned by collapsed shelving.”


  There was a beat of silence on the line. Not disbelief. Not panic. Just the sound of a commander recalibrating.


  “And Dan?” Nick inquired.


  “He exited the building carrying a civilian with a fractured ankle,” Tia replied. “Transferred care to workers outside. He has re-entered the structure in an attempt to extract Lexa.”


  Nick exhaled slowly. She could hear the restraint in it.


  “Fire ETA?” Jon asked as he pulled Abdi to his feet.


  “Two minutes. EMS is staging behind them.”


  “Status on Team Three?” Nick requested.


  Tia switched her focus to channel three. “They’ve contained their subject. Less-lethal deployed. Harti is in respiratory distress from gas exposure. They’re holding until EMS arrives.”


  “Okay,” Nick said. “I see the patrol units inbound now.”


  Tia already knew what was coming next.


  “I’m switching to channel two. Let Bram and Loki know. Jon and I are moving to Dan’s location.”


  “Copy,” Tia said before the channel clicked, indicating he switched over.


  Tia provided Loki and Bram with the update. Her fingers didn’t hesitate, even though her chest felt tight enough to ache. This was her role—to hear everything, to relay only what mattered, and never let emotion slow her hands.


  Railyard


  Nick muted his and Jon’s headsets after hearing only harsh coughing.


  Jon eyed Nick as he released his hold on Abdi, transferring him into the patrolman’s custody. “Why’d you do that?”


  Striding to the other cruiser, Nick answered, “I don’t want to distract Dan from his pursuit or make him waste breath by talking to us.”


  Nodding, Jon slipped into the backseat while Nick sat up front, and in the next second, they were speeding towards the burning building, unsure what would await them when they arrived.


  However, one thing Jon knew for sure … Dan had followed Priority of Life. He left Lexa to take the civilian out first.


  Carrington Supply Warehouse


  When Dan reached Lexa, he dropped to his knees and blinked his watering eyes, trying to see her more clearly. He found the rag and Lexa’s limp hand beside her head. Fear that he was too late seized his heart as he extended two fingers to her neck.


  “Please,” rasped from him, soft and pained as he pressed and waited. When he detected a pulse, he replaced the shop cloth, retracted his hand, and said, “Lexa, I’m here. Hang on. Please stay with me.”


  He rose and began ripping debris away, finding strength he didn’t normally possess. Sweat and smoke blinded him, but he didn’t let that stop him—he went on intuition alone in the blackness. He coughed hard and often as metal screamed, shouldering aside a warped support beam.


  “I’m almost there,” he yelled, then coughed hard, unaware his teammates were listening to him and praying for divine intervention.


  Nor were any of the mortals aware all of Alpha’s guardian angels converged to assist Dan in moving objects that required the strength of three men. On the ethereal plane, they fed Dan with celestial energy.


  As Lexa’s violent coughing dislodged the cloth covering her face, a secondary explosion detonated behind them—a stack of aerosol cans igniting in the flames. Dan threw himself over her, shielding her body with his own. Shrapnel pinged off the rack above.


  When the shower of fragments stopped, he got up and lifted the last piece of shelving pinning her legs, freeing her. In doing so, he didn’t notice he knocked his headset off, and it now dangled at his side.


  Though it wasn’t wise to move her, they would die if they stayed much longer—the flames now inches away, heat searing every lungful he breathed in. Gently, Dan scooped her into his arms, cradling her protectively, her sooty face tucked near his ear. Her breathing was tight, wheezing, and she released a soft moan as he stood and started to run.


  In a whisper he barely heard over the roar of fire, Lexa breathed, “Love you.”


  His chest clenched. He wanted to say it back—God, he wanted to—but the line was transmitting. Anyone could be listening. So with a shaky, rough voice, he said, “Ditto.”


  He carried her through the smoky maze, every muscle screaming, every inhale a knife. Halfway out, they met firefighters forcing their way in through the haze.


  “Transfer to us—now,” one shouted through his mask.


  “No—” Dan coughed, tightening his hold. “I’ve got her.”


  They didn’t argue. Two firemen in full SCBA closed in, one bracing Dan’s forearm, the other steadying his shoulder as they guided him forward. “Easy, Constable. We’ve got you. Keep moving.”


  Dan scarcely registered the daylight when they broke through. Cool air hit his lungs like ice, and he staggered, a violent coughing fit doubling him over as the firefighters held him. He lost track of time, and it seemed like a blink before they stopped him outside a safety perimeter.


  “Officers down, smoke exposure,” a firefighter called out. “They were inside during the blast.”


  Hands reached for Lexa. Dan resisted for half a second—instinct, nothing more—then forced himself to loosen his grip as she was eased onto the stretcher.


  He wiped at his burning eyes, vision swimming, until her face came into focus. With shaking fingers, he brushed a soot-streaked lock of auburn hair from her cheek.


  Lexa’s lashes fluttered. She tried to speak—but her throat was too raw.


  “Easy,” a paramedic said calmly, securing an oxygen mask in place. “Don’t talk. Just focus on breathing.”


  Another paramedic turned on Dan. “You too. Sit. Now.”


  “I’m fine,” Dan rasped automatically.


  The medic didn’t buy it. “You’re not. Now sit down.”


  Dan sank to the asphalt without remembering the decision to do it. One knee hit first, then the other, gloved hands bracing against the ground as another coughing fit tore through him.


  His world spun, and the next thing he knew, he was sitting on his butt, legs outstretched in front of him, and plastic pressed against his face. The relief of pure oxygen filling his lungs terrified him. He hadn’t realized how close he was to the edge—his only concern had been Lexa.


  Slightly detached, Dan watched as the female medic tugged off his tactical gloves, then slipped a pulse oximeter on his finger. The number wasn’t good—and he could almost hear Patch in his
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  Eastgate Regional Medical Centre – ER


  Dan had been in treatment bay twelve long enough to catalog every defect on the ceiling above. There was a long crack shaped like a lightning bolt. A watermark resembled a bird if he tilted his head to the left. A dead fly lay inside the fluorescent light cover, its legs curled inward like it had simply given up.


  Eastgate wasn’t anything like St. Michael’s, not in condition or staffing. The emergency department was packed past capacity. Stretchers lined the hallways, patients slumped in chairs meant for visitors, and the murmur of pain and frustration never faded. Curtains hung from ceiling tracks instead of walls, many of them threadbare and yellowed with age.


  Dan insisted the one between him and Lexa remain open, to keep her in sight. It was so cramped in here that her stretcher was scarcely three feet away—but it was still too far for his liking.


  He wanted to sit in a chair at her bedside so he could hold her hand. Instead, one steely gaze from Lexa sent him back onto his gurney for oxygen therapy after his body betrayed him. When they’d arrived, he had a lung-seizing, coughing fit that doubled him over. In doing so, pain flared in his left shoulder.


  Apparently, all adrenaline had ebbed away, and he became acutely aware of the overtaxed muscles in the arm he’d used to grab the pillar, or perhaps it was from moving all the debris off Lexa. Either way, his burning lungs and protesting shoulder landed him in this bed, forcing him to become a patient.


  Lexa now lay on her back with her eyes closed, the head of her bed at a slight angle upward to help her breathe. One arm folded protectively across her ribs. Every few breaths, her chest hitched, a faint wheeze catching before she fully inhaled. A mask covered her face. Soot still smudged her skin.


  No one bothered to wipe it away, which bothered him.


  Gazing at her, he was half-tempted to get up and find a washcloth or a damp paper towel to wash her face. He’d tried once already, but Lexa caught the soft hiss of pain he couldn’t suppress and told him to stay put, insisting a little dirt wouldn’t hurt her. It wasn’t vanity that concerned him—it was what the grime represented—the apathy shown in this place for the past hour.


  So far, their care amounted to a rushed triage to record their names and gather vitals, a transfer to these bays, the replacement of the paramedics’ pulse-ox and oxygen, and their shirts being cut away so they could be stuffed into thin hospital gowns—but their pants and boots remained on. Then they’d been left with a vague promise that a doctor would be with them shortly.


  It was clear not all medical centers were run well. In this one, no one seemed to have the time—or the inclination—to offer the smallest measure of care or compassion. Dan had hated hospitals since childhood, and this one only reinforced why.


  He shifted a little and regretted it as pain flared through his shoulder and down his left arm. The muscles there felt overstretched, abused—like they’d been pulled past their limit and were now plotting revenge.


  “Don’t move,” Lexa murmured, voice hoarse but steady.


  Dan snorted softly. “You say that like it’s optional.”


  She cracked one eye open and peered at him. “And you say that like I won’t crawl over there and sit on you.”


  “Don’t tempt me with a good time.” He smiled at their usual banter—the only thing normal at the moment.


  Lexa snickered as she rolled her eyes, but the amusement vanished as a harsh hacking fit seized her. Pain ripped across her chest, and she paled, eyes squeezing shut as her breaths turned ragged and uneven.


  Dan reacted without thinking.


  Ignoring the protest of his sore shoulder, he pushed himself upright, swung his legs off the gurney, and pulled the oxygen mask free, letting it fall onto the sheet. He took a single step toward her, clasping her free hand with his right while guarding his injured shoulder.


  “Slow and even,” he said firmly. “Lexa, look at me. Open your eyes.”


  A sliver of hazel appeared.


  “Thanks, Sweetheart,” he murmured. “Sniper breathing.”


  The monitors beeped louder, but no one came.


  Jaw clenched with anger, Dan did the only thing he could—he counted breaths for her as Jon had done for him more times than he cared to remember. Lexa followed his steady and measured inhales and exhales. Gradually, her breathing slowed, and some of the tension drained from her face.


  When the nurse whose name tag read Shannon finally appeared, chart in hand and her expression flat with exhaustion, Dan didn’t bother hiding his frustration. “This isn’t normal. Where the hell is the doctor?”


  Shannon focused on recording vitals as she replied, “Typical after smoke inhalation. She’s being monitored.” Her gaze flicked briefly to the crowded hallway. “We’re busy. The doctor will be here when he can.” Giving him a cursory glance, she curtly added, “You need to be back in your bed.”


  Dan bristled, every instinct screaming to stay where he was, but Lexa tightened her grip on his hand and whispered, “For me. Please.”


  He nodded once.


  Before stepping back, he brushed his thumb delicately over the smudge on her jawline—an instinctive, tender gesture he couldn’t stop himself from making. He wanted to clean her up. Kiss her. Hold her close.


  Instead, he turned back toward his gurney and obeyed.


  Shannon had barely finished her notations when another figure approached from the foot of Lexa’s bed.


  Mid-fifties. Rumpled white coat. Stethoscope hanging loose around his neck like an afterthought. His mien indicated he’d already decided this interaction was an inconvenience. “Vitals?” he asked.


  Shannon reported, “Stable. However, oxygen saturation’s still a little low, and she has pain across her ribcage, Dr. Stahl.”


  Stahl nodded once, already half-turning away. “Keep monitoring.”


  Dan’s head snapped up. “That’s it?”


  The doctor paused and turned to the other cop. “Excuse me?”


  “That’s your assessment?” Dan questioned, pushing himself upright on his gurney. “Her body was lifted and flung in an explosion. Trapped under heavy shelving. Inhaled smoke—possibly toxic. And she’s been lying here for more than an hour with nothing but oxygen.”


  Stahl’s mouth tightened. “Her vitals are stable.”


  “That doesn’t mean she’s okay.”


  Stahl released an irritated sigh. “Emergency departments work on priority. She’s breathing. She’s conscious. She’s not bleeding out in front of me.”


  Dan stared at him in disbelief. “You haven’t drawn blood gases. You haven’t ordered imaging. No X-rays. No CT. No FAST exam. You don’t even know if she has internal bleeding or fractures.”


  Lexa stirred slightly. “Dan…”


  He ignored her, his focus locked on the doctor. “I’ve been in enough explosions to be acquainted with the protocol—and this isn’t it.”


  Stahl’s brown eyes hardened. “So, you think you’re an expert? In my experience, cops haven’t been to medical school and aren’t doctors.”


  Dan laughed, sharp and humorless. “No, I’m not an expert, but I’m well aware of the standard of care because I’ve pulled brothers out of rubble and had to watch them die in the field because we didn’t have the facilities you have at your disposal here to determine if they were bleeding internally.”


  Shannon shifted uncomfortably, though glad the pompous doctor who hated cops was being challenged. If it were her place, and if she wouldn’t lose her job, she would’ve ordered the blood draw and imaging when they arrived. But Stahl was an ass and threatened her position when she previously spoke up.


  Dr. Stahl straightened, his voice rising. “You cops love throwing your weight around—Gestapo tactics, loud voices, scare everyone into compliance. Doesn’t work here. This is my ER, and I decide who gets treated and when.”


  Fury burning through the ache in his shoulder, Dan pulled off his mask again, shifted both legs off the bed, and stood, his sapphire eyes and his voice turning ice cold. “I’m not ordering you. I’m demanding you do your damn job.”


  “That tone isn’t helping your case,” Stahl snapped, but took one step back.


  “You want to talk tone?” Dan took a step closer. “You left a woman covered in soot on a gurney for an hour after an explosion.” His chest constricted, forcing a cough. “That’s medical negligence—bordering on gross incompetence!”


  Stahl’s jaw clenched. “Security—”


  “Call them,” Dan barked. “Call the whole hospital. But you are not dismissing her because you don’t like cops.”


  Lexa tried again, weaker this time. “Dan… please…”


  He glanced at her—and that was all it took to snap what little restraint he had left. “She puts her life on the line every day for the likes of you. She deserves a doctor who gives a shit!” he shouted.


  The effort ripped the air from his lungs. Dan doubled over as violent hacking scraped fire through his chest. He braced one hand on the rail of Lexa’s gurney, the other pressed to his ribs as his vision blurred and the monitors screamed.


  “Sit down!” Shannon urged, reaching for him.


  Dan waved her off, trying to breathe and regain control.


  “Easy,” a new voice cut in—firm, furious, and unmistakably in charge. “What is going on here?”


  Nick Pastore stood at the edge of the bay, visitor badge clipped to his jacket, his expression dark as he took in the scene—Dan bent over coughing, Lexa pale and struggling, Dr. Stahl mid-rant.


  Stahl rounded on him. “This man is being disruptive—”


  Nick didn’t let him finish. “She’s been here over an hour, and from what I overheard, what everyone in this department heard, she has not received appropriate care,” Nick said coldly.


  Dr. Stahl bristled. “And who are you supposed to be?”


  “Her emergency contact, Sergeant Nicholas Pastore,” Nick replied. “And someone who’s about to escalate this beyond your control if you don’t start acting like a physician instead of a bouncer.”


  Silence fell hard.


  Dan managed a breath and straightened slowly, eyes burning but voice hoarse now. “I want another doctor.”


  Nick agreed with a nod and glared at Stahl. “It wasn’t a request.”


  Stahl looked between the two officers, jaw tight, pride warring with reality. “I’ll notify the attending,” he retorted. “But don’t expect—”


  Stepping closer, Nick cut him off again with a lethal, authoritative tone, one he rarely used, but this was an extenuating circumstance. “Do it. Now.”


  The doctor turned on his heel and stalked away.


  Nick moved to Dan, steadying him without fuss. He reached for the discarded mask and pressed it to Dan’s face. “Sit. Breathe. I’ve got it.”


  Dan obeyed without hesitation this time, coughing subsiding as Lexa watched him with worry etched into every line of her face.


  Nick squeezed his shoulder lightly. “You did right, Dan,” he said with solid reassurance. “Now let me finish it.”


  Eastgate Regional Medical Centre – Outside ER


  The overcrowded emergency waiting room went quiet the moment Nick stepped through the doors. Not silent—Eastgate never was—but the kind of hush that comes when tension snaps taut.


  Jon shot to his feet, hands fisted at his sides, jaw set so hard it might crack. Bram rose with less haste, calm but alert, blue-green eyes scanning Nick’s face for damage control cues. Loki paused his pacing, but nervous energy buzzed under his skin like static.


  The four met in the middle of the room. Nick stopped in front of them and studied their expressions. Everyone was here and intact, but they were wound tight. Motioning to them to follow, he headed for the exit, not wanting them to be the center of attention.


  Once outside, Nick said, “Alright, before anyone says anything, take a few deep breaths.”


  Jon didn’t take one. “What the hell is going on?” he demanded, voice soft but vibrating with intensity. “We all heard Dan from out here. He’s thoroughly pissed off … he doesn’t often lose his temper.”


  “Is Lexa okay?” Loki swallowed down his fear of losing another friend.


  Nick nodded once. “She is now.”


  That was enough to get Bram’s full attention. “Now?”


  Nick exhaled heavily. “They’ve switched doctors. Dr. McCole has taken over the care of both of them.”


  Jon scoffed. “So, the asshole back there got kicked off their case?”


  “Yes, Dr. Stahl was removed from their care,” Nick confirmed.


  The news took some of the pressure off Jon’s chest, though the anger didn’t leave his gunmetal-gray eyes. “Good. Because if I’d gotten back there—”


  “You didn’t,” Bram said calmly, a quiet check on Jon’s escalation.


  Nick gave Bram a brief nod of thanks before continuing. “Lexa’s been taken for imaging—full workup. Chest, ribs, abdomen. CT, not just X-rays. And they drew blood to check for toxicity.”


  Loki sagged visibly, one hand raking the errant lock of raven hair off his forehead. “Okay. Okay. That’s… that’s better.”


  “And Dan?” Bram asked.


  Nick’s expression softened a fraction. “He’s receiving a nebulizer breathing treatment. His lungs took more of a hit than he wanted to admit.”


  Jon let out a breath through his nose, sharp and controlled. “Of course they did. He won’t say a damn word unless he’s dying.”


  “Did you tell the doctor about the prior damage to his lungs and give him a copy of the medical section of Dantastic’s manual?” Loki hurriedly asked.


  “I did, and after the treatment finishes, he’ll be getting a set of chest X-rays, too. Dan also strained a muscle in his left shoulder, so McCole will be prescribing him approved meds for the pain,” Nick said.


  “Are they drawing blood from him?” Jon asked, aware Dan remained terrified of needles and the sickening reason for the justified phobia.


  Nick centered his gaze on Loki. “Yes, they’ve been ordered. Dan asked if you would come back and help him through the procedure.”


  “Oh. Um, sure,” Loki replied, a little shaky. Typically, it would be Lexa, but she was not able to, so he would step up.


  Jon’s head snapped toward him. “I can do it if you’re not comfortable. You don’t have to—”


  “Yes, I do! He asked for me,” Loki said.


  Bram watched Loki carefully. “You alright?”


  Loki nodded too fast. “No. But I will be. This whole thing, the explosion, Lexa being trapped, Dan having to leave her, him going back inside that inferno, and the crappy doctor who …” Loki trailed off, gathered himself again before he said, “They’re alive, and Dan wants me by his side. I’ll go.”


  Nick met Loki’s eyes squarely. “He doesn’t need you to be calm. He needs you to be you. Talk, joke, whatever works to distract him.”


  Squaring his shoulders, Loki grinned. “I’ve got this.”


  “I know,” Nick said quietly.


  Jon squeezed the nape of his neck, anger still simmering beneath the surface. “I want a report filed on Stahl. His incompetence and blatant disregard for their lives are unconscionable.”


  “It’s already started,” Nick replied. “I’ll finish it once they’re stable.”


  That earned him a tight nod from Bram.


  Nick glanced back toward the ER doors and back to Bram. “Would you walk Loki back? I want a word with Jon before I return to Lexa.”


  “Sure.” Bram’s large hand landed on Loki’s shoulder and propelled him back inside the hospital.


  Behind them, Jon stared at the entrance, jaw locked. He waited until the two disappeared before turning to Nick. “What did you need to talk about?”


  Nick sighed. “I suspect they’re going to keep both overnight at least. I need your help in keeping Dan from ignoring his health and signing out against medical advice to be with Lexa.”


  Jon snorted. “A Herculean task if you ask me, especially after what he had to do at the warehouse and what happened here. He’s not going to trust this hospital to take proper care of the woman he loves. I know I wouldn’t be leaving Jen’s side if it were her. Hell, I’m not inclined to leave them alone tonight either.”


  “I agree. I considered calling Dr. Fraser and getting them transferred to St. Michael’s if they need to be hospitalized for more than one night,” Nick said.


  “Do you think he has enough pull?” Jon asked.


  Nick shook his head.


  “What about contacting the general? Dan’s father is certainly capable of pulling the right strings,” Jon said.


  “Dan asked me not to. Said his parents have been through too much, and if it isn’t life-threatening, he’d rather they aren’t informed. I’m going to respect his wishes, just like I respect Lexa’s in regard to her family.”


  “Okay. I’ll call Jen and let her know I’m staying here with Dan tonight, and I assume you are sticking with Lexa.”


  “Yeah. I’m sure Loki will bounce between them tonight. I won’t force him to go home because it will allow Lexa and Dan to communicate with one another, and they will rest easier.”


  “Too bad we couldn’t arrange to have them in the same room,” Jon sighed, aware hospitals didn’t allow unrelated males and females to room together.


  “Perhaps we can insist … use what Stahl did to them to our advantage,” Nick suggested as he started in.


  Jon chuckled as he fell into step. “I like the way your mind works.”


  The Exception


  April 22 – Eastgate Regional Medical Centre – Room 513 – 3:21 a.m.


  Startled awake by a sharp keening, it took Jon a second to recall his location—Dan’s hospital room. Unfortunately, the administrator wouldn’t bend the rules and allow McKenna and Broderick to share a room, though both were now in semi-private rooms with the second space empty.


  Lowering the footrest, Jon peered at the bed, where Dan was caught in the throes of a nightmare. At least he assumed it was one, based on the sounds coming from Dan and the movements of his head. He debated the right course of action, knowing it was dangerous to wake Dan. The incident at his house with the hockey stick had made it abundantly clear.


  Jon hated seeing his friend and teammate in such distress, but if Dan lashed out before waking, it would add to Dan’s emotional baggage—something he wanted to avoid. When Derrick, the nurse, opened the door and strode in, Jon sprang from his seat and moved to him. “Don’t go near Dan.”


  “Why?” Derrick’s brows drew together. “It’s a fallacy you shouldn’t wake a person from a nightmare. There is no harm in it and can be beneficial, particularly when the patient is experiencing intense distress.”


  “I don’t doubt it, but Dan isn’t the typical person. He was a highly trained, elite Special Forces soldier before leaving the military to join TRF. It is unsafe for you to approach him. His fight-or-flight response defaults to fight, and I have personal experience trying to rouse him. Take my word for it, do not go too close. Let me try to wake him.”


  “Okay, you try first, but he needs to stop. He’s disturbing the patients on the floor,” Derrick replied.


  Jon glared at Derrick, upset this guy appeared more concerned Dan might wake other patients than for Dan himself. Jon took a step closer to his teammate and called Dan’s name several times.


  When he failed to break through, though he might regret it later, Jon adjusted the tone and volume of his voice. “Broderick, wake up. Now. That’s a direct order,” Jon barked with all the authority he could muster at three a.m.


  Dan shot up in bed, eyes blinking rapidly as he rasped, “Yes, Sir.”


  Easing his tone, Jon said, “Dano, are you with me?”


  Sapphire orbs gradually focused on Jon. “Um, yeah.”


  Jon moved to the bedside. “Sorry to do that to you, but you were calling out in a nightmare, and I didn’t have a hockey stick available.”


  The nurse stepped closer. “Mr. Broderick.”


  Dan’s gaze shifted to the night nurse … Derrick, if he recalled the name. “Yeah?”


  “What is your pain level? Do you need relief?”


  Although the jolt up in bed aggravated his shoulder, Dan replied, “I’m fine. I don’t need any meds.”


  Derrick nodded and turned to leave, now that the patient was no longer disturbing others’ rest or his coffee break.


  Once the door closed, giving them privacy, Jon softly said, “You’re fine?”


  Nodding, Dan admitted, “Yeah, today sucked.”


  “Yesterday,” Jon corrected before he added, “Do you want to talk about what happened in the warehouse?”


  Dan’s head shifted from side to side before bobbing up and down and looping through the motions several times, as if he couldn’t decide.


  Pulling over the plastic chair Loki had sat in before he sent him home around midnight, Jon lowered himself and waited for Dan to make his choice. The advice from Dr. Tansy on how to help Dan during an emotional upheaval had proven to be spot-on, and he would adhere to it—though quiet patience wasn’t his strong suit.


  After releasing a heavy sigh, Dan leaned back on the pillow. “I left her. I left a teammate trapped in a burning building. She could’ve died.”


  “You followed protocol,” Jon said after a moment of silence.


  “I fucking left Lexa … what kind of man leaves the woman he—” Dan cut himself off before he said what he couldn’t.


  “Loves,” Jon finished the sentence, causing Dan to gape at him. He would’ve loved to have a photo of Dan’s dumbfounded expression before it morphed into the blank, stoic expression Dan was famous for when he first joined Alpha.


  “I care about everyone on our team,” Dan countered weakly, once he got his initial reaction under control.


  “Dano, you did right, but doing so doesn’t always feel right, especially when it puts someone you care a great deal about at risk for a stranger. But because you followed Priority of Life, Gideon was saved. His toxicity levels are very high, but the doctors say he will make it. If you’d unburied Lexa and carried her out first, he would be in the morgue.”


  Unaware of that particular detail, Dan again gaped at Jon. “How …” a cough interrupted him, “how come his is high, while mine and Lexa’s are almost non-existent? We were in there a lot longer than he was.”


  Jon shrugged. “It’s an anomaly. They don’t have an explanation. McCole had the lab run the tests several times to rule out errors.” Leaning back, Jon struggled with whether to admit he knew about Dan’s and Lexa’s liaison. He’d promised Nick months ago he wouldn’t let the cat out of the bag until Nick had a solution to keeping them on Alpha team, but that warred with his desire to praise Dan for his actions today.


  Ultimately, he said, “The role of Tactical Leader is multifaceted, but at the core, is one item … keeping the team safe. Sometimes that means making difficult decisions and standing by them because it’s the right thing to do.”


  Dan nodded, though he wasn’t up for a lecture. His heart ached that he had to leave Lexa despite the fact she survived. Apparently, Jon continued speaking, but he’d tuned out until he latched on to his next six words.


  “I know about you and Lexa.” Jon paused after he uttered that statement, not sure how it slipped past his lips.


  The men stared at one another for several beats.


  “You know what about us?” Dan asked, wheels turning, stalling, and trying to find a way to maintain his vow to keep their relationship secret. His mind came up blank, so he waited for Jon to respond.


  Jon sighed. He screwed the pooch in keeping the knowledge to himself, but maybe it was for the best. Secrets and teams never mixed. “I’m aware you two are in a romantic relationship.”


  “We’re friends,” Dan replied.


  “Yes, but you’re more than friends.” Jon held up a hand to halt Dan’s objection. “I was outside your hospital room the night we found you at Brody’s grave. I heard a significant part of your conversation. I gotta say, it initially pissed me off, took it as an affront to my authority. But, and it’s a big but, I’ve come to realize that what the two of you have is special, and I’m thankful for it.


  “I’m certain we would’ve lost you at Green Acres if not for Lexa reaching you at your lowest, most vulnerable point. That screams of an unbreakable bond.” Jon stroked his chin. “Did you know that when Lexa first joined TRF, she fought a tough battle to be accepted, and her dating habits were fodder for gossip. She had the nickname One-and-Done.”


  Jon noted the ice flare in Dan’s eyes, so he swiftly added, “Never by anyone on this team, and Nick put a stop to it fast when he overheard chatter in the locker room about her. Scolded the guys and made it clear that who she dated or how often was not up for discussion.


  “With hindsight, I’ve realized since you joined, Lexa’s softened. She’s always been the heart of this team, which is why I flew off the handle at you the last time you guys were dating. I’m really sorry about how I treated you back then. And I vowed never to repeat the same error. Which is why when I found out this time, I didn’t go off half-cocked.”


  After exhaling heavily, Jon continued, “I watched like a hawk, hoping my fears wouldn’t come to light. I’ve been a stickler for the rules. Fraternization increases the risk to the team … or so I thought. Nick, Lexa, and you have opened my eyes. Alpha isn’t like other teams, and that’s because we view each other as family.


  “It’s how we operate. The trust we place in each other to do right, even when it goes against our desires, is something we all count on. You demonstrated that yesterday, and I’m impressed. Honestly, I’m unsure I possess the strength of character to do what you did if Jen were in that warehouse. Which is why I had to step aside when she was held hostage in the OB's office.


  “When I went home to change while Loki hung out with you last night, I stopped by HQ to read the transcript of your channel comms. I’m also impressed by Lexa. She knew she might die, yet still she put the civilian’s life ahead of her own … and yours.”


  “Mine?” Dan asked.


  “Yes. She asked you to do the impossible, fully aware if she didn’t make it out alive, it would destroy you.”


  Dan swallowed hard, his jaw tightening as he shifted his eyes to the far wall. The soft hiss of the oxygen seemed louder now, as he reflected on this from Lexa’s perspective, which until now he hadn’t considered.


  “Her decision was as hard as yours. Both willing to sacrifice the person they love for the life of an innocent.” Jon let that sit before continuing. “That is why I don’t view the two of you as a liability. The nonfraternization rules exist because emotions cloud judgment. People hesitate. They protect each other at the expense of the call.”


  Dan’s brow furrowed as his fingers curled into the blanket.


  Jon went on, “However, what transpired yesterday was the opposite. You didn’t prioritize protecting each other. You protected the civilian. The protocol. The standard. The team. Even when doing so cost you both something you weren’t ready to lose.”


  Returning his focus to Jon, disbelief flickered across Dan’s face along with the realization he couldn’t deny their relationship. “It almost cost us everything.”


  “Yes,” Jon agreed without hesitation. “And that’s exactly why it matters.” He leaned forward in his chair, his mien dead-serious. “Anyone can follow the rules when they’re convenient. However, the real test is whether you adhere to them when they break your heart.”


  Dan exhaled slowly.


  “You want to know why I believe you belong on the same team?” When Dan gave him a slight nod, Jon continued, “Because when it mattered most, neither of you tried to save yourselves—or each other. You trusted one another to do the job, no matter how much it hurt.”


  Jon paused, letting his words sink in. Then, with conviction, he said, “That makes you two the exception. Not because either of you cares less—but because you’re capable of caring deeply and still doing what’s right and expected.”


  “It doesn’t feel like something to be proud of,” Dan’s voice came out rough.


  Jon met his gaze squarely. “Leadership rarely does.”


  Silence settled between them again, heavier now—but steadier.


  “You don’t get to undo yesterday,” Jon added. “And you don’t get to punish yourself for it either. The two of you proved something most teammates never do—that love doesn’t weaken discipline. It sharpens it.”


  Dan lowered his gaze to his lap. “We promised Nick not to let anyone else on the team find out about us until he had a way to resolve it. I guess I broke my word, and I’ll be transferring to another team.”


  “You aren’t moving. Neither is Lexa. I’ll stand between you and anyone who says you shouldn’t be side by side on Alpha. As far as I’m concerned, you’ve more than earned that right,” Jon declared.


  “But we promised Boss … it will get him and anyone who knows into trouble if they don’t report us. I can’t allow you to risk your livelihood. You’ve got a family to take care of,” Dan countered as his lids lowered. He found it hard to lift them again, fatigue washing over him.


  “Go back to sleep and don’t worry about my position or yours. No one is leaving Alpha.”


  “But—”


  “Nothing. Do I hafta order you to sleep?” Jon grinned as Dan’s eyes opened and gaped at him. Three times in one night was a record. “Rest easy, Dano. Things will work out, I promise. You’ve got Nick and me in your corner, and we don’t like to lose.”


  Dan snorted and nodded. He’d overheard the ruckus Jon made earlier when the hospital wouldn’t allow him to room with Lexa. Although Jon lost that battle, he fought fiercely and didn’t go down silently. Although he believed the eventual confrontation with the brass would likely end in defeat, there was nothing he could do about it today.


  So, with exhaustion pulling at him, Dan let his heavy eyelids close and rested his head on the plastic pillow.


  Jon remained in the uncomfortable chair until Dan’s breathing evened out and slowed, indicating slumber. He rose and moved to the recliner again. As he sat and lifted the footrest, he released a long sigh.


  He also broke his word to Nick, but in this case, Jon believed it was for the best—Dan needed to know they were in his corner and they would fight for Lexa and Dan to stay on Alpha. Later today, he would talk to Nick, and they would work out a plan to keep their team together.


  Eastgate Regional Medical Centre – Room 342 – 8:30 a.m.


  Lexa’s lashes fluttered up, consciousness returning in uneven layers. Light came first—soft morning sunlight filtering through half-drawn blinds, painting pale stripes across the wall. Sensation followed. There was a soft whisp of air in her nose from a nasal cannula, and she vaguely recalled that sometime in the wee hours of the morning, it replaced the mask.


  Yesterday’s events rolled back in, prompted by a profound ache all over her body, which intensified across her torso when she tried to breathe deeper. She hissed and stilled.


  “Easy.”


  Nick’s voice grounded her. She turned her head and found him in the chair by the window, wearing civies, with a paperback resting open in his lap. “You stayed all night?” she rasped.


  “Yes,” he replied and set his novel aside. Nick stood and reached for the pitcher. “Water?” he offered.


  “Uh-huh.” Too sore to move, Lexa allowed Nick to hold the cup steady for her as she took a careful sip, then another, letting the coolness ease her parched throat. “Thanks,” she whispered.


  “You’re welcome.” Nick returned the plastic cup to the table before smiling at her. “You’re sounding a bit better this morning, not quite as wheezy as last night. How’s the pain? I can call the nurse if you need a dose.”


  “Not yet. Doesn’t hurt unless I move … or breathe.”


  “Well, breathing isn’t optional.” Nick clicked the call button.


  “How’s Dan? Have you seen him this morning?” Lexa asked.


  “He’s doing better than you. His shoulder muscles were strained, but luckily, there is no ligament damage. He’ll have to wear a sling until he visits Dr. Fraser. I haven’t visited him today, but Jon called to inform me his lungs responded well to treatment. He still has a mild cough, but his lungs are clear, and the doctor isn’t concerned. They’re planning to discharge him later today.”


  “Who’s taking him home?”


  “Loki. He relieved Jon about an hour ago.”


  “I need to see Dan before he leaves. I want to talk to him.” Lexa coughed and grimaced with the pain.


  Before Nick could answer, a knock sounded at the doorframe, and the nurse entered with the scheduled painkillers and a nebulizer treatment. They halted their conversation while Nurse Mika administered the meds and set up the treatment. As she exited, Mika told them the doctor would be in shortly.


  Lexa inhaled the vapor as she sucked on the nebulizer device. Though she didn’t like having to do the treatment every four hours, it did help loosen the constriction in her lungs.


  Nick finally replied. “Loki will bring him by for a visit before they leave. Jon also let me know Dan had a nightmare last night and told Jon he was fine.”


  Lexa nodded, blew out a breath, and removed the mouthpiece to talk. “That’s why I need to talk with him.”


  Nick moved the device back towards her mouth. “Treatment first, talking later, young lady. Your lungs took a harder hit than Dan’s. And with the hairline fracture of your rib, you need to do as the doctor orders to prevent pneumonia.”


  Giving Nick a faint smile around the plastic, she nodded.


  Relieved she complied without a fuss, Nick resumed his seat and said, “I also need to tell you Jon is aware of your relationship.”


  Lexa paled as her eyes widened and she breathed out, “How?”


  Nick explained how Jon came to visit Dan the same night she did after the incident at the grave and overheard their conversation. He also shared a summary of the chat Jon and Dan had earlier this morning after the nightmare.


  Listening, somewhat in shock at Jon’s attitude and support, Lexa was left speechless. She couldn’t quite believe Jon was staunchly in their corner and he recognized the cost of her telling Dan to go to Gideon. It had ripped her heart to shreds knowing that if she died, she’d also signed Dan’s death warrant. Guilt and darkness would’ve consumed him whole, believing his decision led to her death, even though she would never blame him.


  “Once you are out of the hospital, the four of us will meet and discuss how to move forward. Until then, it must remain between us four. However, what occurred yesterday, how the two of you handled yourselves—professionally, decisively—strengthens my position if and when I must argue you belong on the same team,” Nick concluded.


  Again, she nodded, but wondered whether she should mention Taylor was aware of them dating. With Taylor still on leave and might be for several months, she decided to keep quiet.


  Both settled into their own thoughts, and the only sound was the gurgling hiss of the nebulizer. Ten minutes later, as the treatment finished, Dr. McCole pushed open the door and stepped into the room. After a quick exam, Lexa grumbled when the doctor told her he was taking a conservative approach and she would be stuck here for another two days for observation.


  After McCole exited, Lexa turned to Nick. “I might pull a Broderick and sign out AMA. I’m afraid to leave Dan alone with his thoughts … what he had to do profoundly hurt him, and he needs reassurance.”


  “Rest easy, Lexa. He won’t be left alone, and neither will you, since we both know Dan will be back here within a few hours of his discharge.”


  Lexa bobbed her head, smiling. Yes, Dan would challenge orders to rest at his domicile, since ‘home is where the heart is’ and his is with her. She would support his decision because he would rest better here with her anyway.


  
    Thank you for reading 
Crucible


    Please consider leaving a review or rating.
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