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CHAPTER ONE: PATIENT
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My phone’s buzz drew a glare from the police standing nearby. Even when they had me stuck out here waiting in the station corridor, the ripple of hard glances showed they were keeping an eye on me.

A jailbreak last night would do that.

I picked up anyway. “Adrian Corbin. How can I help you?”

“It says you have experience investigating... things with an unusual side?” The voice was a young woman’s, the tone an insistent need that still hesitated, faltered.

“That’s right.”

A cop strode past me, crowding so close that she could have shoved the phone from my hand, her look at me saying I was too hip-deep in their suspicions to be taking calls now. But I’d let enough lives slip through my fingers.

Besides... for a moment, I opened my mind to the magic of the Pulse. A tumult of emotions crashed into me, steel-firm resolves and the churning angers and frustrations and endless degrees of fear from what would be the visitors and suspects around the police station. But the closest emotions, the officers sitting near me, felt more like general cop suspicion, not the anger or contempt they might have if I were an actual suspect—

I shut the magic off with a wrench of will. So many sensations jabbed a painful needle in my head, still tired from last night’s whirlwind of escapes. The phone at my ear was quiet.

A shout, and another raised voice, broke out in argument far up the corridor beyond the desks—probably the holding cells. Detective Poe was still keeping me waiting.

To the woman on the phone I said “Answers, or protection... I’ve provided those to people, or helped them find the best place for whatever help they need.” In my pocket, the Bones’ sharp coldness dug at my strength, the price of keeping them unboxed and ready to use the Pulse.

“I guess we need...” Then the embarrassment dropped away from her voice as she rushed on: “The clinic I work at, I have a friend who’s getting attention for some of his techniques. And those, I guess they come under what your website says: unusual.”

“That’s what it says.” I’d just thrown that wider description onto the site this morning. Was this call something real, or just the first of a flood of people’s random worries that had nothing to do with actual needs or magic? Not that I’m the one to judge, after some of the things I’ve blogged.

She said “We’ve been getting—”

Shouting swamped her voice, from out at the front of the station. “Hey! How long d’we have to wait here?” was the loudest, with a burst of other voices around it. Three uniformed cops had just walked out from the inner corridors, joining the unusually few officers who did their best to manage the flow of visitors.

The noise settled to a lower roar, and I pulled the phone closer. “Sorry, can you say that again?”

“I said we’ve been getting... I suppose they’d count as threats.”

“Threats? Are you in danger right now?” Please don’t be fire... But that could lead to where the Duvals had escaped to. And Maya.

“Not like that, no. But some of his patients have gotten so demanding that, well, honestly I’m afraid of where it’s headed.”

Detective Jenson Poe stepped in beside me.

His round, moonfaced features should have made a hostile glower difficult, but he was a professional. And he must have heard me talking about handling threats, right under all their professional noses.

But I had a victim on the line. I looked up past Poe—focusing on a bare patch of the wall between the posters and picture frames helped me draw encouragement into my voice. “Then those threats probably are a problem, if you’re reaching out for help. Too many people never do.”

“It’s just... I’ve seen patients get attached before. And Ian deserves the attention, with the strides he’s making. But they make me worry something’s going to go bad.”

That was fear in her voice, and enough to make something knot inside me. “Sounds like I should come see for myself.”

Even with my gaze trying to turn away, I caught Poe’s face quirking into a deeper frown, just to hear me mention leaving.

Then his head flicked over, looking away up the corridor toward the holding cells. Of course they’d sat me down near here to intimidate me.

But the woman’s voice lightened with relief. “Thank you! We’re at the Summerside Clinic.”

“Got it. I’ll be there—once I can,” I had to admit. Unless I was reading the police all wrong about me.

“Ask for me, Lucy Nichols. And, I’m sure we can talk about your fee then as well.”

“Alright. We’ll see if you have a problem or something else, and how I can help you deal with it.”

When she hung up, I looked up at Poe beside me.

“All done now?” His voice had only a small edge in it, when he could have considered the call mocking him.

“Sorry for the delay. A client needs help, you know?” I smiled my best apology to him.

He settled down in the chair opposite, and the moment gave me another instant to draw on the Bones in my pocket. The Pulse brought a new crash of too many emotions, but no press of true anger or certainty from Poe. That only told me so much.

The detective leaned close, too close, bringing his scowl right up to me. It let him speak softly to push back all the noise around us: “Mister Corbin, do you know why you’re here?”

Because I came in before you police got around to coming after me. But I let that opening go, thought of the people out there waiting for my help, and matched Poe’s hushed voice:

“Because the three Duval cousins dragged me into the police station archive last night. Me and Maya Grant with me.”

I tried to fill my whisper with simple, honest frustration about what we’d been through. But Poe’s face flickered in reaction—he’d seen something under that.

“You broke into the station,” he said. “An officer was attacked.”

Then his eyes clenched closed. I didn’t need the Pulse to know he was swallowing his own embarrassment—I’d been here with him just hours before then, and he hadn’t taken me seriously.

He looked at me again. “We had you all, captured together.”

“Captured with them, sure. The Duvals were the ones wearing the masks. And they had Maya stripped down to a damn rain poncho by the time they caught me too!”

That hadn’t been the Duvals’ work, but they’d done worse—they were murderers and arsonists even during that time when we’d had a common enemy. Right now, blaming them for the whole night gave me no guilt at all.

“So they forced you into the station. And what were they looking for—that made them need to ‘drag’ you two along?”

“Looking for? I’m still trying to figure the Duvals out.” A couple of half-formed lies formed in my head, about them framing us or destroying records, but the less I said now the better. And I could hardly tell him how the Eye had been there trying to force Maya’s magic secrets from her. Instead I held the tired, irritated look on my face and hoped it would shield me as he pushed on.

“Innocent and ignorant, is that what you are? You don’t get it—you were caught with those arsonists. And then Willard Duval escaped, and he injured an officer—”

Injured? The cop was alive, good.

“—and you two fled the scene!”

“Of course we did, someone was shooting!” I snapped back. “Of course we hopped on my bike and roared out of there, and I guess we just kept going.”

“You fled the scene of a crime. Clear across town, until you were pulled over by more officers, and then they were assaulted. Are you telling me that was Willard Duval too?”

“It wasn’t us. Someone in a mask, and we barely got away from him.”

But cold fear was welling up inside me, that I’d tried shrugging off too many damning signs. I risked using the Pulse again—uneasy, buzzing irritation shoved at me from Poe, still nothing more certain.

Something moved off at our side. A motion, a slowly shaking head from a cop with a roll of bandages above his rough, craggy face, as he looked right at Poe and me.

He was one of the two cops that had pulled us over, that the Eye had ambushed on the street. At least the way we’d disappeared out of there left no trails to how that night had ended for us.

The detective said “You are a problem, Mr. Corbin. We write your ‘investigating’ off as a nuisance and the next minute you’re part of breaking into the station. An officer is hurt, you run, more cops are attacked... and then you come back and break your friends out of jail?”

He snarled the words from inches away.

I jerked back, and remembered to gasp. “The Duvals are out? You couldn’t have led with that? Listen, I’ve been warning you about them for days, and now you think I helped them escape? They’re no friends of mine, and Sybil Duval hates Maya.”

Or she had, but the two had called a truce, and Maya’s last words to me had been about using her new magic to break them out.

“Nice story... if it wasn’t a police building.” Poe’s voice darkened. “You think you can walk in under all those cameras and then lie to me about what they caught?”

“Lie?”

They can’t have anything on us, the Eye had been disabling those cameras as he broke in... we found him because of his sabotage...

Poe’s gaze bored into me. My insides squirmed, tried to draw me shrinking away from him.

A bluff. It had to be—he’d never be this lax if he’d seen the Eye vanishing his way around those rooms, or any other real glimpse of magic. I faced down the detective’s gaze.

Then he looked away. Over at the bandaged cop, who was shaking his head in wide, clumsy motions, and swaying on his feet as he did.

“Something to say?” Poe asked him.

“I keep telling you, we were watching him and the girl, every second when we pulled them over. He’s not the one that hit us.” The officer brushed a hand over the bandage.

I said “You alright? Both of you?”

“Hey, he only got our heads.” He laughed, an awkward but honest sound.

Poe spun back to me. “You can drop the concerned act. We have you on video bringing the Duvals into the archive.”

Act?

But, me talking with the officer was taking time I could be using—I let the Pulse reach out to them again.

Frustration, tight impatience... I still caught none of the confidence he’d have if he’d seen anything more. Poe was bluffing.

“I told you,” and the words stayed steady and firm, “we didn’t ‘bring’ them. And I sure as hell didn’t break them out after we got away. I don’t know what you think you saw, but it wasn’t that.”

Poe glared at me for a moment, two...

Then he exhaled, and his shoulders slumped as if all the purpose had deflated from him. For a moment that sigh sounded like the opening of an apology.

“Alright,” he said. “And I’ve got a real jailbreak to look at—we’ll go through the details another time. You can go.”

Did he actually say... I lurched to my feet, the chair scraping against the floor.

“But,” he added, “I want a report about that call you got. If someone’s getting threats, you bring that to the actual police. Or else I want your explanation why this isn’t police business. And I want it today, understand?”

“I understand. As soon as I can sort out whatever’s going on—”

“Today,” and his eyes narrowed. “And we’ll go over every second of last night too. Now get out.”

“Okay.” I turned away, then stopped. “Listen, I think you impounded my motorcycle last night—”

This time a small grin tugged at the detective’s mouth. “Then you better get those reports in, right?”

I caught a look of actual sympathy from the bandaged cop. But then, he had seen the bike Poe was locking up—and how desperately Maya and I had been riding when we got pulled over.

I started out, but I stole one more glance back at Poe, thumbing through screens on his phone while he got to his feet. He’d always seemed like a decent cop, and his tricks now had to be him struggling with an impossible situation. Sybil, Willard, and Dom Duval had been starting “unexplained” fires all over Jericho, and now it must seem like they’d literally vanished out of their cells. Because with Maya’s help, they had.

A ripple of voices came from behind me, and hushed just as suddenly. I looked back.

Far up the corridor, three older men—high-ranking police, just from the way the station’s cops parted around them—had stepped into view. They were heading away from me, but between their backs I could make out the slim, business-suited figure they clustered around. Helena Travers still looked pale, but she seemed to be walking with more of her natural confidence again.

So Helena was out in public again, probably already giving her own cleaned-up explanation about being kidnapped by the Eye—and surviving the Scarecrow too.

She and the police were turned away, so she hadn’t noticed me. My feet twisted on the floor to start me toward her.

But something about those cops made me halt. They were hedged in around her, respectful but close enough that they had to be keeping her isolated. To keep a lid on how the most photogenic CEO in town had been kidnapped, and the only one to rescue her had been a lowly “investigator,” me.

Then I looked at Poe again.

I’d told him I was part of another big case he’d hear about soon. Was he throwing me out so she wouldn’t run into me and make me the hero of the hour, too protected for him to question later?

Still... The long run was what mattered here, and all the troubles and victims I could be helping with. The last thing I needed was Poe building more of a grudge for shutting him down now, something that would haunt us long after today was settled. I walked away.

*   *   *
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Walking out of the station after last night, my legs missed my bike all over again. But waiting for the ride I called gave me a chance to rest, and to fit the Bones back into the thick little wooden box I kept. Just shutting the four enchanted dice away and cutting off their constant cold eased some of the cramps in my muscles.

According to my phone, Summerside was a community clinic that had been in place for some years. Not that large, no controversies or troubles... if I’d ever come across it in my work for Travers Insurance, it must not have been memorable.

My ride pulled up and I climbed in. All this could be nothing more than some clinic business and a bit of nervousness, an easy fix or a false alarm—when I could be supporting Helena, or looking for Maya trying to understand why she wanted the Duvals...

Once I thought I saw Maya’s face on the street. And I twisted around in my seat and stared, only to see a very different woman receding on the sidewalk behind me. Get it together, Corbin.

Then the car stopped. I stepped off onto the corner of a shopping center, a site busily alive in the morning spring air. The clinic’s sign hung on one long building at the edge of the central mall, alongside shops ranging from shoes and haircuts to a bright-colored seafood shop. A narrow flight of steps lay wedged in between those.

I caught voices ahead as I climbed, that grew louder at the end of the corridor. Beside the door was a simple black sign with small white letters slotted into it. It listed several doctors, with no sign of an “Ian,” or a “Lucy Nichols.”

The room beyond that door was wide, big enough to keep the dozens of people I’d heard spaced apart in long rows of chairs. Kids shouted in one corner, an older couple chattered trying to arrange crutches as they sat, and a TV up on the wall played local news for anyone who’d look up. A busy community clinic.

I texted Lucy that I’d arrived. No answer.

The man at the reception counter looked half-asleep already, shuffling through requests from patients and from the area behind him. A woman in a wheelchair was just rolling away from him, but a jittery-looking young man was already rushing up before I could grab a moment there. It gave me more time to look around and try to think what “threats” could be brewing here.

Finally: “Can I speak to Lucy?” I tried. A familiar tone might be the best way in.

The receptionist squinted as if his eyes couldn’t focus on me. “Sir? Is there an issue with your care?”

“Not that. She called me—or, I could speak to Ian—”

“If you’ll take a seat, I’ll see when she can get to you.”

He took my name, and I eased down into one of the soft chairs. Insisting wouldn’t help anyone, not before I knew what the problem was.

I listened another moment to the changing murmurs and small spikes of this many almost-calm people together. Then I reached into my pocket and slid the box open.

The cold of the Bones hit me again, but I needed every insight I could find. What the Pulse brought me was messier than the police station: fewer people crammed together, with more of the bumpy awkwardness of pain and worry but less of the jagged fear that the Pulse was best at catching. I struggled to feel through that jumble for any hints of threats or trouble...

It was still just a tangle of emotions, like swimming through muck. Nothing stood out as worth knowing, and I had no idea what I was looking for anyway until I talked to my “client.”

“The fire broke out—”

I yanked my head around and stared up at the wall’s TV. Smoke billowed out and hid much of the building it streamed from. The banner on the news said Live.

The Duvals again? Maya had said she’d keep them in line—no, just that she had her own needs for them. Or this could be an ordinary burn and not their magic at all.

The screen was across the room, so the sound came and went as the crowd’s volume changed. I stood and walked over, listening for any mention of sudden or unknown or any signs of arson.

Something sick moved in my stomach, and I held it down. We’d just beaten the Eye himself... but really, Maya had beaten him, and I still didn’t know what she was up to now.

But she joined up with the Duvals—that can’t be good. The bruises and the long, late-night struggle from last night dragged at my flesh, and I couldn’t even find Maya now. The news skipped on from the fire story to some political piece.

The clock on the wall said twenty minutes had passed already.

I sighed; this was going to take a while. I slid the Bones back in their box to let me get warm again, and walked back toward the closest seat.

“Just send him out already!”

After she said it, the middle-aged woman shrank back in her chair, as if startled by her own voice and the prickles of soft resentment from the people around her. The receptionist glanced up, uncertainty on his face, before he choose to look back down at his screen. I picked out a seat near the TV.

“Send him out!” This was a man’s voice, harsh enough that he knew how to make a threat. “You stuck me here for an hour already, I can feel the damn stitches tearing. I want to see him now.”

Lean and mean, that was the look of the scarred man standing and clutching his chair’s side. My fingers itched to unbox the Bones again, but the nervous way his eyes monitored the room made me hesitate to reach anywhere near a pocket.

The receptionist said “I’m afraid we’ve been backed up this morning.” He leaned forward at his counter, a motion that blended looking at his screen with a settle-down gesture toward the patient. “If it’s been that long, I’m sure you’ll be called soon—”

“If? Hell with that!” He surged to his feet. “You’re seeing me now. And make it the real guy if you know what’s good for you.”

“Please...” the receptionist tried, but nothing more came from his mouth.

The lean man stomped forward. I closed in on him from the side.

“You better,” he said. “I have friends that won’t be happy to see me stuck here.”

Casually as I could, I said “You know how many people can hear you?”

He pivoted toward me, shoes squeaking on the tile. He wasn’t big, but I hadn’t thought he’d be that quick. “Oh, you think that’s loud?” he said, just soft enough to set up the shouting to come.

The Bones were still boxed up, no way I could read or influence his emotions. That kept the challenge for me honest.

“I just think,” I said, “that there must be a dozen doctors and staff back there, you know? If they all hear you, they’re all stopping to worry if they have to do something. That’s a lot of slowing down added together, and it’s all holding up you and your...” I gave him a measuring look. He was acting strong, but I could see a grimace of pain on the edge of his face.

“You think so, huh?” His fists were tightening. The room had gone silent enough to make out scattered murmurs of reaction.

“You made your point. Best thing now is to let them get back up to speed, right?”

His gaze flicked over me, taking in my middling build and leather riding jacket and all. My arms twitched at my sides ready to fend him off. His own stance had him favoring his left side, if it came to that.

But he grumbled something and twisted around, back to his chair.

I stepped over and leaned against the wall, feeling the sag of the first jabs of adrenalin trying to drain away again. The scrapes and bruises from last night felt all too fresh.

One thought prickled at me: I should have had more magic than the Pulse this time, I could have had the power to tie his feet down or even stick him to his chair. Except that second magic could only be charged at night.

I’d come looking for threats, yes. Still, that bully hadn’t even been the one to start the shouting.

He sat quiet enough now. I teased open the Bones’ box until the iciness hit my pocket again. The Pulse caught a glower of small, coal-like anger, but nothing larger.

And around him... more of the busy churn of tired frustration, nagging pains people tried to hold down, dizzy worry...

No, there was no way reading the room would tell me what was going on.

The door inside stood right next to me. I could hear the crisp, professional voices with the patients beyond it. The receptionist’s head turned away.

I’ve done enough waiting—I came here to help them.

I stepped through, looking for a nurse or someone to talk to.

The corridor stood empty, mostly a row of closed doors along it where the voices came from. “Now squeeze your fist,” I heard from behind the nearest.

I strolled on, feeling for any stronger emotions to go with those sounds. The smell was gone, I realized—the faint tinge of all the people up front that the AC hadn’t quite pulled away.

A graying man in a white coat stepped out of the door ahead, leading a younger woman. He eyed me a moment but then turned away to lead his patient outward.

I followed in his wake, slower. The next doorway was open a crack, with the sound of a busily-clicking keyboard.

“My mother’s a lawyer,” came a voice behind me. “She’d know every one of the reasons you shouldn’t be back here.”

He looked young, more a trainee than an assistant, even in his whites. His left arm hung in a blue sling, but the Pulse felt a hard suspicion in him that didn’t go with his fine features, like some injured elf.

“Ian?” I tried.

“No. Here, I’ll take you back out.”

He gestured back—with the sling—and I opened my mouth.

A door opened back behind him, and two figures in white stepped out.

“Please, get back to your reports—” the older woman said.

“She asked for me.”

“I said I’d handle it,” but the man was already walking past her. A glimpse of a young, dark face with an aristocratic set, in the moment before he cleared the door to the waiting room.

I caught a faint sigh from the trainee in the sling, as I let him start me back toward that door.

Sure enough, it swung open again, and the second aide led an old woman with bandages on her arm inside. She walked quickly, but swayed on her feet—he had to catch her elbow with a gloved hand to keep her up.

I told him “I’m looking for Ian.”

A glow of surprise, and pride, spread on his face. “I should be with you in a minute.”

“No, no,” the old woman told him. “You take a look at this, it feels better already.”

The trainee stepped in front of me. “If we just step outside—”

“I’m here about Ian,” I repeated. “And Lucy Nichols—”

“Here, I bet—”

The woman reached up to the patch of bandage on her forearm, and peeled it away.

“See? It’s all gone—and they said I’d have a scar too. Gone!” She waved her arm in the air, stumbled a moment.

And a sharp grin lit around Ian’s eyes, then vanished just as fast.

It can’t be. But the Pulse showed it: a bold warmth of sheer pride hidden inside Ian. He’d caused that recovery... just like Lucy and the voices out front had hinted. Actual, genuine healing magic.

God, I thought I knew what trouble was before...
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CHAPTER TWO: PRACTICE
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“Please, this way...” The trainee with the sling motioned me away up the corridor, as casually as if a patient finding her injury vanished was just an ordinary reaction in a clinic. Or he wanted me to take it as one.

Ian said “Hold on, I’ll just be a minute.”

“Thanks—” I began.

Then the patient crowed “There—‘Miraculous Recovery,’ I’ll post it as,” and she held up her phone over her uninjured arm for a picture.

My muscles tensed—the distance and the two men between us choked off the impulse to lunge across to grab the phone and find an excuse afterward. Didn’t this healer get what could happen?

Ian only said “This way, ma’am,” and went back to leading the old woman off to her room.

The trainee stepped in front of me. He folded his arms, with a tiny wince as he shifted the arm in the sling, and eyed me with open suspicion now.

“What’s this?” Behind me was the graying doctor who’d walked by me before.

I opened my mouth to explain.

“It’s bleeding again?” That voice was the old woman’s, a piercing quaver of doubt from the room Ian had taken her to. When she’d just been healed—

“Sir, I’d like to know the reason you’re back here.” The doctor ran his gaze over me with frowning eyes. Unlike the others, he had a nametag: Dr. Ogilvie.

Then a new voice broke in: “Mr. Corbin? I’m Lucy Nichols—”

A young woman in white swept up to us. Her brown hair was tied back, and she looked tall even with her body bent over a clattering armful of boxes. I saw Ian approaching behind her too. She looked straight at the doctor:

“I’m sorry, I asked him to come by. I guess I wanted an investigator’s look at the trouble we’re having.”

“You went behind my back.” Ogilvie’s voice was quiet, but just the thin trace of anger made Lucy stare down at the boxes. “And what’s this trouble that’s so critical?”

Ian chuckled. “Just the usual growing pains, when something starts to succeed.”

“Don’t you have a patient back there?” the doctor scowled. “I’m asking you, Lucy—you think you can just invite people into this clinic because you don’t like how it’s handled?”

Lucy’s eyes shifted down, but I saw them flick toward Ian. I felt for words, for angles, that would smooth this over without talking about healing magic.

Ian said “Look, she’s just concerned—”

“That’s twice you interrupted me. I’m trying to get an answer from Lucy, or from... Corbin, was it?” He glanced at me.

“Sorry for the trouble,” I said. I let myself slump in place, looking harmless, and I refused to read him with the Pulse. “I was only told there were some pressures being put on the clinic, and I wanted to evaluate them myself first.”

“You...” Dr. Ogilvie’s eyebrows rose. “You’d be the one who quieted down that altercation out front.”

“I did what I could. I said any disruption he made added up fast with all the patients.” I braked there instead of adding that this cluster of us must be having the same effect.

The doctor only looked at me.

“He,” and I nodded to the trainee in the sling, “spotted me quick enough when I came back here.” I saw the doctor’s eyebrow rise at that. “But the thing is, I only had to be here a few minutes before I saw patients shouting at you. So I’d like to know more about what’s at work here before I say you’re safe.”

And I handed him one of my cards—the gray one that simply said Investigator. Flashing the blue card with the Travers Insurance logo would have been one complication too many right now.

Ogilvie gave it a long look. And I let the temptation win and let the Pulse read him: just a small, cold lump of suspicion that didn’t tell me much. At least I hadn’t have to mention magic.

Behind them I saw the old patient’s door open, and she stepped out and looked around.

Ogilvie spotted her at once. “I’ll be right with you,” he called, and then muttered to me “You talk to me and Lucy, at lunch. And till then you stay out front.” He strode away.

When the door closed on them, Ian looked at Lucy. “You called for help?”

Time to try something. “Sorry for stirring things... stirring things... ooo, better sit down.” I turned and slumped against the wall—and aimed my pivot to bark my shin against a small cart.

“You alright?” Ian said.

My ploy was clumsy, obvious, but it still brought his gloved hand reaching out to my shoulder.

Something tingled, right where my shin ached. A faint rushing sensation, like a blush—and the pain went numb.

Healed.

Ian had healed it. And, he’d jumped to do it on seeing just the flimsiest pretext of an injury.

“Ouch,” the man in the sling said. “But, we should take you up front...”

“It’s alright.” I followed him out, and Ian and Lucy split off for their own work again, with my guide turning back to join them as soon as I cleared the waiting room door. My legs were shaking.

Healing.

I’d only ever come across a few forms of magic—the Pulse, the Duvals’ fire, Maya’s telekinesis, and then the binding secret we’d found that I’d have to wait all day to prepare again... and teleportation itself. But even that didn’t mean what just a few scrapes’ worth of healing could.

I looked around at the array of people sitting here. A young man struggling to keep two small kids close, an older one fixated on his phone, a pale woman thin as a wraith. The lean troublemaker I’d faced down seemed to be gone, but...

For a moment I pictured how every one of these people could be mobbing the door inside, if they thought Ian could simply erase their hurts. Let alone if they knew that only the right words and secrets separated them from doing it themselves. And that was just one room, full of ordinary people each with their separate needs—who else would be piling in if the word spread?

Or it already was. Ian already had the beginnings of a following here, if he recklessly patched up every injury he could reach.

Then I slumped where I stood. If I knew the same magic, could I resist doing the same thing?

I walked past the rows of chairs and patients, to a spot beside the far wall that gave me some privacy from them. Then I dug out my phone.

Miraculous Recovery was what the woman had said, and the keywords made it simple to sniff out the picture she’d thrown onto social media. Then that wound had reopened on her... a sour taste gathered in my mouth at what I was about to do.

But with the right shortcuts it only took moments to give myself some extra, untraceable accounts. I put a skeptical comment under her post about the empty power of placebo healing, then switched accounts and added a gushing, eager comment to defend it, and shared the post over to one of the most excitable groups I knew. They’d make this look like another tabloid story in hours.

And it was so easy, even writing in the different tones, after the years I’d spent my own blog sharing rumors about strangeness. Then I’d always done it for the fun it brought my friends, but now there was nothing playful about mocking a phenomenon that could be tantalizingly real.

Is this what the Plan leads to? Not using what I have to help people but just covering up the truth? But I had to keep control of this, until I knew what I was dealing with. And then if it did work, if there was a safe way to share it...

I called Helena.

After her kidnapping, a part of me hoped she was neck-deep in her usual corporate business again, or taking time for herself with no phone at all. But she picked right up: “Hello, Adrian.”

“Hi. And again, I’m sorry all this ever got near you.”

“Again?” Against the low murmurs of the crowd around me, her word had an amused lilt... but it sounded forced. “You’re going to keep on apologizing, aren’t you?”

And you’re going to keep living with meeting the Scarecrow—neither of us should even be alive.

“I might. But this is about something else: I’m off on another case, so I won’t be back at, well, my actual job yet.” I squatted down to sit against the wall, trying not to scrape my poor battered leather jacket.

“Another case like the last one?” A hint of concern tightened in her voice. “Or would this be more about the same?”

“Believe me, this is a whole new bag of...”

I dropped my voice lower, and tried to let the right words come.

“This might be more important. For me, for everything.” I slid the cuff up on my jeans for a look at my shin. “You ever... have a time when you know you’ve done everything wrong, and then a chance just drops out of the sky to make up for all of it? If you don’t screw it up?”

“I see. What did Maya say this time?”

“It’s not that—”

The denim slid up. I’d struck the bone of my shin, but there was no scratch, no discoloration, no pain. Nothing.

And the reaction of the patients, Lucy calling me, and Ian’s own eagerness, all made it clear something was happening here. Even though one of the staff was still walking around in a sling.

Up in the nearest row, a little girl shouted a moment at some game on her phone.

“I suppose,” I whispered to Helena, “I had to say it out loud. This could be my chance to do something better.”

“I’m glad you did. Now I have to go, but I’m sure you’ll tell me about it later. This time.”

A slight edge came with those last words. Because I’d never told her about magic until my problems came after her.

Then she added “But take care.”

When she hung up, all I could do was sit still. This could be the way I’d make up for Helena, for everything all the way back to Ray’s death... how much more could Ian heal?

I glanced around the room, at the different levels of restlessness and worry, all people waiting for a doctor—and some of them guessing there was more here.

The clinic’s work looked as busy as ever. Lunch was at least another hour away by the wall clock... My gaze drifted around and settled on one small man who seemed to stare at the door inside every time someone came in or out. The Pulse showed him as sullen and uncertain, from what I could sense with him seated among all the others. I focused, sharpened my sense around me.

Fear prickled—a small jab of that clearest emotion, and sharper than the heavy dread around some of the patients. It came from up in the clinic rooms.

Just an anxious patient, maybe? But I was up and walking across the room, trying to keep my pace casual. Standing to the side of the reception counter let me glance past him and inside.

The worry came from a man with a cane, trailing nervousness as he followed Ian down to a door.

Ian opened it for him... and brushed his arm as he walked inside. I couldn’t see the touch clearly, but I knew it from the wave of the patient’s discomfort, like a splash of ice water in the Pulse.

Before they stepped inside, another figure in white walked by—a severe-looking woman, likely another doctor, and she slowed a moment to look after where Ian had gone. Ian had almost let her see it, how he’d touched a patient in the hall, even with his gloves and everything. Still, her emotions stayed at a low fume, and she moved on.

I stepped back from the counter before the receptionist could ask what I was doing. The low, always-shifting mix of voices and sounds churned on around me.

Ian kept taking chances to brush against patients... and so much magic I’d seen was tied to touch, one way or another. But someone had to make him be more careful than this, unless what the doctors saw of his results was making him untouchable.

I moved toward the nearest chair, my steps heavier than I expected. Nothing I could sense or glimpse back here was helping me sort this out, not until Lucy or Ian talked to me. The chair felt softer than it had before, too welcomingly soft.

Just how much healing could he do here, under his fraying efforts to hide it? I thought of the old woman’s reopened injury again. But there was something real here.

And the more patients he healed, the more word would leak out. How long before someone like Maya, or the Duvals and all their brutality, came here demanding the secret? I shook my head and squirmed in the seat: what am I supposed to do then?

A harried-looking office worker was shuffling papers on the nearest chair my left, a mother and a lookalike daughter in shades of green sat off to my right. Every one of them had their own needs.

The Eye... he’d been so desperate to hush magic up. But what was Ian doing, trying to perfect his power and not caring who noticed? It might even be what he wanted... proof of what he could do.

Or what everyone could, with his magic’s secret.

I closed my eyes to the muttering around me. It could happen, a different world where even the Pulse wouldn’t find so many pains around me. Where anyone could snatch lives back from death. Not that that would have saved Ray—I clenched my eyes tighter. If someone just kept this magic safe from the Duvals and whoever else tried to control it, until...

A reckless, unlikely dream. But if some of it was possible, not the world but a single quiet clinic... or me saving lives and never letting injuries slow me down... The image wouldn’t let me go.

The treatment door swung open, hard. A man with a cane hobbled out, the same one I’d seen flinching away from Ian. Even across the room I could hear him growling “Some care—hurts worse than ever—” and he dropped into a chair massaging his leg.

Another of Ian’s healings that didn’t take? But my own leg was fine... I held onto the evidence that something was happening here, enough to change the whole clinic. That could change my work, or the Plan, or more.

I almost missed the footsteps, and the softest ripple of voices, before I looked up to see Ian and Lucy walking for the exit.

I jumped to my feet. They’d already moved past me, a casual pace too brisk to be just a stroll—I moved after them.

And more footsteps trotted up behind me. Ian and Lucy never looked back, they stepped out and left the clinic, and the trainee with the sling darted into the doorway to block me.

They’re getting away—but drawing on the Pulse showed me the two emotions outside slowing down, stopping somewhere out in the hall. And all I felt from them was different shades of contained purpose, not enough for people making a run for it.

Instead I stepped closer to the young man in my path. “What are you doing?” I kept the words low. “I need to talk to them, and you cut me off?”

He only glared back at me, like he had zero doubt his sling would keep me from shoving him aside. “Just leave them alone.”

“Oh? So those two need that kind of time to be together?”

He shook his head, but I barely needed that, when I could feel how little heat sparked between Ian and Lucy out there. More likely they were planning their story, away from me and everyone.

Footsteps, awkward ones, approached behind me—we had a whole roomful of patients watching our clash, and now we were blocking one woman’s way out.

The “guard” stepped away to let her by, but he kept a warning look on me. We edged aside from the door together, him still ready to block me again.

Instead I focused on him. “I think you blew your own cover.”

“What?” He only blinked, a picture of innocent surprise—but sure enough the Pulse caught a surge of fear from him at that.

“I mean, shooing me out from back there was one thing. But openly protecting those two? That’s admitting there’s something to protect, you know?”

And I took a pointed look at his sling—one more reason he had to be interested in healing. I just hope he doesn’t still need it because Ian’s withholding his help.

All my words got was a small laugh. “You’re sounding paranoid.”

“Paranoid’s my job description. Remember: investigator? called in due to possible threats?” I said that with a smile, then let it fade. “Lucy asked me to keep this place safe. And we both know that’s tied in to them, and you, and what you’re trying to do here.”

Suspicion curled behind his face, tighter the more I spoke.

I added “Look, um...” and I gave him a questioning glance.

“Jason.”

That was a start. “Jason. Are you sure you know what you’re protecting them from? Believe me, I’m not your enemy. Once we work this out—”

The door swung open. Lucy marched in, her long stride rushing her up the room at what had to be an angry pace. I glanced back at the door, in time to see Ian come sweeping past us too, watching her but keeping his distance.

What had I missed? Awkwardly, I kept the Pulse still and glanced from him to her.

Then a single, small shake ran down Lucy, and the anger gave way to the clumsy smile that she turned to me.

If that was how she wanted to play this... I walked across to her. “Whichever would be easier for you—we could talk now or wait for Dr. Ogilvie.”

A frown creased her face, as she took a moment to consider it. “Of course we go to Dr. Ogilvie. This is his clinic, his and his partners.” The flicker in her emotions made her hesitation deeper than she wanted to show. Secrets again.

I motioned us toward the back. “Alright then.”

She turned back to Ian. “Come on—”

Her voice broke off. Ian was talking with a woman, someone maybe just a few steps in from the door, and his elegant face was already flashing a flirting gaze.

But the woman... under that crazy many-patched coat and wide hat... That compact dark-haired form with the ever-watchful eyes was Maya herself.

Shock made me freeze in place, trying to weigh what I saw, what she was doing here. Ian was leaning in at a smooth, respectful distance, voice just too low to catch. While Maya watched and listened... but I knew he was trying to impress the young woman who’d only taken one night to seize the most powerful magic in the city.
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