
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The 

SHADOWED STEPS

TRILOGY

Ken Hughes

Windward Road Press

LOS ANGELES, CA

Copyright © 2021 by Ken Hughes

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission.

Windward Road Press

11923 NE Sumner St Ste 879426

Portland, OR 97250-9601

Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

Book Layout © 2017 BookDesignTemplates.com

Cover © 2020 by Sleepy Fox Studio



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​SHADOWED





[image: ]







Open your mind to an exciting but creepy paranormal thriller. Ken Hughes breaks into the genre promising to transcend suspense to a whole new level.

It is refreshing to see an author’s debut transcend the genre of fiction, adding to it a fresh, new perspective of a paranormal thriller. SHADOWED is compelling, suspenseful and irresistibly entertaining. Hughes proves beyond a shadow of a doubt that he can create a spine-tingling thriller with gutsy twists and page-turning suspense. You will not be disappointed.

—Ace Antonio, author of

THE CONFESSIONS OF SYLVA SLASHER



Paranormal thrillers are a dime-a-dozen these days, and they more often than not involve handsome, brooding undead heroes, but SHADOWED is refreshingly different. Author Ken Hughes has created in Paul Schuman a protagonist who is very much human, despite a superhuman ability, and it is his very humanity that makes him so believable. He may have the gift to enhance his senses at will, but it’s plain old-fashioned courage that ultimately proves his most effective attribute. Written in a clear, straightforward style particularly suited to this genre, from the first page, I was pulled in, wanting to know more about Paul’s and Lorraine’s abilities, and equally important, the backdrop of intrigue and scandal that the story plays out against.

Fast-paced, well-plotted with a likable protagonist and an ending that leaves the story open for a sequel, SHADOWED is a helluva fun read, and won’t disappoint fans of either normal or paranormal-genre thrillers.

—Leslie Ann Moore, author of the award-winning

GRIFFIN’S DAUGHTER Trilogy








He can hear a whisper a block away... 

and can’t remember why.



Open your mind, to a city where mystery chases up and down office back stairways, turns brother against brother, and plays out on frozen sidewalks where lives may be shattered if the enemy even looks at the ragged man passing by in the crowd—and even that man cannot guess what memory will be next to batter his mind.

Paul was no detective, no thief, only a student trying to get some distance from his father and brother. When he found himself marked by the power to enhance his senses, he had only that treacherous gift and what few tricks he dared to teach himself, to search for some explanation—or at least the chance to give it meaning by exposing a few petty corruptions.

Paul thought if he lived in poverty to keep his existence secret from the world, at least nobody could force him to use that gift as a weapon against others. But just when he thought he was untouchable, the last thing he expected shakes his world and drags him into the perils of his family, his power, and two women who each have a different claim on his life.

As Paul begins to play cat and mouse with enemies he can’t even name, he must break every rule that’s kept him alive, in every frantic chase and every gamble he makes to break his family free. And all the while, he knows his greatest enemy may still be what lies behind his own secrets.

If you think you know everything a paranormal thriller can do, take a closer look.






To we five Hugheses, for forming so happy and honest a family 

I had to look this far afield to break my hero's heart. Thank you, 

for everything.
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Too loud, too many voices inside talking and jostling to be heard, battering at his Opened hearing... Paul flinched back, couldn’t keep himself from a gasp, and that thundered in his senses too.

But it’s in there, somewhere.

And he couldn’t start hesitating, outside the grand old house in the twilight. Instead, he refocused his power on its second story, finding the half-sheltered region that lay one ceiling above the party. He stepped forward as he did, his feet awkward with most of his will reaching forward. But the echoing in the air ahead, a few footsteps and so many sounds spilling upward through the floorboards, all shifting and mingling and drumming within the rooms and inside his mind...

He broke off the connection and felt the air's chill seeping into his face. The cold felt too deep, as if he’d been standing there for whole minutes instead of mere moments.

I couldn’t have been lost in it for that long—could I? Still, even now, he couldn’t be sure.

Paul glanced at the people drifting past on the path to the door. I don’t need to do this; the real work here will be late at night, anyway. I could be back reading in bed in half an hour.

But crowds had their uses too, and he couldn’t let fear hold him back. Squaring his shoulders, he shifted onto the path and headed toward the door.

As with most buildings, his first glimpse from inside neatly fleshed out the impressions he’d already formed. The converted mansion was filling up slowly; one young couple lingered in the foyer to wind up their conversation before they reached the main rooms where eager, cynical, young, old, and middling visitors milled about.

First things first. Paul paused at the outer door, looking like just another scruffy young man, perhaps more hesitant than some to join the bustle beyond. Fiddling with his coat to stall, he glanced back at the door and Opened his sight.

From three paces away, the outer face of the lock sprang into his vision, showing him every trace of the plate’s shape and size, enough to compare to the types of locks he knew—

The door lurched around, swinging his self with it for an instant before he let the connection go. Paul kept the wave of dizziness from showing on his face and waited for the visitor to walk by, thinking ruefully of how movie spies could always pick any lock at a glance.

He focused again. The old brass shape wasn’t right; its style might be a Weismann, or at least it looked more like the older models—

“You in or out?” a voice bellowed.

Paul jumped, his trance shattering.

An older man, with thinning hair and a caged dog on his shirt; he spoke again. “Can’t just stand out here. You only here to impress your girl, or you want the lab to get away with it?”

Paul allowed himself a grim smile. “No, I’m here about LifeLab alright.” But how much do the people around here know? He added “I still can’t believe they’d do that.”

“Of course they did! They think they can do anything as long as it isn’t on baby bunnies.” But instead of saying more there, he went on “But, do you think it all just started with one lab’s experiments, like everything was okay before then? You know how many unwanted dogs are in this city?”

As the activist kept talking, less and less about LifeLab and its secret, Paul could only steal another glance past him to throw his power at the door again. The lock’s contours filled his sight again, with a view closer than it would have been through any magnifying glass. The shape still didn’t seem like a Weismann, and the size was wrong for...

“...we may never get them all. But we’ll shut that lab down, count on it!” the man finished.

No, you really won’t. Paul felt himself scowl and turned away to partly hide his face as he muttered, “Bet you will. I’ll go take a look,” and headed inside.

“...blog all you want, they won’t...”

“...ever since Jackie had...”

“...sure, I used to eat...”

The conversations flowed around him, pulling at him under the vaulted ceiling’s echoes as he made his way through the main room. As he’d thought, the Animal Alliance—or at least its crowd tonight—seemed to be a mix of young dabblers, longtime believers, partisans of all types, and all the random curiosity-seekers that had come for drinks in plastic cups and an earful about the group’s sudden accusations against LifeLab.

Not that Paul had expected the Alliance rank and file to know much about what had really happened with it.

As he passed a grand stairway, his eyes wanted to follow the deep, stained wood of the banister upward, and the blessed quiet there. But that floor was still far from empty, and wouldn’t even give him this crowd to blend in with. At this hour, the best he could do was stay down in the thick of it, and plan his approach for searching the place later.

And I’d better not Open my sense of smell—not with this many bodies!

Paul moved toward the next of the several rooms, staying near the wall to slip around one older woman gesturing with her drink. The front door had probably kept the same stiff, ancient lock since when the group’s benefactor had lived here; but judging from the newer, gleaming chairs and tables he passed along the poster-covered walls, much of the place had been modernized so some of the back doors might be less trouble.

The rooms weren’t really full, either. There in the center, and there toward that side and that corner, a few loud or angry voices rose up and drew more of the people into eddies around them. In other areas, the space was clearer and the people murmured more quietly. A burly young man lumbered past him with an oversized TV screen in his arms, and Paul couldn’t help noticing the rasp and wheeze of his struggling breath. Paul half-turned, tempted to help him, but then made himself move on.

Maybe it’s just their youth. So many in the crowd were in their early twenties too, still trying to argue out what they’d decide to believe in, even at this cause’s own recruitment drive. I might have been here with them, if things had been different. And he’d been one year away from being one of the journalists who could report stories like this himself...

But, no point in wishing things were simpler. Or that he could leave this sincere, well-meaning crowd to fight it out with LifeLab’s lawyers after what he’d done.

He reached the kitchen. A few people—all women, despite the group’s noble ideals—were busy setting up fresh plates of snacks. Beyond them, through the back room, he could see the outer door. A moment’s focus showed him everything he needed about that lock: it was an Ames 50, one he could probably have worked with just the selection of keys he carried with him, even before he returned with his more obvious lock picks.

Now, the hard part. He snatched a couple of flyers from a table and moved to stand in a corner, camouflaging his stillness behind their images of animal abuse and neglect.

Then he closed his eyes and Opened his hearing.

Not to focus on the babble of the crowd; instead he linked his sense to the wall behind him. Beyond the noises echoing back from the room, between the simple paths of wires’ steady pulses, he listened for the irregular squeals of electronics or other alarms or cameras.

It had taken most of a year to learn to distinguish those from the sounds of basic wiring—that he could do it at all almost made Paul wonder if he were sensing more than enhanced sound.

This end of the room was clean. Still holding the flyers up to ward off attention, he strolled toward the next corner. As he moved, he focused on the wall again, struggling to make his connection with the sounds within it—despite all the noises around him.

“We should just break in and get their rats out,” someone said. “And get some real proof, too!”

Paul froze, but even as he did, he knew the tiny woman to his right was only wishing. One of the two men with her was already saying “And how far do you think we’d get, against a labful of guards and all?”

Right, Paul thought as he moved on. Of course, I slipped in and out without a trace, alone.

He worked his way to the far corner of the room, and knew he’d studied enough of the layout to be sure he could get in later; if there were any alarms beyond that, he’d find them then. So... time to go back, maybe rest up for later?

Still, he looked around at the crowd. Of course a wide-open call for recruits like this would be the least likely time for whoever was responsible to let their guard down. There’d be no “Don’t talk so loud about how all the evidence against LifeLab is fake.”

But all the same, he picked out the smaller knots of people, the isolated twos and threes that just might be muttering about actual secrets, and carefully extended his hearing toward one.

Control, control was everything. Like picking out a distant face while never meeting other people’s eyes, he struggled to reach the first corner without his attention drifting away. But no, that couple was only talking about who else they’d seen here, so Paul withdrew his link and steadied his breathing as he looked around for his next choice.

These three were farther away, and hearing them was like finding one current within a lake of sound—but he found them, to share and listen in on their talk about the turnout and the drinks and the presentation...

Something bumped his shoulder. His muscles went limp, his balance eluding him even as he knew he was toppling forward. He broke the last of the trance an instant before he stumbled against a table, and fell.

Pain tore through him, most of it fading in a moment as his nerves settled. Behind the pain were the voices, the whispers, and the circle of staring closing in around him. Smooth, Paulie, he thought viciously as he got his feet under him. His knee burned.

One middle-aged man stepped forward, half out of the crowd. “You alright?”

“Fine, fine...” Paul muttered as he lurched upright, trying to look as if he had only ordinary embarrassment to worry about.

But the man didn’t move. He said, “Look, are you sure?”

And something in the man’s intent gaze set off alarms, not from any flicker of power but from Paul’s endless looking over his shoulder. I wasn’t that zoned out, and this guy’s not just another visitor, he’s a cop! Or a reporter, or someone else who noticed too much.

“Really, I’m fine,” Paul said as he waved the man away and turned to walk. He fought to move smoothly, showing nothing to suggest that his slip had meant he was drunk or worse, nothing that would need a second look. His knee throbbed with each step.

He didn't risk Opening now, and for an endless instant, his ordinary hearing couldn't catch any sound of the man turning away, as if he were still watching Paul.

Possibilities flashed through Paul’s head—the cop dragging him to a drunk tank as a lesson to the activists, then his control of his power breaking down until he moved to a psych ward and then the attention of anyone ruthless enough to believe someone could have such useful abilities... None of those were likely, but he’d taught himself that there was no moment that the worst couldn’t happen.

Then he heard him turn and walk away.

And Paul found himself locking his hearing onto the investigator’s footsteps before they melted into the crowd. It took a second for his wits to catch up with the instinct: even with his control fraying and the risk of this man noticing him, there was more at stake than being sure the “officer” wasn’t still watching. The real question was, Why is someone like this here at all?

The man was already two knots of people ahead of Paul, moving with a smooth stride that sounded purposeful even at a modest pace. Paul held his focus on that stride, then weakened it a moment to free his attention to take a few paces after him, and then back to refocus on the footsteps again.

Those footsteps provided a good rhythm, and rhythm was one of the better ways he’d learned to stay in motion while keeping his connection from going deep enough to lose himself in. Besides, he could keep partiers between them to act as a screen, since he didn’t need his eyes to track his quarry.

“Can you tell me where James Koenig is... James Koenig...” the man was asking. He sounded more like a cop each time he spoke.

A name... just those two words that might save Paul from hours of searching... He pushed harder to be sure he didn’t miss another word, and then drew back at the first muzzy sensation of losing control again.

He knew he was still being careless, when he didn’t even know if this man was looking into the activists’ frame of LifeLab at all. And if the police are preparing to expose things, do I even need to get involved? –But that only made it a race for him to get the truth out first.

With a steadying breath, he slid behind a trio of students and paused to focus more tightly. But as he did, a drunken voice beside him said, “How ‘bout you? I bet you don’t tell your family about coming to these things, do you?”

Family? Paul couldn’t keep from spinning around at the thought, but he clamped down on his reaction. He managed to give the boy in the college shirt a noncommittal, “Well, not really.”

He turned away as if it hadn’t been two years since he’d seen Dad and Greg, one more thing he’d left behind forever as he tried to cope with his power.

His connection to the cop’s footsteps was gone.

It figures. As he glanced around, another row of people blocked his view. He took a quick step around them, but put his weight squarely onto his hurt knee and barely caught his balance. Gritting his teeth, he used his will to extend his hearing out in a quick sweep—but he still couldn’t catch the investigator’s voice. Instead, he moved another probe more slowly above the floor, snaking through the echoes of the different footsteps.

After one endless moment, he caught a rhythm that seemed like the cop’s steady stride. Paul dodged around another partygoer and at last spotted the back of the cop’s head—a tangle of sparse hair over a rumpled coat—walking away.

Almost gasping aloud in his relief, Paul set his focus on him and edged back behind cover again. He could never let anyone notice him—especially not with this case and what was at stake.

“Can I have a word, Mr. Koenig? My name’s Reid.” And something rustled in Reid’s clothing, as if he were taking out...

“About what, Detective?” The other voice sounded almost calm at what had to be the sight of a badge.

Then they both began walking, and Paul could picture that Detective Reid had motioned his suspect to step aside with him. Is he trying to talk with him, or just rattle him by letting his friends notice him with the police?

Paul edged to the side and Opened his vision long enough for a good look at the man across the room with the cop: thirties, plump, with reddish hair already starting to gray.

“So,” Reid began as they reached the corner. “It looks like this group’s claims against LifeLab may not be as true as they seemed.”

He let the words hang there, as if waiting for a response. But James Koenig didn’t give one.

Reid went on. “That’s the weird thing. Even if LifeLab wasn’t doing those experiments, the photos were so ugly, and they were so close to the way the lab does work... and then, we have to wonder just how that reporter got those photos out of the lab...”

He can’t think Sarah Gomez stole the files herself, can he? I never thought they’d blame her...

Paul pressed his focus closer on Koenig, not watching his face now but following his breathing. Still steady, no signs of nervousness.

When Koenig didn’t reply, the detective added “One odd thing might not be noticed. But, to get both just the right dirt, and get it at all despite their security... anyone who looks would think it was someone who knew all about the lab.”

Koenig didn’t answer at first, but a moment later, he must have reconsidered: “What are you saying? I never even worked in Trials when I was there.”

“I know.”

And again the cop waited. Paul didn’t need to glance over to know he was staring at Koenig’s face, searching for any trace of his nerve breaking.

At last Reid said, “Well, one way or another, the truth is going to come out. It’s still more a civil matter than a proven criminal one, so far. And I’m sure you’ll call me if you think of anything else.”

Paul could just make out the snap of a business card being handed over before Reid began walking away. This time, Paul let him go, keeping his hearing locked on their mutual suspect to see how he’d respond.

Is this it, a simple ex-employee from LifeLab who’d faked a couple photos to attack the people he’d parted ways with? Except, the detective had no idea what those lies had set in motion. And I have no excuse, for rushing off to dig up more dirt the moment I heard the press was interested, never mind if there was any truth to it.

It had seemed to be just the latest chance to bring one more truth to light while earning a few pennies... but instead Paul had crippled the lab and risked a good reporter’s career.

Paul kept still, watching James Koenig from the corner of his eye and Opening his hearing again and again, always carefully letting it drop. He couldn’t risk losing himself in his senses now, but he had to know if the detective’s warning would make Koenig do anything that would lead him to new evidence. And yet Koenig just stood still as the crowd began shifting and slowly clearing a space around one wall.

Then an older man wearing one of the better suits in the room walked up to Koenig. “What was that all about, James?”

“Just some questions. Nothing important.”

“The video’s almost ready.”

Paul watched them move into place near a big screen that some of the others were setting up. Gradually, the crowd quieted and waited for the video to start. Paul glared harder at Koenig, not studying him but just trying to accept that a disgruntled lab worker had outwitted him without knowing he existed. The plump man still showed no sign of worrying.

Opening his hearing again, Paul cast around the room, trying to catch whispers from the people who seemed to be the other Animal Alliance leaders gathered near the screen, and then just to search tidbits from random conversations, but still found nothing about Koenig or their frame.

Finally, he moved a few steps closer to an older, sophisticated-looking woman in a fine gray dress and muttered, “You think they’ve really got the goods on the lab?”

“Shhh,” she replied. “It’s starting soon.”

Paul drifted to the back of the room near the broad staircase. A few more people were coming down it now, but a moment’s frustrated probing still picked out one or two witnesses moving around above. Of course.

“Have you seen what that lab is doing?” a voice called to the crowd. It was the man who’d checked on James Koenig after the detective left.

As the people began roaring their angry answers, Paul clenched his fists. Whatever they could let the crowd “see,” it was his fault. Not Koenig’s, not Sarah’s...

When they dimmed the lights and every eye turned to the big screen, the old thought came to Paul again, and he slipped up the stairs as the crowd blinked in the sudden dark. Because, I still know nothing about why I have this power, but it has to be for a reason!

His knee hurt with the first step, and by the time he reached the top of the stairs, he was well aware how reckless he was being, when he could have simply come back after the people had gone anyway. Even if nobody here thought he was out of place, only two things had ever protected him in his work: his senses and his determination to stay clear of risks. Only stuntmen jump out of windows to escape.

The upstairs hall was almost empty, decorated with only a painting here and there from the old mansion’s past and a few water-stained boxes stacked in one corner. Lights shone from a doorway as two young men walked out of that room.

Paul kept going, barely glancing at them, and his bluff worked: they did the same.

He was still being reckless, he knew. But he strolled from one room to the next as if he were just a curious recruit, looking for a sense of what they kept up here. And what they kept seemed to be mostly empty space, with boxes and posters and other publicity props scattered here and there.

Downstairs, he could hear more angry rumblings that sometimes rose to shouts as the video went on. That raw anger was different from his last few cases, and all the little lies of city officials and double-dealing businesses.

To his relief, the two men he’d passed soon headed downstairs. And he saw another good sign in the corner: file cabinets, not computers. He’s never had much luck with passwords, but those cabinets’ locks would be easy to bypass later.

He Opened his hearing to catch more of the crowd below, just to be sure they weren’t planning to storm the LifeLab gates that night. Not that they’d go that far, but he’d done so much to fan those flames—and bringing out bits of the truth, the truth, is all I have.

Somewhere below, someone said, “Koenig.” Paul started, and cast around for the source. The voice was Detective Reid’s again.

“And you never met him before then?” Reid was whispering. A woman began gushing about how recent a convert Koenig was and how hard he always worked, but she said little that would help Paul before the conversation died down again.

And I stuck my neck out up here without even thinking that the detective would stick around after he tried leaning on Koenig. Paul kept an ear on him now, but the only voices he heard down there were the video and the reactions to it. And at least Reid seemed to be staying down there; Paul glanced at the oak tree beside the window and tried not to imagine having to climb out. I’m taking too many risks just to vindicate Sarah from what I—

Sarah? Paul frowned. Why am I thinking of the reporter and not that I helped a liar attack the lab?

He steadied his focus on Reid, who was still not moving, and considered. Sarah Gomez was just the latest reporter he’d sold anonymous information to. And he’d only toyed with the notion of ever contacting her again, if he did want to do work that was more like an ordinary journalist, at least before his tip to her had gone all wrong.

But no, the thought of contacting her had been crossing his mind more after the story had gone bad. After he’d glimpsed how brave she looked when she refused to talk about her elusive source, with her job on the line. Brave and... attractive, not that he...

“Schuman and Son.”

Just a whisper, a ripple that barely reached Paul’s hearing, where it was still focused on the detective. Paul searched frantically through the echoes of the angry crowd, trying to locate the source of that name—my own name, and that voice couldn’t be...

“...admit, we’re always interested in possible clients,” the voice was saying, and now Paul knew it was Lorraine speaking. “But mostly, I was curious about all of you.”

“I’m afraid our movement doesn’t usually hire PR firms,” someone replied. It was the group’s leader again, who had so recently been shouting to the crowd.

“I suppose not; my work’s done then.” And it was Lorraine’s laugh: easy, friendly.

Not the same way she’d laughed with them, though, never like she’d laughed with the joy of being Greg’s wife, or to make the whole family laugh in return—

Paul’s knee twinged in midstride. He hadn’t even realized he was moving, but he pulled up short at the top of the broad staircase.

“Unnh, did you have to show that one?” Lorraine asked, and the rabble-rouser sounded almost embarrassed as he began whispering about bringing different animal-rights causes together.

The voices weren’t so far beyond the stairs. Paul edged forward, just enough to peep over and down. The shifting wash of colors from the video screen gave more than enough light for him to spot them—even if she hadn’t given a sad little sigh just then.

He saw the top and back of her head, and the even paler silver-blue gleam of a fine silk blouse. The kind of outfit she’d seemed uncomfortable wearing once. But she’s had years learning to be a Schuman now...

She started to glance around, and Paul ducked back before he came into her view. Why am I watching her now? She probably hates me. And he’d tried, he’d been sure he’d kept Dad’s and Greg’s names out of the exposé about what they’d tried to cover up—of course he couldn’t remember who’d dragged them into it, not with his first night’s rush of power twisting his mind into knots...

“Are all farms really like that?” his sister-in-law was asking.

“That’s one of the milder ones,” her guide said.

Paul peeked down again. She was distracted now, watching the screen. He tried to stop staring, but he couldn’t pull his gaze from that blond head, or how far away she was, his whole family was, the whole life he’d thought he had, and I can’t—

A tremor went through her; Paul ducked back again as her hands started to clutch at her head. His hearing sharpened and he heard her moving, stumbling away. He peeped around again but she was already out of view.

“Ms. Schuman? Are you alright?”

“I... don’t know...” she said weakly, her voice sounding choked with hesitation. No—with fear.

Paul crouched down lower on the stairs. He had to move, had to help her, but one voice after another was stirring around her, closing in to watch. It couldn’t be, this can’t be happening...

His hearing focused beyond the others, and filled with Lorraine’s ragged breathing. He heard her say one word, the faintest, most fragile whisper.

“Paul?”

Good God, it’s impossible—She couldn’t have seen him, let alone... But what he’d heard was all too real. He stood up and glided down the stairs like moving in a dream.

The crowd was still mostly watching the video, bathed in the images from the pound and the room’s half-light. It took him a moment to pick out her shape behind one knot of figures.

He still couldn’t believe it, but Lorraine was huddled there, leaning against the wall, hands pressed over her eyes. Four, five, seven people had turned halfway toward her, even though she’d barely made a sound.

He could see the detective was still on the far side of the room. He wasn’t looking over, but no doubt he would soon. And somehow it’s my fault.

Paul slipped forward, using every advantage he had among people slowed by the weak light, ignoring the throbbing in his knee. He slid around them, past them, he had to move faster...

When he got close, he reached right between the gathered onlookers to grip her shoulders and lean in next to her still-covered face. As softly as he could, hoping the faintness itself would draw her attention, he said “Let it go. Let it go... it’ll pass...”

“It... you...” she gasped.

“I’m here. Just let it go.”

It was all he could think to say, but through her shoulders he could feel her trembling ease. Her breath steadied, and she drew her hands down and looked back at him, shock still glittering in those blue eyes. Slowly she turned away.

Then, in an almost normal voice, she said to the others “I’m alright... I guess I need some air.” And she pulled herself up and started walking for the door.

Paul fell into step behind her, not glancing at the faces that followed them. Let them think the explanation is something simple. Something possible.

Lorraine walked steadily, except for a tiny falter in one step, when she stopped at her chair to grab her coat and purse. She didn’t say a word until they were outside.

“It’s so cold!” She shivered and hugged the coat to her, but didn’t put it on. Instead she turned around to him. “Paul... how did you...?” Her voice faded away.

“Keep your eyes moving when it starts. Back and forth, don’t focus on one thing. That should usually keep you from...” God, how can I put it into words... “being pulled in. Can you do that?”

“I...” She swung her head to one side, then another, more slowly. Then she turned and stared right at him. “But, how?”

Her words were still quiet, but they seemed to hang there in the cold air.

“I know what happened to you. Somehow, it happened to me two years ago. I’ll try to show you... how to handle it,” he added weakly.

I’ll try. Even though I’ve just destroyed your life. And Paul knew he still didn’t actually know much more than what he’d just told her about the power.

“I need your help,” she was saying, insistent.

“Right. I said I’d try.” As he watched her, his vision blurred. He began to understand how much he was risking. “But please realize, I haven’t seen Greg or Dad in years...”

A hopeless protest rose in him, for her not to tell her husband she’d seen him. Everything he’d tried to do, all the secrets, the dangers... Now he was the one who couldn’t seem to breathe. It would be so easy to admit he’d told her everything he knew and then just slip away. But could I leave her to face what I’ve been through, alone? Just seeing her gain the power had shown him more than he’d ever known about it...

His head was spinning. “Two years,” he said again weakly.

“Are you sure?” And she took a step toward him.

“What?” He shook his head, trying to clear it. Why was she looking at him so intently, as if all her doubts a minute ago had just been pushed aside? “I don’t think...” he began awkwardly. “I mean, I ran away from you all. I don’t think I can ever go back.”

“Paul!” Lorraine caught at his arm, and he barely jerked out of her reach. More gently, she said, “Paul. Greg asked me to go out tonight, but... he’s been in the hospital, for days. And someone broke into our home.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​CHAPTER TWO
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Paul couldn’t say a word.

“It was the night after his car crash—and he’s fine,” Lorraine added, just in time for him to feel the stab of guilt for not asking at once. “Mostly bruises. They wanted to keep him for observation, but he should be out of the hospital in a day or two—”

“Oh.” It was the only thing Paul could say.

His brother. His brother, his secret, someone out there—At least he’s still alive... His thoughts kept spinning, tumbling and couldn’t settle.

“I came home and found the lock smashed in,” Lorraine said. “And whoever it was had searched the house. All of it,” and she shivered again.

She was talking faster now, he voice low, but Paul could only stare. This can’t be happening! Whatever it is is going to catch me in the wreckage, worse than her and Greg...

“Just a few things were stolen,” she went on. “That’s the worst of it. We can’t even know if it was robbery or... something else. So we can’t know if they’ll come back. Or even if his accident was an accident.”

“Oh,” Paul said again. He glanced back at the path up to the mansion, glad nobody was passing by. Quietly, he said, “And the police say...”

“Didn’t you hear me, Paul? A few jewels and things were gone, just like a robbery. We almost didn’t report it at all.”

“Why not?” The question was out of his mouth before he remembered he wanted her not to think of him as someone who spent his days dealing in secrets.

But Lorraine only glared at him. “We wanted to protect Schuman and Son’s reputation. You know better than I do how the business always comes first, and Greg and your father wondered if the police would even look that far into a simple robbery.”

Her words came faster and faster now, pouring out. “Sure enough, the police only said there was nothing to explain. The same as they did about the crash. So we just put in new alarms and said we’d move on. But I need answers.”

“What answers?” Paul asked, then winced inwardly. I’m just digging myself in deeper.

Lorraine turned away, looking down the street, as if she’d vented all of her thoughts and needed a moment to gather more. “Answers about... well, whether someone did come after us. And why, and so, what we could do about it.” She turned her gaze back now to search Paul’s face. “Greg and his father say it’s just a robbery, but I keep worrying there’s a reason. And I don’t think it’s anything I did, I’ve been racking my brains about it for days... and I haven’t really done much that was separate from Greg since we married.”

From anyone else, those last words would have been a reflexive denial—or else spoken with a bit of embarrassment. But he remembered how happy she had been to be part of Greg’s life.

I can’t believe I’m measuring out the amount of devotion in the family I left!

Paul snapped “You really think they’d tell me more than you, after the way I vanished? Or are you asking me to investigate my brother and my father?”

I just had to say ‘investigate’! Now he’d almost admitted he could—or that he almost could—and how he’d been spending those years since his disappearance; if she doesn’t guess how much I’ve done, at least she can’t let it slip to one of the people I’ve exposed, or can’t force me to keep fixing her problems, or judge me. But this was still so out of his depth—He watched her eyes, trying to guess what she suspected.

“I’m asking you to protect us,” she said. “And I shouldn’t have to ask.”

Paul held her gaze, but it was all he could manage for one breath, then another. “That’s easy to say,” he finally muttered. “You’re still new to the family. You don’t really know how long Dad and Greg and I had been arguing, over everything from baseball to, well, you and your place with them. And now you think some trick senses are going let me somehow go all through the city to track down some—”

His eyes went wide. Track down? What if I’m the one who’s been tracked down, by one of my cases, and they’re going after my family...

He shook his head. There was no way, not when he’d rebuilt his whole life to keep himself invisible and leave every tie to his past behind.

“Listen.” Lorraine’s voice was softer now, and she took a small step toward him. “I’m due to visit Greg now. You can come and see how he is, or... at least use the drive to explain what's happening to me.”

“All... right,” Paul sighed. Maybe she’s in denial, trying to focus on the other events in her life before she comes to terms with what the power can do to her. At least she’s able to mention it.

He went on “But you’re just starting to learn about your power, and you don’t know how it can sneak up on you sometimes. So I’d better drive, unless you want—”

He bit off the words another crash, realizing how cruel they’d be after she’d almost lost her husband in one car wreck. Or maybe they’d just be cruel to me, the way Mother died. He braced himself for the explosion.

“Besides,” and Lorraine actually smiled, “you’re a guy.”

Paul had to laugh then, as she dropped the keys in his hand and started down the street with him a step behind. The block felt oddly quiet after their argument, but he knew that could only last for so long.

The night grayed away the colors of the line of parked cars, but Paul Opened his sight a moment, and sure enough, there was the shamrock green of the little Toyota she’d always driven. Then he sighed. I could have asked her to test her own power looking at it in the night. It could have been her first lesson.

It had been a while since he’d driven anything, the way his senses just might surge away while he was behind a wheel, but his body settled into the seat naturally enough. As he turned the key, he shot a questioning glance at Lorraine beside him.

“He’s at St. Central,” she said.

He would be. Hearing the hospital’s nickname from a Schuman didn’t even sound the same as hearing it on a routine day. The last place where he had seen his family, the place where his power had struck him... but he shook off those thoughts now, not ready to believe fate itself was trying to trap him.

He kept the car at a safe twenty-five miles an hour at first, trying to settle his thoughts as much as control his senses. Whatever else happened, he couldn’t let Lorraine go through the horrors of understanding her power all alone. But this break-in they had... and do I even want to see Greg again? His fingers clenched on the wheel, glad the street was fairly quiet at this hour.

From the corner of his eye, he watched Lorraine, as she sat so still with her hands folded in her lap. She already knows what no other human being knows about me.

And now he had to show her how to control a power that was so obviously good at finding secrets, without letting her guess how he’d been using that power himself! If she connects my being at Animal Alliance with the files that were stolen to start its accusations...

Paul bit his lip hard, trying to focus on the road ahead. I thought I’d left all this behind. But here he was, driving right back to where it had all started. It had been Lorraine’s dying mentor that St. Central had juggled insurance rules to raise the bill for. And when Greg’s answer to that was to cut a deal with them that covered up what the Schumans knew—and Paul had had to...

The light ahead turned red, and he pulled the car up and took a deep breath.

“About that break-in,” he said. “I’m not sure I can be much help.”

“What? You’ve just shown me you have...” Even enclosed in the car, she dropped her voice to a whisper, “...you have this talent. And now you say you can’t do anything?”

“I’m showing you what I have, what we have. And our ‘talent’ can’t pull answers out of the air or anything. There’s a lot it can’t do. Plus, I’m not a trained cop, and I don’t have underworld contacts, or any of the things someone would need to play detective about a robbery.” He couldn’t think which would be worse: getting them killed because simple crime was so much more violent, or letting her or anyone know about how many quieter secrets he did work with and what that would lead to.

“But your talent can fix this,” she said. “It has to.”

“You still don’t understand what ‘it’ is.” Not that I know so much more...

The light turned green, and he took a breath as he nudged the gas. Maybe that was the key; if he could explain their power to bring down her anxiety about it, and also head off her suspicions about how he was using it.

“Lorraine.” He spoke slowly, reasonably, while keeping his eyes on the road. “What we have is the power to increase our five senses by connecting them to whatever we focus our attention on. That’s all it is; it doesn’t mean we can get easy answers to any question we want.”

Lorraine said nothing, and he continued.

“And yes, it does mean it has a danger. The way your senses locked up at the party? That’s a risk you have to learn to live with now. But the thing is, you can resist it too, learn to keep it from happening.”

He glanced over at her. She was sitting quietly, watching him. He gestured toward the office building sliding past their window.

“Try practicing now. Just focus your mind on something there and then let it go. See if you can let it go before we drive past it. As long as you can learn to recognize when your attention on something is starting to Open your senses, you can keep it from happening when you don’t want or from lasting longer than you want. Then you can control it. Try it.” He motioned to an approaching streetlight.

“So... that’s all it is?” she asked slowly. “And you’ll help me with it, and you’ll find out who broke into our home.”

No I didn’t agree to that! Paul caught himself before he snapped that at her, and concentrated on keeping the car steady. “Look... if you’re thinking this power is going to change your life, you’re right—but that means you have to take control of it. And you have to start now. For instance, have you thought about what it’s going to do to you and Greg? Are you so sure you can stay with him?”

“Don’t even joke about that,” she said coldly. “And don’t try to distract me. We need to figure out who broke into our house.”

Who’s trying to distract whom? Paul was losing count, but he said “Don’t you think you can just ignore what’s happening to you. Think about this: you got the power when I was focusing mine too closely on you. Don’t pretend you forgot what that flood of senses did to you, and it’s going to keep happening. And, what if some day you do that to Greg?”

“Oh.”

That one dazed sound was all she said, but Paul knew he’d broken a little of her denial. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It scared me, too. I don’t know what this means yet, but you’ve got to understand how this works.”

“You mean,” she said slowly, “you changed me? And you’ve changed other people like this before?”

“I said I don’t know what happened to you. If it was me, I’m sorry, and I am trying to help. I don’t think I’ve ever ‘changed’ anyone else, nobody I’ve known in the two years I’ve had... this. But,” he had to add, “that may not mean much for you. Not much of those years has been spent around people.”

She didn’t answer, and he couldn’t say more. For a long moment, they sat quietly and Paul watched the street signs, looking for the next turn toward the hospital.

“Paul...” She spoke softly, and he glanced over. She was looking out the window now, but he didn’t think she was trying out his exercise for her power. “Paul, do you think the power does come from being touched by someone else’s power? Or is it... something else?”

“I never thought so. But I never knew much about that until tonight, Lorraine. I don’t even have clear memories of the night the power came to me, only that I was at the hospital. Since then, believe me, I’ve looked at everything that was in the whole building, and there are no clues.”

He stopped a moment. I’m getting too close to admitting how many nights I’ve gone spying around the hospital. Paul didn’t like how much that implied about the skills he’d lived by since.

He tried again. “There just wasn’t anything unusual in that environment, and there’s no sign in my genetics, either. Not from anything I could learn about my family, for generations back. None of us seemed to do anything like this, and I never did before, either. And of course now the other one to get it isn’t a Schuman at all,” and he gestured to her. “So I don’t know.”

“You really don’t.” It seemed to be sinking in to her, a bit of how much he’d been living with.

“I just remember it came to me,” he added, not wanting to reveal that he was still struggling to understand what that meant about any kind of purpose for him, even before adding her to the mix.

“There’s something else,” Lorraine said, almost hesitant now. “That was you who told the media about St. Central’s insurance tricks when you left, wasn’t it? Did all of this give you some kind of compulsion to...”

“The power never makes me do anything. I told you, what you have to fight is it locking your senses up on something. Or do you really think I’d drag the family through that?” he added, trying to make it sound light, as if there were nothing to worry about. But he felt a tightness in his throat as he said it; he had leaked that information, yes, but he’d picked evidence that would lead the investigation away from how Dad and Greg had known. And he still wondered, who had found the rest of the papers...

Fumbling for a joke, he said “I might as well ask if you did it. Curtis was your friend, and even though Greg and Dad made that deal to get him the money, they did it by covering up everything they’d found about what St. Central put him through. So, was it you getting revenge?”

“That is a joke, isn’t it?” and she looked almost hurt. “I’d never turn on the family like that, you know that.”

“Of course.” He tried a different joke. “But only because I know you. We Open our five senses—we don’t read minds.”

“Oh.”

The word seeped out of her, and Paul could hear real relief in it. If she’s fighting to focus on the break-in, what must it be like for her now, hearing the boundaries of her world pulled apart and rearranged with every new sentence we say? Had she been thinking just seconds ago of what other barriers might have broken, and now she was trusting again that she could think her own thoughts?

He drove on without another word, trying not to imagine how easily Lorraine could destroy everything for him, if word made its way to any of the liars he’d exposed. He didn’t even want to see Greg or Dad again after he’d left, but she was so determined.

The vast parking lot was just where he remembered it, not too far from the hospital. The car glided into an empty space all too neatly, no more delays before he had to choose.

They had just gotten out when she stepped suddenly around the car to stand in front of him, eyes locking on his. “Paul. Please...”

Meeting her gaze, he braced himself. “What?”

“Paul, I can’t let Greg know about this thing. Not yet.”

He could only stare. “You can’t?”

“Let me figure this out first. Please. He doesn’t have to know about you if you don’t want.”

Trying not to smile too widely, he said, “Deal.”

Together they made their way to the front entrance, blending in with the scattered visitors who had night business at St. Central. He and Lorraine weren’t standing in lines, but Paul felt as if he were falling into step with something else—his months of discreetly exploring the hospital for answers. The sharp smell was the same, even though he was careful not to Open to it.

After they had passed by the main desk, the crowds grew thinner. The lights seemed a little dimmer, and the orderlies and nurses walked more quietly. Lorraine clipped a “Regular Visitor” pass onto her collar; of course, at this hour, the hospital rules limited who could visit. Paul took a moment to picture them trying to deny his family those special passes, and how his father or Greg would force past their objections, even after the Schumans’ harsh history with this place.

Still, he dropped back and stayed a few more steps behind Lorraine. His second-hand wardrobe might stand out if he walked right next to her in her Schuman-quality outfit. He kept his hands “adjusting” his coat and walked confidently, as if there surely had to be a pass clipped on it just under his fingers.

“Lorraine!”

The voice made Paul half turn, and he froze to see the figure advancing behind them. The quiet corridor picked up the echoes of that stride, steady and sweeping along like a force of nature in one compact frame, my father is walking right toward me... in the very building where he’d last seen him, the place where Paul had ruined his father’s scheme and then left his life. There was not a single person or corner for Paul to step behind now. He was walking right toward them, and Paul couldn’t move...

And he walked right past Paul and drew Lorraine into step with him, never even noticing his son in his ragged clothes. Paul stared, not knowing what to think.

“I didn’t know you were coming by,” Lorraine was saying. As if, after two years in the family she still couldn’t call him Dad or Ian.

“I wanted to see him. Besides, this gives me a chance to thank you for keeping on top of his accounts while he’s in here.”

As they spoke, Paul let them pull away, at his father’s rapid pace. For the moment, it was just so much easier to stay clear and listen.

“Well, of course,” Lorraine answered. “Greg would never forgive me if we started falling behind.”

“But then, you’d be more helpful if you’d convince him to put down his phone now and then while he’s here. Don’t let the nurses keep confiscating it.”

Paul winced, as much at the familiar, so-reasonable tone as at the judging edge his father never quite kept out of his voice.

But where Paul or Greg would have protested, Lorraine only laughed. “Convince Greg? You’re a stubborn pair, you know.”

Before he could answer her, a buzz came from his pocket. He muttered, “Of course, now,” as he drew out his own phone and told her, “You go on ahead.”

When Paul saw his father start to turn back, he ducked behind a corner he’d been keeping near.

“No, we found some new art. You should have a scan of it now. If you give it a look, we can still get the release out tomorrow...”

The rhythm of our lives. Dad, Greg, and he had fought so long to give the firm every advantage, even when Paul had wanted to start journalism school instead. Now, watching his father walk by, Paul thought about how easy it would be to step out and join him. But nothing about his family or his new life was easy.

When his father was gone, Paul moved quickly after Lorraine. Unless St. Central had reshuffled the wards in the last year, she must have headed somewhere up along the next left turn.

The rooms he passed were a mix of silence and quiet voices now. A nurse in the hall gave him an odd look, but he kept walking as if he had no reason to doubt he belonged here, and she turned back to her cart. As he approached each doorway, he Opened his hearing for any familiar sounds.

It was Greg’s voice he caught, an amused whisper: “You’re an angel.”

“You said you wouldn’t make calls when they could take the phone away,” Lorraine replied. “And I believed you. So if you lose this phone, you’re not getting a third one.”

“Well, I believe you.”

Paul heard a wince in his brother’s rich voice, the voice that had taught him to tie his shoes, or taunted him while holding them out of reach.

He shut down the connection and moved around the next corner to sit on a chair near the corridor’s snack machine. He pulled out a few pages of newspaper from his coat; the moment they snapped into position to hide his face, he reached his will toward his brother again.

For a moment, he thought he’d lost track of which room it was, but then he caught their faint voices. Two other people were breathing in the room, but those roommates seemed to be sleeping.

“I keep telling you, I’m fine.” Greg’s voice was a steady whisper, but there was no missing the warmth in it as he spoke to his wife.

“I guess. Oh: your father’s on his way in too.”

“Huh?”

“He met me on the way in, but he had to take a call.”

“Ahhh.”

Paul thought he heard another spasm in Greg’s breathing. How hurt is he? The more Paul could hear, the more maddening it was. Everything he’d learned exploring the hospital and looking after himself were useless when he couldn’t see Greg.

“How about you?” his brother was saying. “I bet you found time to visit every one of those prospects.”

“Almost. Watkins might be interested, and G&B.”

“Of course, all Dad will say is that he’ll have to close them himself,” he muttered. “Is there anything on the break-in?”

“No, nothing... definite.”

Paul could hear the awkwardness in her evasion, and his fingers clenched the paper.

But Greg only said, “I hate this. And all this happened when I couldn’t be home with you. Or maybe that’s why they broke in now.”

“I know.”

“How are you doing?” Dad’s voice said, and Paul started where he sat. I stopped checking for people around me again; he’d been halfway to being trapped in his senses.

“I’ll still be out in two days,” Greg answered. More softly he added, “Was your phone call from one of the councilmen again?”

Paul could hear his father moving closer and settling beside them. “He needed reassuring. There was a rumor that you were drunk at the wheel.”

Paul’s jaw fell open even as Greg snapped, “I was not!”

Dad didn’t say that, he couldn’t have just clubbed Greg with how Mom had died—but, was he just attacking him or was there a kind of real worry in that tone? Paul couldn’t tell, couldn’t guess from the sharp, low whisper his father had used.

Elsewhere in Greg’s room, the two other patients slept on. Their breathing was so steady that Paul wondered if they were sedated. Nobody else spoke for a moment.

“You know, being here...” Lorraine began.

Paul winced. She wasn’t a Schuman, and she might not remember what a can of snakes they’d already opened.

“...I was thinking of Curtis again, and how we sat up with him,” she went on. “And everything else that happened.”

“Do you have to... sorry,” Greg stopped himself. “I know he meant a lot to you, and we miss him too. What were you thinking about?”

“Nothing, really. Just remembering.”

“That may be the best way,” their father said. “Remember the good times and learn what you can from the rest. Let those lessons drive you.”

He hadn’t mentioned Paul’s leaving either, and he sounded so cold. Is that where this puts us? Is that all I am now? And why am I surprised?

Paul pressed his focus closer, straining for the next word, but he didn’t hear one—only breathing, waiting, nobody breaking the stillness that stretched on...

Some faraway voice said something about “time to.” Paul shook his sluggish thoughts to life long enough to catch his father saying, “Of course,” to what had to be a nurse in the room.

Trapped again, even now! Paul scrambled to his feet and withdrew up the corridor until he could be sure the nurse wasn’t going to keep searching and decide to march him out, side by side with the others.

He still couldn’t believe how careless this had been—especially after lecturing Lorraine about what touching people with the power might do to them.

But at least he hadn’t ripped Dad’s or Greg’s senses Open, so maybe it wasn’t just contact that had given him and Lorraine the power.

The nurse was moving on, and Paul peeped back around the corner to see his father walking out with Lorraine. As they moved along, Lorraine stole glances this way and that, and when she looked back, Paul stepped out and held up a finger, signaling for her to wait for him.

As she hesitated, his father noticed and turned toward her and Paul had to quickly duck back again. But they kept walking.

The corridor was quiet now and the lights were dimmer—including those coming from Greg’s room.

Paul stole a glance down that corridor again. His brother was in there, the brother who’d taught him everything and fought with him over all of it. He’d barely ever seen Greg hurt before now. He realized his hands were shaking; what could he even say to him?

Lorraine had asked whether the power had forced him to betray the family’s cover-up. Now he clenched his fists, trying to stop his hands from trembling. He’d exposed the hospital, but he’d tried his best to keep Dad and Greg out of it. And yet the events of that night were still so hazy, he couldn’t recall all the things he’d seen. But he did remember having the deep sense that his new power made it harder to let lies like that stand.

I didn’t reveal the family’s part in it—I didn’t. Yet I was so sure I had to leave them...

And now his brother was injured and he didn’t dare speak to him. He took a few steps to stand at the side of Greg’s doorway, enough to see how comfortingly dim it was inside now. Three people lay breathing within, all steady and sleepy. Too many strangers for any kind of reunion, anyway.

He leaned into the room just far enough to see the opposite wall, searching for the patient’s medical charts. Or has St. Central stopped using charts since I was here last year, another step in computerizing everything? He leaned a little further.

Now he could see his brother, asleep. His face was so like Paul’s except for the short nose, which he used to wish his own resembled. Greg’s dark hair was hidden under a bandage—concussion? But it couldn't be so serious, not if the hospital was getting ready to discharge him soon.

At last, he spotted his brother’s medical chart, and he extended his sight to take in the tiny print in the dimness. Gregory Ian Schuman, it said his condition seemed good after surgery—surgery!—to clean up a cracked rib, but everything seemed limited, which fit with him being able to leave soon.

Click... click...

A soft, repeating sound reached Paul’s ears. It was so faint that he had to Open his hearing to check as he ducked back, but he already knew. It came from Greg’s hand on the control button, calling for a nurse.

Feet marched toward his corridor. Paul darted away, straining to focus his power partly on his legs and his footsteps as he moved, holding the short, rapid stride that let his feet roll along the floor in almost perfect silence. He made it around the corner again and out of sight, where he waited for the nurse to reach Greg.

“Yes, sir?”

“Someone was at the doorway. Watching me,” but as Greg said it his voice grew softer, a little hesitant.

“Mr. Schuman, there’s nobody there.”

“I saw a shadow. Or maybe...” He let it die away.

“It’s never easy to sleep here,” the nurse said. “You’re not the first call I’ve gotten tonight. But just lie still and try to get some rest.” As she walked away, Paul heard her say under her breath, “or at least let the rest of us try.”

Paul slipped off before he made it worse. Greg had never been afraid of anything—or even had enough doubts to admit he could be wrong without a fight. But then again, after having his house robbed, it was better he chalk it up to nervousness about that than to think that someone was still stalking him.

Why didn’t I just stay away? But the answer was all around him: even in the same building, he couldn’t remember, couldn’t even be sure why he’d left them at all.

He glared down the corridor, as if the walls themselves were hiding secrets. Yes, it had been a clean break from all his struggles and competition with Greg and his father, and a chance to bring out the truth. But...

As he had so many times, he found himself moving deeper into the hospital, trying to remember something more. For a moment, he Opened to the scent—the hospital’s sharp, all-around tangs of disinfectant and sweat, and all the jumbled memories that came with them.

That night had started in the oncology section, he knew. As he remembered, he had moved smoothly through the back corridors, readying his senses to help him stay ahead of the extra staff who would be tending to the cancer patients.

Lorraine’s mentor, Curtis, had been dying; she’d learned of it soon after she’d married Greg. And by that night’s end, Paul had sent records to the press explaining how St. Central was evading the needs of patients like Curtis.

And then Paul had disappeared from the life he'd lived—

He drew back to let a group of orderlies pass. Being invisible in this hospital was easy, because he’d haunted every corner of the building in search of anything else that could have been the cause of the night that changed his life. All he had ever found were more of the same elusive memories.

Now he started forward, trying to recapture the surprise he’d felt that night. It had been Greg’s idea to make the hospital pay for Curtis’ treatments by piecing together figures of how many patients they’d manipulated the insurance rules to stint on. And somehow, it had ended with that fax of Greg’s that contained all the damning figures—but with the Schuman and Son fax number at the top, which Paul had worked hard to keep out of the news.

Someone else found that, didn’t they? I never gave them that. I couldn’t have!

Paul hung back short of the central corridor, waiting for a lull in the traffic. He had walked this way that night, to the little meeting room. He stared at the door far ahead, and could almost hear Dad and Greg in it again, but the hospital staff were still moving in the corridor...

At last, he found his chance and slipped out, retracing his steps. The walls had new paint, too pale, but beyond the door would be the same small room he’d gone to join them in. One step, then another, and he reached it.

He had put his hand on the door that night. He had paused to listen, trying to determine if they were there or if this was the wrong moment to interrupt. His fingers had tightened on the doorknob.

And these other thirty-five rows of figures, the voice had been saying, if Mr. Thiessen is treated? Will this patient be all?

It’ll be enough, he’d heard Greg answer.

Paul could almost hear the words again, and feel his own rage. And then he’d turned away... or had he gone in? No, I’m sure I turned away.

Now he could hear people moving toward him, but it had been quiet then and he had to remember, not listen. He marched off, veering up the corridor to the right, as he had then. With every step, he’d become more certain of the lies. The hospital had lied, the family had lied. Everyone lied.

Footsteps moved in behind him, but he kept going, trying to grasp more of his next memories. He remembered what Lorraine had done when she sensed him. Did I tremble like that, back then? Was this wall something I stumbled against? Was there anyone else there, like I was there for Lorraine, to show me the truth?

No... He felt as if he were gazing into the sun after a long, sleepless night, a sun that left him exhausted as well as warmed, its brilliance dazzling and dazing the images that came after. During the next hours, he had felt those first desperate surges of his power and he’d begun slipping through the corridors, when he’d gathered Greg’s and Dad’s notes and separated out that treacherous fax.

Then I hid the fax—didn’t I? He still wished he could be more certain; even on that night, he couldn’t have wanted to ruin his father and brother, he’d only wanted to get some distance from them to cope.

Still, nothing was clear. He drifted to a stop, left with just the ghosts of the same old questions and the footsteps of the nurses and orderlies circulating to his left, behind him, and up ahead.

Sighing, Paul turned and picked his way along to the exit, surprised he had managed to slip away unchallenged. So even now, all he could remember was the sheer truth of how many lies there were in the world. That truth had set him on the path he’d been trying to follow ever since, hoping to make the power make sense.

It had to be easier once he was away from Dad and Greg, but...

Lorraine was waiting at the front entrance, alone.

Before she could speak, he said, “So, have you started testing your power? Are you practicing how to shut it off?”

“Some.” She stepped closer, her eyes wide with emotions he couldn’t read. “But please, what did Greg say?”

What? Paul stared a moment and then said, “I didn’t talk to him.”

“You didn’t... but, you never told me and, I’ve been waiting half an...” She stopped and let out a long, slow sigh. “Never mind. But, are you going to help us? Because I need to know.”

He closed his eyes, remembering Greg calling the nurse, his own secrets, and all his fights and history with his family. “Of course I’ll... do what I can,” he said.

It might have been the hospital lights, but her face simply shone. “Thank you, Paul. It’s the only thing I can say, and it’ll never be enough.”

How long had it been... since anyone had thanked him for more than some trivial thing he did? He shook his head. “Only if this works. So, if your break-in was about Greg or Dad, I’ll need to know what they’ve been involved with, so I can decide how to look into it. Can you find out?”

“I can get what I have together tonight. I’ll meet you tomorrow.” She took out her cell. “How do I reach you?”

He sighed, knowing how paranoid it sounded. “Actually, I don’t have a phone.”
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​CHAPTER THREE
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All through the long, rattling subway ride, Paul kept his senses studying the graveyard shift workers, drunks, punks, and other restless souls aboard the train, and testing his knee as he massaged the swelling. When he stepped off the train, he almost turned to slip into the Animal Alliance headquarters, as he’d planned—hours and a lifetime ago. But instead, he unchained his battered bicycle from the back corner tree and pedaled away down the street.

Now even the little breeze on his face was biting cold. Why did this have to happen in November?

Not that the problem is when it happened. He let the bike hold its own balance and flickered his sight and hearing around the night. He was still worrying about hiding his trail, now when somebody might already know about his family, and when Lorraine knew about the power itself. And he had to show her enough about her new abilities so she could live with them, even though it made her all the more aware how he could be rooting out secrets all over the city...

He made an extra sweep behind the Side Alley, not that he expected anyone to be watching there either, and then pushed the hotel door open.

Bald Mike sat at the stained table that served as a front desk; he was dozing off, as usual. Paul wheeled his bike in and hoisted it up the creaky stairs, probing for any sounds of someone stirring at his arrival. Then, at last, he settled into his tiny room, propped the bike in a corner, and squeezed around it to the bathroom. He soaked a spare shirt in warm water and wrapped it around his throbbing knee, hoping to speed its healing.

Curling up in bed, he picked up a dog-eared John Le Carré novel—but no, tonight he’d had more than enough intrigue. Instead he laid back and tried not to feel the worries pressing down on him. Just listen to the night breeze over the roof, the distant voices blending together... breath by breath...

*   *   *
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At least in the morning Paul felt almost rested again. Better yet, he could sense the last twinges in his knee fading nicely.

He left the bike in its place and marched out, still up before most of the hotel’s residents. But by the front desk Bald Mike’s young son was waiting.

“Hey, Pete!”

“Hi, Edward,” Paul said. “Let me guess...”

“Can you look at my homework?” The nine-year-old boy held out his book. Somehow, while his face was the dirtiest thing in the room, the textbook was almost clean.

At the desk, the new day manager—some older man Paul didn’t know—smiled as he watched them.

“Isn’t the bus coming soon?” Paul asked, realizing it was later than he’d thought. But then he added, “Oh, alright.”

Paul had always hated to waste a chance to talk to someone who really wasn’t part of all his secrets, but now he felt a moment’s urge to tell Edward to try his father again. And I can’t make any sign that I might not be here much longer. He looked over the math, which was columns of addition exercises, more repetitive drill than anything else.

“There, you missed that one,” and he pointed.

Edward stared harder at the page. “But look, eight and five and nine, carry two... it’s right, isn’t it?”

“Very good,” Paul said. He smiled, glad that the boy was learning to stand up for himself. “Now get going.”

“Thanks, Pete!” and Edward scampered away. Paul watched him go, trying not to look at the man at the desk. That would be one more person who might noticed him. No question about it, I’ve been here too long.

*   *   *
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Greg and Lorraine’s new house sat on the edge of uptown, where Paul should have known Greg would go. Blending in here meant Paul kept his battered coat folded on his arm, to show off the cleaner sweater underneath.

The neighborhood didn’t leave much room for yards, he noted, but the planners seemed to make a point of having some grass on all four sides of its houses. A taste of the suburbs, right in the city.

He also picked out the buzzing of their security system, which seemed to consist of layers of motion sensors around the property, but no cameras peeping out to record his face. If there had been cameras, Paul knew he’d have had to walk away and meet Lorraine somewhere else.

He rang the doorbell, not sure he could have been heard knocking on the heavy, new door without rousing half the block. And as he heard her approaching inside, he realized that, despite the robbery and all the new defenses, Lorraine was still determined to stay here—even alone.

The door swung wide and she looked out at him, seeming a bit uneasy now. “I almost didn’t think you’d come.”

Not sure how to answer, Paul only shrugged.

She waved him in. “Come in, sit down. Coffee?”

“Sure,” he said as he stepped in. “And yes, we can have caffeine without overstimulating senses like ours.”

“I see,” and she frowned.

The home was a pleasant place, full of bright colors. Greg’s books, a film poster, and various trophies stood along the wall, mixed with other items that had to be Lorraine’s.

She poured two cups from a waiting coffeepot and led him to the dining room. There on a table waited a stack of what looked like freshly printed computer files.

“Now...” Paul began, “we have two things to work on. So let’s start with giving you some practice recognizing the moment you start to trigger your senses.” He motioned to the coffee cup in her hand. “You can use anything. So, try to put the cup on the table just far enough from your hand that you can’t feel its warmth, and then—”

“Actually, I have a few other things to look at,” and she slipped out of her chair almost before she sat in it. “I want to thank you for coming, but I need to stay on the phone. As for the robbery, how long do you think you’ll need here?”

“Well, that’s hard to say,” he evaded, almost by reflex. “Where’s your computer?”

He thought he saw her eyebrow twitch in surprise, just for a moment. Then she said, “This way.”

She gathered up the files and led him around to a work room, a spot where the mix of her possessions and Greg’s yielded to the books and publicity-event photos Paul knew well.

Paul settled at the computer and began flipping through the pages. NatureGrown Foods, Councilman Kowalski, Councilwoman Bennet...

“We don’t work with her much,” Lorraine said, “but I can’t forget that she introduced us to Kowalski. And NatureGrown is the trickiest client, so it’s the one Greg is trying hardest to use his ideas with, instead of his father’s.”

“Did he say that?” Paul asked, surprised his brother spoke so candidly. “And does he have some reason to believe they’re connected with the break-in here?”

“We tried to think of everyone, right after it happened, but we couldn’t get anywhere then. And now I don’t want to bother him—”

Her phone chimed from her pocket and she gave Paul a quick look as she pulled it out. Then she was off, arguing with the caller. "Slow down, speedy. I've seen those changes..."

For a moment, Paul considered listening to both sides of the conversation—but random glimpses of their life couldn't be as useful as the lists of people she'd already picked out as possible suspects. And since she'd done so much to start him out, it was only right to leave her alone now.

He opened the web browser and went to work. Business overview, history of known associates, then anything about each company that hinted at risks they took or conflicts that might make trouble. The sites he used were a number of his favorite research sources, clicking his way through the main ones almost in the sequence he'd expected to use. And with Sarah Gomez still sharing the blame for the Animal Alliance's tricks, he couldn't afford to waste time.

As he worked, Lorraine paced back and forth, watching him as she talked, then moreso when the call ended. He clicked faster, from one resource to the next and scribbling notes as he went, hoping to keep her from thinking of the less legal ways he might be gathering information when she wasn’t watching. And he felt a certain curiosity as to what a former computer teacher like Lorraine might think of his research techniques... and the old thrill of investigating whether Arthur Quinn had actually done more than glare at Dad since his loans were paid off...

“You’re putting Councilwoman Bennet aside?” Lorraine asked as he set that paper down.

“I just don’t think there’s a motive. And your neighbor Meacham seems to have more of a grievance—”

“Careful there!” she warned. “We have to live here, remember?”

Was that real anxiety in her voice? Paul replied, “I just mean, he has more of a reason to make trouble than some of these people.”

“But you aren’t sure. In fact,” and she waved to the main stack of suspects, “you’ve still put most of them back in there, and it could be any of them!”

“That’s true. But I am getting a sense of every conflict with you they could have, short of some petty, personal grudge that would leave no traces.”

“And what if it is that?” she asked. “What if it’s something you can’t find on a business report?”

“It’s always possible. Someone took the risk of breaking into your home. That might mean it’s personal,” Paul admitted, wishing he’d never mentioned the limits of these tools. But that was just how he’d missed Koenig and his private grudge against LifeLab, and risked Sarah’s career. “But, there’s no reason to think...”

Lorraine’s phone rang again and she turned away as she answered.

“Hi, Greg... yes, I am... be careful making calls or they’ll take your phone away again...”

Paul looked away and got up to stretch. He reached for another page—

As he did, a flash of red caught his eye, a piece of paper that had fallen into the crack between the desk and the wall. But that exact shade of red threaded through the crumpled folds... like one of the red-bordered memos I liked to use in the firm, that everyone else hated.

Lorraine hung up and turned back to Paul. “Greg worried that I might have started staying home out of fear today,” she sighed. “I hate hiding this from him.”

There had to be something he could say. “If it helps, we don’t know that what happened here was ever anything more than a robbery. And if that’s what it was, it’s over.”

“So that’s it?” The cold eyes she fixed on him actually made him shiver. “You just look at their records and say we’ll never know?”

I want to keep this calm. I don’t want to show what my powers really let me do. Lorraine seemed too close to asking just that, and he could only think of one way to distract her. “Look... we both need a break,” he said. “Do you think you’ve got the phone settled for a few minutes?”

“Maybe,” she said guardedly.

Why does working behind Greg’s back bother her so much? But she couldn’t be that happy working with the man who’d had any part in exposing their games with the hospital, however careful he’d been...

Pushing those thoughts down, he said, “Then let’s get back to helping you control your power.”

She frowned at the words, but he kept going.

“I know it bothers you. But if you ever want to use it without it using you, you need to practice. Here.”

He reached for a page of notes, thinking he might hold it up from across the room in a variant of the familiar vision test. But no, reading far-off pages would only be another hint at all the spying he could do—so instead, he held up his hands in front of him.

“This would be easier with the coffee cup, but this way, it’s more of a test. Just close your eyes.”

“Why?” Lorraine’s anger seemed mostly gone now, but there was still suspicion in her voice.

Soothingly, he said “Close your eyes, and hold up both your hands.”

She raised her hands, but shut her eyes only part way, peeking out.

“Now, I’m going to bring one of my hands near yours. Just focus on touch and try to feel the warmth, and tell me which hand I’m near. With your eyes closed,” he said again, and she shut them at last.

Slowly, he brought his left hand around to the side of hers. It was just two handspans away, then half that...

“Tell me which side,” he said as he drew to two fingers’ width away. Still she said nothing, and he saw the beginnings of a scowl.

He drew his hand back and said, “Flex your fingers, and think of them. Then think of the air around them.”

She twitched her fingers, eyes still closed. As she did, Paul couldn’t keep from stealing a glance at the desk the crumpled note lay behind. Why would one of my old notes still be there? For a moment, he wondered if it could be the letter he mailed them, just to say he was alive and wouldn’t be back. But after two years?

“All right, now,” he said. “Which hand—”

“This is hopeless!” and Lorraine spun away. “I can’t do it!” She stomped a few steps across the room before she turned back, face flushed.

“But... you already have.” She shouldn’t even have this power, why is it so wrong that she can’t work it? “The moment you sensed me in the dark, at Animal Alliance, you proved you could do this.” He sighed, trying to release some of his confusion. “That means you’ll be doing it again, it’ll all happen to you again if you don’t take control. And don’t forget, just that one time showed me a lot I didn’t know. This gives both of us a chance to learn...”

“This isn’t about you!” she snapped, then looked down, not meeting his eyes. “Sorry, Paul. But, it isn’t you who’s being driven out of your home, or your... while you just keep clicking keys!”

Paul struggled not to flinch back from the burning frustration in her gaze. Now she was almost expecting him to go spy out the answers for her instead, as if she’d already all but guessed how he’d been living—no matter how he tried to throw her off. And here he’d been thinking it was safe to help Edward or approach Sarah...

Trying to keep his voice steady, he said “All right. There is one way we can use our senses to help with this.” Ignoring how vast an understatement that was, he added, “And maybe you need a stronger reason to try. So, are you up for a drive?”

She looked at him a moment, but where he’d thought he’d see a flicker of hope, she only eyed him warily. “Of course,” she answered. “And, are you saying the danger we live with is that we might start amplifying our senses by reflex?”

“That’s one way to put it,” Paul nodded.

“But I don’t have any habit of using this power, so I’m not in any danger so far,” she said, grinning in triumph. “To start with, this time I’ll drive.”

*   *   *
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The police station was like so many of the city’s larger precincts: understaffed and crowded, able to keep its walls clean but with enough people tracking in dirt to make the floor dirtier than Side Alley.

Hanging back in the crowd, Paul watched Lorraine make her way up to the long desk, where she asked for the officer she’d dealt with before. Soon, she moved back and rejoined Paul. The question she’d had since they set out hung in the air between them.

“They’ll call me when he comes out,” she told Paul, “but it’s no use. I’ve already talked to him about our car, and he won’t let me see the wreck. How are we supposed to change his mind?”

“That’s not what we need.”

“Then how do we get to see the car?”

Paul knew she was thinking of him sneaking around, which was way too close to the truth about him. To distract her, he grinned. “Not that, either. I’d hoped you’d figure it out. It’s not the wreck we’ll get information from; this is more p-s-i than CSI...”

Lorraine frowned as if she partly appreciated the joke, despite their tension. Paul sighed; it had seemed funny a year ago, though he hadn’t thought he’d get to say it to anyone. Then again, psi power never quite felt like what he did.

He told her “First, be sure you offer real reasons the crash might not have been an accident. You don’t have to convince him, but you have to sound reasonable, not irrational. Which you always do,” he added quickly, before she could take that comment the wrong way.

“Thanks,” she said, and he didn’t think the compliment had helped. “And what happens then?”

“I doubt he’ll tell you anything about his findings, if he isn’t already about to. But if you raise enough questions, when you leave, you can focus on hearing what he says to the others about it.”

Her eyes widened, and she glanced around at all the people in the station. Some were muttering, others were talking, and some seemed on the edge of shouting. “Wait. You want me to use my talent, to listen through this many voices?”

“Or I could listen,” Paul said with a frown as he wondered, Why does she avoid accepting her gift and its risks? He couldn’t keep from adding “But you said you wanted to know...”

She glanced around at the people again and then started back to the desk. Just before she turned away from Paul, her lips shaped the word bastard as if she didn’t think he’d hear it clearly. Or she knew he would.

She moved back up to the side of the desk to wait. Paul saw her looking around again, and knew how nervous he’d been in crowds, back when his power was still new. But this was a chance for her to see that the power could be worth accepting.

There must be a reason she developed this now, and it has to be something besides uncovering the kind of life I live with it.

At last an officer came to meet her, a small man with faint grease stains on the hand he offered her. “Ms. Schuman,” he said.

“Thank you for seeing me again,” Lorraine replied, following him back behind the desk. She was out of Paul’s view now, but it was still easy for him to hear. “When we talked before, you said you were the best at looking at wrecked cars. So, have you had time to look at my husband’s?”

“I have, ma’am. But all that means is that we’ve sent the key parts off for some particular tests—”

“So you need more tests?” she said at once. “I knew there was something suspicious.”

“There’s nothing ‘suspicious.’ It only means we like to be thorough with our investigation, before—”

“Is he always this stubborn?”

Paul could just imagine how she must be turning to accost another nearby cop with this question, and he smiled at her insight. I told her we wanted to get them talking after she left, so she’s working on priming more than one officer.

She went on, “I’d bet he already knows, and he’s just afraid his boss will hear he bent some tiny regulation by telling me too soon. Listen, I just need to know, now. Was there anything wrong?”

“I’m sorry, ma’am, but we do have regulations about releasing information. If you’d like to talk to my lieutenant—”

“Oh, never mind,” she said with a sigh, and walked away.

A few steps brought her back into Paul’s view, and he saw her stop and glance back toward where she’d been talking. He also saw her frown, concentrating.

Then she stopped and shook her head at him—

Paul only had an instant as he shifted from watching her to Opening his own hearing—but in that moment, his hands made a harsh “pushing” gesture asking her to try harder. He heard her start a deep breath.

Then he was following someone else’s words: “...was that about?”

Lorraine’s cop gave a slow sigh. “The longest river is still De-Nial. Every few years, some driver slips on that Halifax corner—but they have to make it a conspiracy.” Paul heard him walking away.

Paul grinned, despite himself, surprised the trick had worked. Sometimes he did get lucky... and Lorraine was luckier yet, if this part of the mystery was as harmless as it sounded.

When he looked over, the grin vanished. Lorraine was shaking as she stood there, shooting wilder and wilder glances left and right at the noisiest corners of the station. She’s being swept under by her power, the way she was when she got it last night.

Paul quickly stepped forward and around the long desk to make a beeline to her side, trusting the police would let him through to steady her.

As he reached her, she whispered weakly, “I lost it. I heard ‘What was that’ and a ‘river’ and then I couldn’t... it was so loud...”

“It’s alright. Come on,” he said as he put his hands on her shoulders to lead her out.

Instead, she wrenched out of his grasp and shot him a savage look, then marched away toward the entrance. Paul followed.

She stopped suddenly, in the middle of the crowd, and drew herself up. Then she turned to face him. As he drew close she hissed, softly under the room's noise, “Are you happy now?!”

“I’m sorry, really.” He could feel her breath, and for all the anger in her voice, the face so close to him was pale. She really is scared of the power. But I had to push her.

Being careful not to touch her, he breathed, “Look, maybe you don’t have to do any more of this. Like you said, if you never get in the habit of using the power, it may not start surprising you. I think you’re safe. You’ve got your life with Greg back.”

And here I’d been hoping to find an answer for myself, too... but her kind of “key to control” would only help me work safely among real reporters if I could give up my way of getting to the truth.

“Besides,” he said as he drew back a step and shifted to a more normal whisper, “what he said was that it just seems like an accident. A bad stretch of road. So maybe the break-in is nothing more than that, too.”

She only snapped back, “So you say.”

“What? Why would I lie?” Paul braced for her answer. Is she going to accuse me of robbing them myself?

But instead Lorraine looked away, glanced at the people around them, and some of the tension eased from her face. “No, I guess not. And maybe it was just a robbery. But I want to be sure.”

He nodded reassuringly. “If there’s anything to find, we can keep...”

“No! They could be breaking in again right now! Or they might wait a month and hit us again when we start to relax. I have to know what this is.”

Now she took a step closer, and whispered below all the sounds around them. “You have this power. There has to be some way you can make this easier.”

“It’s never easy,” he said, wishing his words could push her back. Her desperate voice, her demanding eyes burned only inches away, and yet she couldn’t even say what she thought he could do. She wouldn’t be satisfied with anything less than every legal and illegal trick he knew, but she couldn’t say the words. And I can’t, mustn’t tell her... Somehow, he managed to hold his silence.

When he didn’t answer, she drew back at last. “So, you won’t help your brother?”

“I’ve been helping, all morning. And we can keep researching. So,” and he took a deep breath, “is that enough, or not?”

A new kind of frown started moving across her face, as if she’d heard the change in his tone. But she said “I told you, I need to be sure.”

“Then, I’m sorry.” And he turned and walked away.

Behind him he heard her say, “Hold on—” but he kept moving through the crowd as she started after him. He didn’t make an obvious dive between people to get away, but from long practice, he angled his movements to slide more smoothly through the human currents, widening his lead with every step.

When he stepped outside the station, out of her view for the moment, he ducked to the side and crouched down behind a heavy trash bin. It’d be better to just dash around a corner, but I won’t simply run from her.

Opening his hearing, he tracked the steps of a woman's heels running to the entrance and stopping, and heard Lorraine muttering curses. She stayed in place long enough for what had to be glaring around in frustration, before marching off to where they’d left her car.

Paul sighed, feeling some of the weight fall away from him. He’d asked for her patience, she’d refused, and now he could finish investigating on his own terms—and what was more, even now she still hadn’t tried some reckless use of her power.

When she drove away, he stood and walked off with his conscience almost clear.

*   *   *
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Even under the gray November sky, the crisp air made the softly-lit streets an extra pleasure to walk. Over the next several blocks, Paul practiced a few of his dodges in case anyone was following him, not for fear that anyone was but just for the pleasure of testing himself. Then he stepped into a shop for a couple of rolls and an apple for a late lunch—decent, but not good enough to Open his senses to really savor the taste. Instead, he resumed walking, munching and thinking of his choices.

The notes on Greg and Lorraine’s suspects sat waiting in his pocket... but it was too soon to turn back to that problem again. Instead, the Park Branch library was the nearest, and he headed for it.

The afternoon crowd was light, the during-school-hours mix of college students and other ages with at least one homeless man soaking up warmth in a corner. Paul glanced at the New Books shelf, tempted to sample a couple for any authors worth remembering. But no, not when I have two cases to balance.

He settled at one of their public computers and logged on to an anonymous remailer website. As he weighed what to say to Sarah Gomez, Paul paused, recognizing the irony: just after breaking his deadlock with Lorraine, here he was making promises to another woman. But at least this time it was his own choice—or at least, it had started as his before Sarah had been caught up in his mistake.

Simplest is best. He typed, “There is more to the LifeLab scandal and the files I left under your car. And now I know who faked them.” He sent the message off, the remailer keeping it untraceable, and then logged off.

For the next few minutes, he walked around, browsing the shelves. Changing machines was probably a pointless precaution; if what he would do next actually was traced, the police would search their way along the whole row of computers’ records anyway, and either would or wouldn’t connect it to her. Nevertheless, he settled back at a different terminal and took a moment to check who might see his screen. Then he logged on to the city DMV.

Paul smiled a moment, thinking of his long night hiding in their office; Motor Vehicles had always been one database worth getting the best remote passwords to. Then he typed "Koenig."

*   *   *
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James Koenig’s car sat outside the Animal Alliance headquarters, even on a Wednesday afternoon. Paul wasn’t too surprised; Koenig’s activism had begun by leaving LifeLab, and job-hunting websites showed he hadn’t found any other position since.

But the driveway was mostly empty and the voices inside were too few—not enough to cover Paul getting a closer look. He considered looking through Koenig’s home while he was away, but first he headed around to the back of the mansion and saw a quiet, unobserved route to within a few paces of the manor’s wall. Leave it to a nature group to let the bushes grow up behind them.

Paul crouched down behind the brush, pulling his coat tightly around him against the chill that would seep in while he kept still. Opening his hearing, he followed Koenig and some of the group leaders who were arguing about strategies to draw more attention for their cause... nothing dangerous, but he also heard no signs that the others were going to discuss how Koenig had faked the evidence he’d brought them.

Paul had thought not to stay long—not while Koenig’s home was empty—but the more he heard Koenig clicking away on what had to be a laptop, the more he thought about just what kind of evidence Koenig had manufactured. As he waited, he took out a sticky-note pad and jotted down a note in case he had a chance to use it. And he remembered the more colorful note he had seen behind Greg’s desk... he could just picture Greg crumpling up his last word from Paul and flinging it away, if it could really lie there ever since—if that was what the note truly was.

The activists also talked about a batch of recruits who were expected soon, so Paul was ready at the first sound of cars driving up out front. He slipped around to watch them: there were two dozen believers, mostly young; he recognized some of them from the party the previous night. The way they milled around made it easy for Paul to walk in with them.

Sure enough, James Koenig was with the other Alliance leaders, seated at a table piled with stacks of pages, and in front of him lay an open laptop. The newcomers spread around the room, still so intent on the people up front that they didn’t notice a stranger among them.

“Thank you for coming,” one of the leaders began. “Too many people wouldn’t take the time, even after the media got these pictures.” He motioned to the table, and went on “And the net has them, too. They’re everywhere—but it’s not enough!”

As he went on, Paul edged around at the back of the crowd, and as Koenig drifted farther away from his computer, Paul leaned forward. With two quick motions in half a second, he brought the computer to locked mode, as if it had timed out normally while its owner was away. Then he withdrew to just the right place by the window, off to Koenig’s side.

“Tomorrow morning,” the speaker was saying, “everyone on the Mile, every door on the Square, is going to show them the face of LifeLab’s experiments,” and he brandished one of the pages.

Its image was one of Koenig’s fakes, a photo of a mutilated pig. Paul had brought Sarah other files that seemed to support such practices, but this image might well have been created on Koenig’s own laptop...

But Koenig didn’t log back in to his machine, and he didn’t seem to notice it had locked. Alright then...

The recruits began stepping forward to pick up flyers; most of them marched straight out the door once they had an armload. Paul took his place near the end of the line. And as he marched by, he “stumbled” enough to plant a small, goldenrod-yellow sticky note onto Koenig’s keyboard.

He faded back again to the window, where he was at just the right angle to catch a faint but unobstructed reflection from the side of the keyboard—enough so he could Open his sight to that spot, the moment Koenig used his password to log back in.

Koenig was moving back toward his laptop again. The room was almost empty now, with only a few of the “troops” staying to talk or look at the flyers they carried, which Paul also pretended to do. He waited. Once I have the password, I can get the files tonight, or use my Analyzer disk to salvage them if they were deleted. Or if Koenig used his phone instead, or even went on the run, Paul would still have a story he could be sure Sarah got first, and save her job.

Koenig looked at the keyboard and saw the note with its tiny, discreet writing: “I had to let you know—I’m TELLING the cop everything.”

But he didn’t reach for the keyboard. Instead he snapped the laptop shut, shoved it under his arm, and his lips were moving. Paul caught “...not that easy” before Koenig walked out the front door.

Paul let him go by, then followed from a distance behind him, keeping him in sight as he took out a cell phone.

Cool and unshaken, Koenig said, “Detective, this is James Koenig. And I don’t appreciate your forcing people to harass me.” And flipped the phone shut.

Paul watched the suspect head for his car, cursing his luck. If only Koenig had had anyone else who shared his secrets, or that he’d been willing to believe had learned them...

Instead I get no password, no phone call to follow up, only an enemy that I’ve just placed on alert. Paul stared at the flyers in his hands. By dawn, their lies would be splashed all over town to build on his and Sarah’s mistake.
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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“Don’t worry so much. Mr. Schuman said he was ready to work with any ads we found.”

Paul straightened a little in his chair, but the NatureGrown executive on the other side of the wall only went on to discuss quarterly earnings projections. And the Schuman name was still the closest Greg’s “big client” had come to saying anything relevant to the break-in, after Paul had sat listening in the office suite next to them for what had to be an hour. Paul knew better than to check his watch; the longer the receptionist forgot about him sitting there, the better.

Besides, counting the minutes kills a hunter’s patience for whenever the opportunity comes. But then, so does guessing it won’t come at all.

He shifted his shoulders and back slightly to keep them from getting stiff. At least he was warmer than he'd been watching James Koenig’s apartment the previous night; Paul hated what the colder nights would soon be doing to surveillance. And he hadn’t even heard Koenig start up his computer once, but while he watched the man, those recruits had been out spreading their flyers full of lies over half the city.

“Sir, if you’ll just tell me who I should call...” the receptionist said now. She stepped around her desk to him, planting her hands on her ample hips.

Paul sighed, checked his watch, and said, “Never mind. I can see he’s not coming,” and marched out before she could say more. At least she’d let him loiter that long; most receptionists would need a better excuse to ignore a visitor, even one who seemed to want to stay out of their way forever.

He’d had slow days before; it couldn’t be just the lack of clues that was getting to him. But when he saw the “Working the Works” sandwich wagon pull up in front of the building—carrying some of the freshest food in the city—it felt like the first good news of the day.

“Veggie burger with The Works,” he told the tiny, pale man at the window.

“Of course, my friend,” the man said, just as he did to everyone. Then he added, “And did you know that Morning Star has moved up its concert to this week?”

“No, I didn’t.” And when did we talk about music? I try to never chat with him for long. Paul kept the smile on his face, trying not to worry. He could at least afford a few people who remembered his face.

“Slow down, my friend,” the little man said as he handed Paul the sandwich. “Enjoy this fine day.”

“I’ll try to,” Paul lied as he walked away. He Opened his taste as he took the first bite, but even that rush of tomato, mushroom, and nine other tangs and sweetnesses balanced together couldn’t change what he knew.

He walked faster, trying not to hear the fierce, petty argument between two teenage brothers to his left. They sounded too much like he and Greg had been once. I could spend all week looking for Greg's enemies and probably get no more than I already have. And if I find no enemies, Greg will never even know. I’ll only end up wasting the time I need to make things right with Sarah—

Now even the sandwich’s taste soured in his mouth. What’s the point of getting to know Sarah or her paper if the first thing I do at any disagreement is disappear again?

Sarah Gomez wasn’t the latest one he’d hurt. His walk was already taking him toward St. Central.

*   *   *
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Maybe he was remembering that the hospital, like most, tended to discharge patients in the afternoon—but he was still surprised when he heard Lorraine’s voice in Greg’s room.

“Actually, I drove your rental here. I thought you’d like to get used to it, right off.”

“Of course you did,” Greg said. Paul knew his brother must be grinning. Despite all the years he’s spent fighting with Paul, it seemed that with Lorraine, Greg only showed his good side. “Lor, I was thinking, we should try Animal Alliance together. They’ve already met you. I bet that, between us, we can make them give us a try.”

Of course she fights so hard to preserve that life. But all I saw was the pressure she put on me. Paul turned away before he lost his nerve. Lorraine’s business card was in his hand as he reached the pay phones out front.

And then he had the phone at his ear, heard it ringing, and had nothing left but to wonder if she would talk to him at all—especially with Greg right there—

“Hello?” She sounded neutral, as if she’d never considered who might be calling her from an unknown number.

“I’d like to apologize,” Paul rushed the words out. “I’m out front if you want...”

For one long moment, he heard the deepest silence he could remember. Then the line went dead.

No surprise, really. And it left Paul oddly relieved that he’d made the attempt, and she’d burned the bridge. Now he could finish looking at their suspects between his time helping Sarah, and—

But there she was, marching out from Greg’s room and looking around for the bank of phones. She folded her arms as she walked up to him.

“I shouldn’t be here,” she said slowly. “But Greg trusts me, even when I suddenly have to rush out of his room.”

Paul forced himself to meet her gaze steadily, just trying to get the words out again. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had to apologize to anyone... but I shouldn’t have just ducked out on you like that. And not just about how I did it.”

Lorraine only looked at him, her frown deepening slightly.

“I’ve had some other work, but I’ve been checking on your list too. NatureGrown probably doesn’t have a reason to make trouble, and... And I had an idea that might tell us more, if you want to try again making people around you nervous so I can see what they do—”

In a cold whisper, she said “When you aren’t doing ‘other work’? Or did you steal enough money to have time for us again?” and she twisted the word like a curse.

It was too much.

“I don’t steal!” he snapped, barely keeping his voice low. “Not one thing, not ever!” Only facts, only the evidence to beat the liars out there. “How dare you judge me like that!”

She flinched, shaken. “Maybe,” she said slowly. Her eyes softened a fraction. “Maybe. But you still ran out on me.”

“I told you, I kept on checking—” He stopped, resisting the distraction. “But I know I shouldn’t have treated you that way.”

Lorraine watched him, not speaking, just measuring. This time, Paul glanced away, to look just a little beyond her...

Striding up the corridor, with the nurse and the empty wheelchair...

“There’s my father,” he said as he sidestepped back around the corner.

Lorraine turned and started toward them, her face unreadable, still not saying a word.

“Look, I said...”

She glanced back. “I know,” she said. Then she turned the corner and was gone.

Her voice had been almost warm, Paul thought as he drew back to a second corner, out of their view. After his father and the nurse had passed, he stayed in place a bit longer, letting the tension drain out of him. At least he’d proved he could work with others again. Later, he could contact Lorraine to see if she wanted more help or figure out whether she could accept that the break-in might not have had a reason—

Quinn!

Paul stared around the corner as Arthur Quinn walked by, scarcely believing his eyes. The loan shark had stepped right out of Schuman family history.

He was just an ordinary man in his fifties, wearing a brown suit, strolling along. Paul had only noticed him because he’d taken a moment yesterday with Lorraine’s suspects file to memorize the jut of the man’s jaw, certain there had to be just one feature in his face that wasn’t completely bland...

Paul peered up the corridor, watching Quinn. The way Dad talks about him—even decades after he got free of his loans. And now here he is.

Up ahead, Dad, Lorraine, and the nurse were wheeling Greg out in a chair. Quinn headed straight toward them.

Paul knew the moment his father spotted the intruder. He saw him stride forward to cut Quinn off from his family. And Quinn sped up, too, so he was within easy earshot of the rest when he was intercepted.

“I thought that was you, Greg,” Quinn said warmly, as if he were some casual friend or neighbor, as if his years as the old family boogieman had never happened. “Congratulations on your discharge.”

“Gloating?” Ian Schuman hissed. “I have some bad news for you: we won’t need any ‘help’ paying the bills.” He wasn’t loud, but the harshness in his voice made one passing nurse turn her head to look.

Quinn sidestepped to get closer to Greg’s path, and as Paul’s father moved to block him, he continued speaking past him. “I wanted to wish you all the best, Greg. I like to think any of my associates—”

From his wheelchair, Greg snapped, “Why don’t you just get out of our way?”

“Your way? There’s plenty of room in this corridor, isn’t there?” Quinn asked.

“He said, back off!” and with that, Paul’s father grabbed Quinn’s shoulder and shoved him back... and Quinn went stumbling away to sprawl against the wall. Dad didn’t shove him that hard, he faked that!

“Mr. Schuman!” Greg’s nurse gasped, and Paul could hear ripples of surprise up and down the corridor.

Paul Opened his sight to catch Quinn’s face as he stood up. He saw the rage in his eyes, the tension quivering in his muscles ready to leap at his enemy.

Still, he stopped to smooth his coat and his features and said “Really, this is a hospital.”

“Then show some respect, or you’ll need a—”

“Is something wrong?” An elegant woman in a fine blue suit stepped up to them, with a big man at her heels and two orderlies following in her wake. I should know her...

And instead of playing more games, Quinn only said, “It seems I’m not wanted here,” and turned away. He actually seemed to slink off, moving quietly with his head down.

Paul turned back to the others and saw his father extending a hand. “Always a pleasure, Councilwoman.”

Erin Bennet? Another of Lorraine’s suspects, here? Although Paul had heard only good things about this woman.

“Ian. And your son, I thought that was you, Greg,” she said.

Even without a stronger focus, Paul could almost feel the others catch their breaths when they heard her echo Quinn’s exact words. But then, it would be the natural thing to say when someone noticed them from across the hall.

Greg laughed, the tension fading from his voice. “I don’t suppose you came to talk about the next election.”

“Actually,” cut in the big aide behind her, “Ms. Bennet is here to meet with the hospital director. And I’m afraid she’s running late.”

“He’s right. Maybe another time, Ian,” the councilwoman said as she stepped smoothly away and headed off with her aide, the orderlies dispersing as they did.

“Councilwoman?” Greg’s nurse called after her, then added to the Schumans, “Can I leave for just a moment without you folks starting a gunfight?” She rushed after Bennet, gushing apologies for the commotion.

As she left, Paul saw Greg, his father, and Lorraine take a moment to look at each other in the sudden silence.

And in that silence, Paul caught Lorraine taking a long, conscious breath, almost like the one she’d taken when she’d braced herself to overhear the police—but now she only looked at Greg.

She said “So many people interested in us. Are you sure there’s nothing you want to tell me, Greg?”

“Not really,” was all he said.

But Lorraine gasped. With real shock in her voice, she whispered, “Greg? You know you can tell me anything. Why did you look at her like...”

“Lor?” Now there was a tremor in Greg’s voice, too, as if he knew she knew—

Paul yanked his senses back to himself and ducked back out of sight. Somehow, somehow she’d done it. He knew she had. Lorraine had used their power to read Greg’s mind.

Now nothing is safe. Paul stumbled away, fighting the urge to break into a run. All his secrets, the two years of meddling... now she could rip it all from his mind and use it to make him do what she wanted... and see all his own hopes and fears...

As he rushed away, one idea fell into place: I have to stay out of Lorraine’s reach. I have to track down her enemy but stay away from Lorraine herself.

Starting with, what was that about Councilwoman Bennet?

At the quickest trot he could use without attracting attention, he made his way through the halls, picturing the St. Central layout. He struggled to think about where Bennet would be meeting with the hospital director, instead of remembering what Lorraine had just done.

Three hurried turns later, he caught sight of Bennet’s fine suit and tightly-bound, dark hair, all half hidden by the tan-jacketed shoulders of the aide walking beside her. At least they weren’t moving too rapidly—“running late” or not—as they made their way toward...

Toward the same conference room section Dad and Greg had used, two years earlier. Secrets, Lorraine’s impossible trick, and now my scrambled memories too? Bennet seemed to have a small hesitation in her footsteps, and that slowness made every step Paul took felt a little more frustrating as he held himself back well behind them.

Just when Paul was convinced they wouldn’t say anything, the aide edged closer and said “What was that about, Ma’am?”

“Vernon, I told you. We ended it.”

Paul’s eyes went wide. They “ended it.” Even without Lorraine’s shock earlier... Was that what all this came down to? Greg the happy husband was cheating on Lorraine?

Paul’s fists clenched; it fit too well. His brother had always wanted things his own way, and he’d treated women like that in his younger days. But hadn’t that caused Greg enough trouble?

Paul listened for more, but all he heard were their footsteps. And even those... oddly, she seemed to be limping. It was almost as if she had been in a car crash herself, like Greg’s.

Suddenly the aide said, “Let me check something, I’ll be with you soon,” and he quickly stepped away.

Bennet called, “Vernon? What?” But her aide was already rushing along, looking right past Paul and marching on down the corridor. Paul kept his own eyes straight ahead and his pace the same, but he could feel the size and momentum of “Vernon” as he swept by.

The man’s urgency made Paul’s choice easy; when the Councilwoman had turned back and started walking again, he headed after Vernon.

His heavy footfalls also meant the aide was easy to track, and even though Paul made a special effort to keep more corners and people between them, he had to match Vernon’s rapid pace. The strain of Opening and then almost releasing his hearing again to keep it from pulling him too far in began to make his head pound.

Once Vernon stopped cold at a nurse’s station, and as Paul slowed he heard him say “I’m looking for G. W. Hall, a lab worker.”

Paul scowled. Vernon sounded determined, and he already knew about Greg’s cheating; how afraid was he of it trapping his boss in a scandal?

And Lorraine, it would destroy her just to know the home life she’s been fighting for is a lie... if there’s anything about it she doesn’t already know. Can she really read minds now? Paul tried not to think about that, just to concentrate on following the aide.

When Vernon reached the records room and walked in, Paul slowed to stroll on past the entrance, keeping his hearing Opened.

“Can I help you?” a clerk asked.

Vernon might have been asking about sandwich choices. “Is G. W. Hall back there now, with the records? I want to talk to him.”

“You’d have to make the request through...” The clerk broke off.

Paul Opened his hearing further, embracing the sudden stillness where the two men had been talking, the babble of other voices pressing against the silence that stretched on and on...

A rustling sound made Paul start, jolting him from losing himself in the sounds. That’s money being handed over.

“Right this way.”

Paul edged back, closer to the room’s entrance, to help him maintain his connection as Vernon and his guide moved through the long room, past one worker after another. Is this the answer? Is this the same man who’d been willing to break into Greg’s home? What is he up to now?

Paul heard Vernon’s guide turn away then, and a door swing shut behind Vernon.

An older male voice, a bit impatient, asked, “What is it?”

Then a gasp, three quick steps of Vernon’s, and a low thump. Paul could hear ‘Hall’ wheezing for breath, and panting with fear.

Outside, the rhythm of voices went on unchanged, babbling away just beyond the door.

“Where are the records for Gregory Schuman? He was just released.” Vernon’s voice was a low growl that could barely have carried beyond arm’s reach.

“The—the hard copy’s there,” Hall managed to say.

Paul felt his blood pounding almost as hard as the victim’s gasps. Am I going to let this happen? Could I stop it? The office bustle continued outside, while within he could make out each grunt of the manhandled victim, each rustle of paper being turned.

“I knew it!” Vernon hissed. “Look! They pulled Schuman out of a crashed car, but the blood tests said his alcohol level was over the limit. And just like they said, you were on lab duty then. Why didn’t you report it?”

“I’m... not sure... what shift was—”

“WHY?”

“He was so close! His number, it was just a half a hair’s over, he’d just had a brush with death, he shouldn’t be arrested too... please-don’t-hurt-me...”

For a moment, the only sound was his whimpering. But Paul realized he’d heard no blows or screams either. At last, Vernon said, “This is a start.”

“Put that back, it’s...” Hall started to say before breaking off.

It’s really happening. A man is being brutalized, and someone is using this hospital to attack my family again—

Paul marched into the room at the quick stride that could sometimes rush him past people before they could react. As he passed a table, he snatched up a medical form and held it up close to his face, hoping it looked more like dedicated reading than a makeshift mask. He swept by the front desk and on into the main area beyond, looking for the room Vernon had entered.

“You keep this quiet,” Vernon was growling. “You already broke the law, and now that you’ve let this file get away...”

Paul made a beeline for Hall’s door. Voices stirred around him, muted by his hearing’s focus on Vernon and Hall, but nobody had started to look at him yet, and the door stood just ahead.

“That is if you ever get to jail... don’t you faint on me!”

The door swung silently open at a touch. Paul saw Vernon’s back, saw him leaning over the limp form of a small man in white he was bending back over a desk. Vernon shook him, blind to the rest of the world.

And on the closer corner of the desk lay a simple manila folder. It was a St. Central medical file, so it would have records of lab results at the back and nothing to fasten the pages...

The thought triggered the action. As Vernon gave the man another shake, Paul Opened so that he could smooth his motions into silence, took the three quick steps forward, and slid a finger between the bottom of the folder and the pages above it. One curl of his finger flicked the bottom page out into his grasp. That’s one thing I can do.

The next instant, he faded backward to the door again and slipped outside, leaving the door open behind him. That’s the other.

This time, he walked more slowly, hoping people would notice what was going on in the office instead of noticing him. He held the page from Greg's file and the form he’d grabbed earlier up to his face again—and realized the whole office could see him holding up a page from Greg’s private file. Somehow, that thought made his knees go weak, scaring him more than anything Vernon had done.

But as he kept walking, nobody seemed to notice him at all. One easy step and another, and nobody looked up, none of the staff shouted at him—or at Vernon and Hall, either. How far from the door had they been? How lucky can Vernon be? The councilwoman’s aide obviously knew a few reckless ways to get what he wanted, or even to get Hall’s name as the one on Greg’s report, but he had to be half crazy to throw people around that way—

A heavy stride sounded behind him. Vernon was less rushed this time, clomping toward him with the footstep of maybe half again Paul’s weight and closing behind him.

Why couldn’t they have caught him choking Hall? Paul’s feet burned to run as Vernon drew up behind him, but he didn’t dare. The front desk lay just ahead, with room for only one person to get around the end of it.

Paul stepped aside, and the big man strode past him and on out.

When Paul’s legs could work again, with the fastest march he could manage, he moved directly away from the turn Vernon had taken. That’s the single stupidest thing I’ve done since I changed—no, in my whole life! Yet his fingers could only clutch Greg’s blood test results more tightly, desperate to keep hold of it. And all to hide how drunk my brother was as he drove his mistress around—

It took a moment to notice the heavy hammering of Vernon’s footsteps at a run behind him, scrambling back into the records room. For a moment, Paul couldn’t believe what must have happened; who would be so reckless as to take out a stolen file and look through it again, right in the corridor? Or to charge around like that, no matter who noticed?

Paul crumpled Greg’s page and the office form and stuffed them into separate pockets. He can’t catch me with this! The thought made his whole body shake, but he forced himself to walk more slowly now, to seem like just one of the people scattered around the corridor. As he kept to that easier pace, he Opened his hearing to reach back toward the records room again.

“...was back here? Who?”

“Will you please... Look, there was just you and that blond guy, in the coat...”

Paul dropped the connection and bolted forward. Of course, of course Vernon had walked right past him, might remember him, and he mustn’t see me!

Mustn’t see me...

Mustn’t see me...

It whirled in his head, bursting out from where it had been growing in the back of his mind and raging through him, drowning out control and flooding him with the need to flee, even as his body stumbled and he toppled forward. Desperately, he struggled to rise, but the urgency clutched him tighter.

Deception, liars... the first time I was here and again today... schemers hiding what they are, liars that mustn’t win...

Sensations rippled around him, every crack of the floor, footsteps and voices spattering sound off the walls, smokepots of their sweat stinking within disinfectant haze. The corridor shook as he struggled to get his feet under him—

Vernon was charging up, can’t let him see me with this!

Paul flung himself up to dash for a hallway ahead, but he knew in his bones Vernon was already too close and would get to him first.

There's still one way. Paul reached into a pocket, not for Greg’s record but for the form he’d grabbed as he walked in; crumpled up, they’d look the same. He cocked his arm back, ready to toss it up the corridor, away from the side branch he’d take.

But his fingers only squeezed tighter, refusing to let it go, gripping the blank form like the last leash on a rabid beast.

Vernon’s heavy feet closed faster, almost on him now.

Somehow, Paul managed to fling the paper away and scramble around the turn. As he dashed around two men, he heard Vernon pause at the branch to grunt, “What’s on that...” as he headed toward Paul’s decoy.

Paul ran faster, knowing he’d only bought a few moments to get out of sight before Vernon returned. The thug probably wouldn’t have bothered with the paper if he hadn’t seen Paul’s agony over tossing it—but why had it been so hard, just to let some blank form out of his hand?

They can’t get the evidence... not like last time.

The new insight made Paul sway on his feet again, but he kept running. He dashed up another hallway, heading for a set of rooms he knew was almost a maze of rooms. Probably a quiet place, at this hour.

This memory, was it just fear, or guilt? As if I gave out the fax that tied Dad and Greg to their cover-up? But I didn’t, I’d never have!

He slowed his steps, gasping, and Opened a moment to locate Vernon, whose feet were still a turn behind him. All Paul needed was to duck out of sight. He seized a door.

Locked.

Paul looked around. Scaffolds and stepladders lined the walls, electrical panels hung open—how had he not noticed he’d run into a closed-off section? Are there any unlocked doors here? No wonder it sounds so quiet, the whole work team must be away on a break.

“Hah!” Vernon stood up at the turn, looking right at Paul. Then he charged straight down the abandoned corridor, with nobody to see him.

Paul scrambled away, barely able to keep his hand from clutching fiercely over the pocket with the precious paper. He stumbled around a heavy vacuum unit and nearly tripped over its hose.

With Vernon almost halfway to him, Paul darted toward a bathroom door, hoping to at least flush the paper away. In mid-lunge he realized: Inside, it’s a dead end—

He bounced off another locked door. He caught a glimpse of a janitor’s mop standing in a bucket in front, the one reason to lock a bathroom. Vernon closed in, giving him no time to run.

Paul could only swing a foot out to kick the bucket toward him. The mop fell away and the water spilled out. Vernon pulled up short, not slipping but losing speed, and Paul dashed away again.

Corridors branched off up ahead, still a world away with Vernon so close. But one door stood open, and as he dove through he glimpsed Vernon snatching up the mop with fury in his eyes.

Paul stepped past the long shapes of computer banks, which ran almost from wall to wall. From his months of searching the hospital, he knew there was one door in the back of the room—

And it’ll probably be locked, too. Paul stopped to slide in behind one row of machines, out of view of the door. Fighting to keep from gasping, he Opened his hearing. Vernon’s heavy feet were just pausing at the entrance.

No time to go for the back door now, too risky. But none of this is safe, even grabbing the page means nothing if Vernon dares to go back to print it again! But even that sickening truth felt almost dreamlike against the crushing need to just keep the thing away from him.

Vernon tromped into the room. Paul dropped to a crouch and tracked his footsteps. Anything to keep away from the liars...

I’m sure they’ll pay it all, the liar’s voice had said, the night Greg had blackmailed the hospital. Quinn’s voice.

Quinn? Paul crouched lower in the cold room, straining to focus on Vernon’s footsteps. But now the more he Opened his sense, the more he heard the memory. Only those words.

Head pounding, Paul tried to think. He glanced left and then right around the computer bank, knowing Vernon might appear around either side at any moment, probably swinging that mop at his head. Left or right, if he knew which way his enemy wasn’t coming, he might manage to circle around... but he could only guess.
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