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CHAPTER ONE: GHOSTS
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He didn’t have to look. Paul Schuman could simply sit quietly on the bus seat... that silent man across from him might not be a cop.

No matter what Paul had seen in his mind.

But he’d heard it. He knew he had, in that moment getting on when the driver had stopped and taken that brief second look at Paul’s fake ID: the man in the line behind him had grunted in interest. And then he’d taken the seat right across the aisle from him.

Paul flexed his fingers, huddled under his coat, trying to shake off the creeping helplessness. A moment’s interest didn’t mean the man suspected. More of the snowy highway rolled by outside the window with every second, more distance from the city of his home, and any alerts that might have gone out.

I was trying to keep my family out of danger!

But now the police knew his face, and some of the places he’d crept into. Now there’d be no more maneuvering and blending in around the streets he knew. Only sitting here, trapped and hoping he was reading the man wrong. Gambling he could slip away and still find some answers about his power.

Or, he could try to be sure.

Paul turned his head to bring the silent, grim-faced man in the pale coat into the edge of his vision, and Opened to his thoughts.

The face shifted before Paul’s eyes. The features grew more sunken, sullen, revealing the scowling frustration a person’s real face might try to hide. The eyes held themselves forward, only glancing around now and then at some cue around him—as best Paul could see through the corner of his own vision. Not watching Paul and not wanting to watch him, or anyone, unless physically missing some faint glance meant missing the thought too... Stare harder, be sure...

The cold eyes turned toward him, and settled.

Paul ripped himself out of the trance—stupid!—and looked away from that flesh-and-blood gaze. The seat’s vinyl creaked with his move’s suddenness.

If the stranger wasn’t aware of him before, he was now. With the shabby, sweaty coat and the signs of lost sleep in Paul’s face. All the marks of the last few days. Paul huddled still inside his coat, with more and more warmth slipping away.

Why’d I have to try that? He’d barely learned he could Open to thoughts at all. Heightening one of his five real senses would have been safer—simply listen to the man’s breathing, or find a glint in the window that angled to work as a mirror onto his face. Paul could still see where he was looking without any betraying glance toward him...

He sighed. His control was too frayed already. And the two of them were just tired, solitary people on a cross-country bus with too much time to worry. Even if Paul was simply trapped with him for hours now.

No, it’s not the lack of hiding places that worries me. It’s having anyone watching for me at all, and that I brought it on myself.

He drew himself in tighter. After all the secrets he’d listened in at and the lies he’d dug up... it felt half-unreal, somehow, that he’d finally gotten noticed. That he’d brought real danger down on himself, and the father and brother he’d meant to leave behind.

Sounds and voices prickled around him. Clear tones from a couple in front of him and a phone playing at his rear, and a pool of softer mutters and rustles from so many seats half-full of different people crammed together, all underscored by the sound of the motor carrying them.

Just last night, on another leg of his zigzagging bus route, he’d been able to read how one passenger had been on the verge of pulling a gun. He’d stepped in, he’d bet on the right words making a difference.

But what did it change? A chill squeezed through him, no matter how tightly he huddled.

Two years. Two years living in back alleys learning to find fake IDs or the places that didn’t ask for any... He gritted his teeth. All to keep his power secret from anyone who might have wanted control of it, and to run down every trace about where it came from and the hole in his memory.

And the liars. Secrets, corruption, all the petty schemes and hypocrisy that a former reporter with heightened senses came across. A new case of bribery or cover-up every week. God, it had been so easy to move from the hopeless search for his own secrets to exposing everyone else’s.

I needed it. Now that his memory had returned... with a hiss of breath, he felt that moment again: when he’d first Opened his senses. They’d Opened then because he’d needed to know what people said, the same need he still carried with pride.

Now one sweep of focus with his hearing could search what the passengers were whispering. Odds were, nobody would be on the edge of disaster like last night, but he could begin to know.

Except, where would that lead this time? Did I really think I could just stay clear of the dangerous cases—and not end up getting people shot?

He stared at the front of the bus, but his too-sharp sight wouldn’t release the memory of how it had all ended:

His father on the floor. The pool of blood. The sharp whoosh of the silenced gunshot before that.

But they’d been in time. Paul tried to cling to the sight of the stretcher lifting his father up. The doctors in the hospital saying he was stable... though Paul had to overhear it from the next floor, instead of facing his father or his brother Greg ever again.

If he had a phone, one phone and some idea about security for it, he could at least check on his father.

Dad had to kill that bastard Quinn, to save us from the schemes I exposed us to. But the police would never leave the Schuman family alone now, and that was after only a few hints about how many other skeletons Paul had dug up in those years.

Or Lorraine.

And I never knew. Greg’s own wife, that Paul had somehow shared his power with and tried to teach...

It had always been her power. All this time, his senses had come from her, the sweet, clever, gracious woman who’d married into their family and fooled them all.

And I kissed her.

She was running too, somewhere. Whoever she really was.

Paul closed his eyes. At least he knew himself now. He was still the investigator who’d claimed that power and brought so many back-room dealings into the light. Even one tip to a reporter like Sarah could change lives...

Sure, keep telling yourself that, and don’t think about the blood. If I wanted to hide my power I should have laid low for real. And if I only wanted the truth about it, well, I have that now.

Part of the truth, anyway. He looked at the window, where stark brown-against-white trees slid steadily by, mile after mile. Bringing him closer.

He’d found the power when he overheard Lorraine bending people’s minds. Trying to help her dying mentor, Curtis Thiessen.

Curtis and Lorraine had come from the same town, Cedar Springs. Paul had even met her brother at the wedding, Drew Morris.

Another twist or two on different bus routes, and he’d be at Cedar Springs. Lorraine might not be there, but answers could be.

*   *   *
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All Paul had to do—all he could do, as hours wound by—was stay in the seat not looking at the stranger. Not thinking about what he’d done, not able to sleep, only watching the sun sink and fill the white landscape with orange before abandoning it to deep grays and indigo.

The night had fully swallowed the snow when the bus turned. The engine’s steady hum swelled to push back against their momentum, and sank into the lower rumblings of bringing it in to a broad black parking lot.

“Forty minutes! One chance to grab a bite,” the driver called.

Riders rose and shuffled out in a herd. Paul played at sleep until he saw the cop stand and join them without a glance at him. Then he fell in among the last of the passengers to leave.

His legs prickled from sitting still, and flurries of snow twisted around the open pavement. Paul hung back in the rear as the crowd started toward the diner’s neon, not sure if he should try finding the cop—if he was that at all—between the shifting currents of figures.

Then he glimpsed him through the thick of it, standing off to the side, phone at his ear.

Edging along in the crowd, Paul Opened to reach past them and pick out the voice on the other end.

“—says it’s from a Detective Reid. For questioning about a killing and a mix of other charges.”

Silence. Total stillness at that spot, no matter the wind and voices around it.

Detective Reid. With the huge eyebrows and the stubborn questions.

Then the cop’s “Thanks. Paul Schuman... I’ll see if it’s him.”

Then nothing but the background, and a slow footstep moving away among the other feet... step by step by step...

The lack of voices cut through the trance. Reflex dropped Paul back into himself, and the cold.

Murder. Dad. It’s not true...

The cold wheezed in his lungs. Some part of him felt the people around pulling ahead of him, leaving him exposed, but he couldn’t move. A murder. But Dad was recovering...

No, they said a killing, not a murder, not someone innocent. And a killing. So it was still only Quinn dead—it had to be.

The thought kicked his feet into motion. The cop was heading off with the crowd, but he could look back at any moment. Paul turned to move around the bus, on numb legs.

And if he had gotten his father killed? Or it could have been Greg, or Lorraine, or else Sarah Gomez or one of the other lives he’d played with. So now he was scrambling to get away as if anything he learned up ahead would change the wreckage he’d left behind?

It could still mean answers. Or making the choice himself, as long as he stayed free.

He slid behind the broad hulk of the bus. The last sounds of the crowd were fading inside the truck stop, and he risked one sweep of his hearing to search for any footsteps of the cop heading after him instead. Nothing, for now.

Deep twilight hung over the pavement, except for isolated lights that towered high over it. Half the space was bare, with scattered vehicles around it.

What, I could steal one of those? I cross the line into theft and I really don’t deserve to run loose.

The taller outlines in the night were trucks. Paul moved toward the next one, using what shelter it offered from the diner behind him. From there...

The open highway looked like a river of black, even though it must be as snow-gray as the fields around it. He could simply keep walking—no, not in this cold. Not out here where it might be miles between shelter.

A distant slam of metal drew his gaze. At the far end of the lot, a pudgy figure turned away from his truck’s immense cab and staggered toward the diner.

Opening to sight picked out the trucker’s weary features, his slow, worn-out tread. He looked tired enough to miss any signs around him—that had to give Paul better odds than crossing mile after mile of emptiness.

Paul started toward the truck, fighting the urge to run while the driver bumbled past him. The lading sign on the truck had it headed in about the right direction. Now he just needed the cop to stay inside a bit longer...

The semi’s rear had only a huge, classic padlock securing the door. Paul climbed up to crouch by it, and pulled out his lockpicks—he had his set of actual picks on him, not only the pieces of scavenged metal he could have explained away if he were searched. One more reason not to get caught tonight, but it should make this part easier.

If only his fingers weren’t shivering. The metal of the tailgate leeched more heat out of him.

He Opened to touch.

The finger-muscles swelled in his mind. Grip here, stretch out there, press in among the tiny, stubborn metal teeth for just the place to make the first stir, and the second—

—Swaying where he crouched, but holding on, don’t think about if someone were watching at the rear—

Flesh cringing in the cold, with only warm blood and muscle holding it on its purpose. Simple, familiar shapes within the metal, but so thick he had to strain...

He felt the click down to his bones.

The lock slid off, and the door rattled up—a shock of noise in the open lot, but lasting just long enough for him to slide between the metal. He caught one glimpse of heavy plastic crates before he squeezed in among them, and brought the door down.

No sound outside. He curled up in the dark, searching for a position that would let him hold onto some warmth, in among the smooth plastic corners and the web of cords tying them all in place.

Long minutes later the truck ground into motion.

Unnoticed, uninterrupted, he should be moving closer to his destination. All he needed now was to be awake when the trucker pulled over, to slip out and disappear.

That part was almost easy.
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CHAPTER TWO: ON THE MAP
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Reaching Cedar Springs was like finding the open highways and snowy fields had rolled back to offer him a smile. After days of shifting between buses, walking from one bus line’s station across a city to another, and stowing away when he could, it felt strange to be walking in a quiet, oversized town like this. Or it might be more of a small city, and couldn’t make up its mind.

It was city enough that Paul could pick out a cheap hotel near the bus station. A minute’s glancing around the outside showed it clear enough of trash and damage to suggest it was safe enough. Unless everything here was cleaner.

So the last of Paul’s fake IDs, and too much of his remaining money, let him close a door and settle him into a tiny room.

Brown paint, brown blankets on the bed—all shades not quite dark enough to cover dirt, but not holding so much of that either. The heat hissed away in the corner, not enough to swallow the tiny drafts he felt here and there.

Sagging down on the bed would let his mind finally rest... and yet his muscles rebelled after so much of the last days sitting deathly still.

Instead he moved to the bathroom and went to work on his clothes. First the coat, then each layer of shirt he wore or kept stuffed in a pocket, he laid them out in the sink. As he’d done many times, he dabbed drops from his pocket bottle of cleanser, and worked them into the fabric with his fingers in search of the stains and smells. Slowly, lemony suds began enveloping the fabric.

Habit pushed him through the work. No scrubbing would make the clothes fresh, but they’d look less like he’d spent days fighting through sweat and crawling over grime.

He was down to one shirt when shivering from the drafts became too much. He laid the clothes out to dry next to the heat, and lay back wrapping the sheets into a warm cocoon around him.

Pipes groaned, here and there around the building. Music played somewhere beyond the walls—too far to make out without Opening to it. The quiet of a morning, in a safe place.

In the town Lorraine and Curtis had come from. So when he began digging into that and searching for their power...

It was a new feeling, he realized. With his memories of that night, knowing part of his power had come from his own need to break through to what Lorraine had done... For the first time in two years, he knew enough to have a choice.

If he pried into any more secrets, it would be because he couldn't walk away and trust what he already knew. Even after getting his father shot.

There was still too much to know, to turn away from. But still, the feathery thought rustled inside him. My choice.

After he got some rest.

*   *   *
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Late morning gave the air a chill that let Paul walk outside with his hoodie down low over his features, one of many on the streets. The town stretched out around him: wider sidewalks that had more room for grass and trees beside them, buildings rarely as high and never as cramped together as the places he’d prowled back home. Whenever the roofs dipped lower, he’d see a steady rising of hills and woods to the west.

First stop would be a library and its computer, to search for Lorraine’s brother—and settle the lingering fear about his father’s condition. That thought dug at his stomach, the worst case of the damage he’d done... but, he wanted to rip that out with one pull. Before he tried searching for a breakfast he couldn’t afford.

The streets sloped faintly downward to the north, and he followed them, searching for traces of older design that might lead to the heart of the town. Best to get as close as he could before he risked asking anyone where it was.

But the blocks... shop after shop looked too much alike at first glance, many variations on the same single-story height and brick and steel construction. Each spot had its differences, but he couldn’t spot the patterns to lead him through them.

His stomach rumbled and drove him faster. He glanced up the streets he passed, at the people moving from cars to sidewalks to doors or back. Even pausing to sweep for moments of conversation only fed the feeling.

He didn’t know this town. The now-leafless trees and iron streetlights planted along the sidewalk made everything look the same, where the older city he knew would be a patchwork of designs and eras trying to grow together. Just finding his way back to the hotel would be a challenge, and none of the voices around him would help him learn where to get food or shelter that wouldn’t take the last of his coins. And yet he had just dived into it.

“Or it’s Lorraine, maybe.”

He locked his focus on the words—the other side of the block, but the woman had said it. But there was nothing more.

No, no! He bolted down the street, shoes scrabbling in slush. The corner to the right was long seconds away... then the next corner, please, please, let me get my eyes on those people in time...

He skidded onto the proper sidewalk and stared at what people were on it. That woman was too alone to have been speaking aloud, those were men, their voices were wrong, those were too far, no, no...

He ran for the far end of the block, in case they’d turned out of view. Pain knifed at his lungs. It could still be coincidence, but he could go a week without hearing a name like “Lorraine” at random—

At the corner, the right side had nobody close. The left side had only a man.

A uniformed cop. Turning toward him, drawn to his dashing around.

Don’t stop! Paul spun away to the right and moved on down at a jog, waving an arm in the air. The way any local would, who was just trying to catch up to some friend.

Finally he turned out of sight around another corner—a fourth right turn, back onto the street where he’d begun—and sagged on his feet. Opening his hearing heard no steps coming after him, but his lungs burned. His stomach felt squeezed empty and flatter than a tube of toothpaste.

Whoever he’d overheard was long gone. Most of his strength was too.

When he could walk again, he looked around the storefronts for a place to eat. It had to be somewhere his scraps of cash could find something, with enough of a crowd to blend in.

Two blocks later he reached a white-painted diner. He saw people clumped together inside, even caught a whiff of hamburger burning.

The place looked even more gleaming white inside, except for the blue and red trim and the customers scattered around some of the booths. Voices and soft music rippled in the air, and the smell of coffee and onions almost covered the singed meat.

A broad man in a colorful apron was rushing from behind the counter, rolls of fat bouncing at his pace. He scrambled to a pair of booths with an “I’m really sorry, I’ll have your order in a few more minutes, and yours—”

No, no...

The lost trail, the ache in his stomach, the frantic need of the manager, all pushed together and kicked Paul forward to force out a few desperate words:

“If you need a hand in the kitchen, I can help.”

The big man’s shocked gaze slammed into him, but need won out. “Don’t you play with me.”

“I’m not.” I’ve never been a cook, but my power can do more than sneak around. “Look, if you’re missing someone—”

“Show me!” and he dashed toward Paul’s side and waved him past the counter.

Behind the kitchen doors, the space seemed too small for the long grill and oven, or the two teenage boys running between them and the stacks of plates. Paul felt himself pushed toward a sink to shuck his coat and scrub his hands.

He warned “I’ve never done this as a pro—”

“Are you wasting my time or not?” and he pushed Paul toward the grill.

Heat swelled up, wringing the street’s cold out of his fingers. Two burgers sat frying in one space, and a batch of chicken in another. The sizzle, the smell—

Just like the experiments he’d tried over the years, it was all about timing. Paul grabbed a spatula with one hand and tongs with the other. He had to clench his hands tight around them to hold down the wave of hunger, and then he Opened to the scents.

Fresh food soaking in heat, juices sealed in... one burger was already passing the right moment, and he scooped it up and fumbled it onto a waiting bun. “Perfect!” he said, before one of the boys grabbed the plate and scooped on fries to go with it.

He glanced at the other burger, then the chicken. Okay, he had a few seconds to look where things were kept—but the owner was already pounding in with a new order.

Again and again his fingers slipped, but he kept from dropping anything and kept his attention on timing the food. Slowly the frowns around him eased into grins.

*   *   *
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By the time Paul stumbled out of the diner, the open air was thickening with the beginnings of sunset. He had a bit of cash in his pocket, food in his stomach, directions to the library... and an offer to cook tomorrow that had come up too suddenly to sidestep.

The thought pushed his feet over the snowy sidewalk, faster now. Had he really let that happen? Sure, any leads to Lorraine wouldn’t go cold because of him taking a few hours to refuel. But there were still police alerts out for him, somewhere.

Still, it had been nice.

A smile edged over his face. Buzz and his harried smile, Sam and Jordy trying to get him up to speed between dishes... For a few hours that scramble and the test of his senses had squeezed out all thoughts of other people’s secrets and the risks they stirred up. And his father in the hospital.

And, this time his power wasn’t a complete mystery hanging over him. Lorraine must have lived with it for years, without one sign of cracking under the strain. She’d lived an ordinary life.

Didn’t I want that, once? Paul glanced at strangers, families, couples on the street. For years he’d tried to think his power had dragged him away from that for a reason... and now he knew that hunger for the truth had always been part of it.

And he’d led his father into a shooting too. Nobody would get hurt if he found some town to cook or paint or look for other ways to use his senses for something besides chasing disaster.

A large van pulled away from the street ahead, revealing he was walking toward a row of parked black-and-white police cars. Cars that marked the police station.

Just don’t turn around. It was only another government-type building, steel and glass and ordinary people moving in and out. Some of those people wore full ski masks against the cold, even with the uniformed cops scattered among them, so the hood over his head was nothing. His past was whole states behind him.

I should be proud of what I’ve done. Every story I looked into, there were real secrets and victims, I always knew that before I started picking locks.

A door swung open at the lab, and a rumbling pack of police swept toward the sidewalk ahead.

Paul’s head was already turning away to hide his face—too fast! Heart pounding, he looked forward again. The half-dozen cops paused on the sidewalk, looking around for something that couldn’t be him.

“You think they can smell fear?”

A woman was trotting over the street’s crosswalk to join him. Short gray hair, an alert, curious look toward him.

Most people would stop to talk. “I guess we all think so.”

“That’s true. Everyone seems to have some need that it would be their job to help with, but all people remember is getting that one speeding ticket.”

The police were walking toward him. All five of them.

They can’t know me this far from home! Pure habit kept his voice casual, the only defense he had. “It was two tickets. That’s probably what did it.”

She smiled.

Then she walked forward, right toward the advancing cops.

For one instant he feared she’d beckon him to join them. Insist he “get over” his nervousness with the police.

The officer in front called out “Ready, Chief?”

“Ready.”

And the woman—the police chief—looked back at Paul.

Don’t flinch, don’t freeze... Cold flooded through his nerves, his face trembled...

She turned away. She turned and led the cops away, up the sidewalk and toward a set of police cars.

Numbed reflex made Paul Open his hearing, but none of them were talking. Still, what did it matter as long as they walked away?

Or, he still had a moment to reach for her thoughts. He could look behind that face, that thin face in its sixties that the smile couldn’t quite soften... a smile that looked familiar.

Her car door swung open, and he saw a name written on it in a corner above the police badge icon. Chief Hannah Thiessen.

Then the car pulled away, and the other cops followed in a second car.

Paul forced out a breath. Lucky, too lucky... but how’d she spot my one flinch at all?

With that name, anything was possible. Chief Thiessen’s smile did have some of the same warmth as Curtis Thiessen. Age close to Lorraine’s mentor.

And the same thought-piercing power?

The pavement scrabbled under his feet, faster, and he forced down the urge to run and keep running. Some of the people still gave him half a glance or more for rushing by. I should check on my family and then just go.

He had nowhere to go to. If he ran away from his link to Lorraine, he had nothing left to do but disappear. Nothing left anywhere.

Paul forced his feet back to a walk, and gasped for breath.

Finally the squat, glass-circled walls of the library appeared—and the need to check on his father bit down around his throat. “Recovering” only told him so much.

Inside the building, after-school hours had brought out a few kids. They ambled between the shelves and the poster-covered walls, some of them gathering in knots that were never quite silent—that could be useful. The library’s computers lined up in the open center of the room. Paul watched one of the younger kids take the next spot there, signing in with her library card.

So they stick to their rules for who uses them. Paul pulled a book from a corner shelf and settled at a table there, watching. The librarian at the desk had a clear view of the computers, and that bearded face never seemed to look away from them for long.

The familiar churning sounds of a library stretched around Paul, low and shifting but never really still. Kids, parents, and other people all busy on their own searches.

Paul thought of the ID that had gotten his hotel space—could “Seth” simply get his own card here?

Huh. What’s next, I risk having a phone?

A clattering came from around the room’s far corner, out of view but sounding like falling books under the spattering sound of kids arguing. The librarian rose and headed over.

And Paul stood and walked to the machines in perfect calmness. The worn padding of the chair was waiting, and the deep blue of the anonymous email site loaded in moments.

First he shot a message to Lorraine’s email and social media accounts, in case she was finally checking there. Then his fingers hesitated over the keys.

Sarah Gomez was just one of the reporters he’d shared a few tips with—and she’d been the one he was most sure he should never have met in person. But the LifeLab story he’d sent her had gotten so tangled up, and his trying to help her only made it worse...

The squabbling of the kids was already dying away.

And who knew when she’d see the message? He dashed off the words:

Hope my father’s alright. And I’m just, sorry.

The last click of his fingers sent the message off, and the sounds of the library filtered back. It was a silly, weak thing to say. Like he could just wish away the mess he’d made of her career.

He sagged in the chair, and his vision fuzzed and wandered along the posters on the walls.

An answer popped up from Sarah’s email. It said only:

Paul?

Something loosened in his stomach, something that shouldn’t have cared. And it wasn’t the first time she’d surprised him by answering at once.

He realized he was still slumped in the chair, fingers still away from the keys. He sent her:

I just wanted to apologize, for everything. And ask if my father’s okay.

One slow breath later, she answered:

He’s recovering. Your brother’s fine too. Still no sign of Lorraine. You really aren’t able to check that yourself?

As if he were still hiding nearby in town, and only pretending to ask to throw them off. He deserved that.

Really, no

—when heavy footsteps sounded, walking toward him. The argument with the kids had faded to nothing by now.

Reflex locked Paul in place to cut off any suspicious glance around. He wanted to finish the message with one more apology and leave.

Instead he found himself typing:

You’re a smart reporter. Do you see investigating as a gift that you have to run risks to pay back, or is it just a job to you?

And the email was on its way.

Time slowed. Clumsy thoughts filled his head, of how Sarah Gomez’s face might tighten in suspicion over his question. Why had that crazy impulse come from?

Then:

Paul? What’s this about?

He heaved out a breath, and answered

Never mind. I think I get it. Bye.

Then the email was sent and the screen closed, and he was free to look up.

The librarian was looking across the table at him, bearded face and glasses and all. And...

He simply turned away and headed back to his desk.

Paul felt an odd light-headedness—more relief than he should. This was just a town librarian, and he’d already had signs that his father was okay. But for a moment, the world felt right.

He turned back to the computer. Now, where was Lorraine’s brother?
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CHAPTER THREE: THE DOCTOR
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Drew Morris took only a few clicks to find. And there might still be time to spot him at work.

Snow was falling now. It slowed the evening rush of people on the sidewalks, and the cars filling the streets—still enough of them to make Cedar Springs a decent-sized place, but hardly the throngs Paul was used to. He pushed upward along the city’s huge hillside, toward the trees beyond it and the edge of town, squinting until the sun set behind it. The red softened as if the hill itself was glowing.

Worry nipped at him, worse than the air at his nose. He’d trusted Lorraine for years, and he still couldn’t see why she’d hidden all that power and married into being just Greg’s glorified assistant. Even if Drew knew where she had gone, what would convince him to share that?

Paul pictured the quiet, smiling man at the wedding. Drew had let Curtis give his sister away instead of himself, and he’d spent much of the night watching Greg and Lorraine dance. When he talked, it was to join in with everyone else, or throw in a quick story about his life as a veterinarian.

Drew’s clinic looked odd. It stood more than a hundred yards up beyond the houses at the edge of the city, and it had the steepest roof and the darkest-colored wood he’d seen here, more like a small ski lodge than a clinic. An SUV and a large sedan stood in its lot. Around it and on up the slope, evergreen trees and brush stretched away and deepened the shadows.

Like the hillside was inviting him to hide there and observe Drew.

And why shouldn’t I? He’d lived that way for two years, barely letting his family know he was alive. If Lorraine’s brother had any share of her powers and her secretiveness, any knowledge about him might make the difference.

He stepped off the road and hunkered down a stone’s throw from the “lodge.” Then he Opened to the sounds beyond the window.

“But you have to help her!” The little girl’s voice spiked with pain, and somewhere around her a bird squawked and a dog yipped in reaction.

“Missy...” That could only be an embarrassed father, searching for words.

Before he could go on, a more familiar voice said “I know. Believe me, I hate to see a cat get sick—”

“Then tell me you aren’t giving up. Do something!”

Drew Morris’s voice was softer now. “I will. She doesn’t deserve any of this, and you don’t deserve to worry.” He sighed, and then his words came more smoothly. “There’s a treatment I haven’t tried yet. First I’ll watch how MC responds to that, then we’ll decide where to go from there. We’ll know more tomorrow—”

“She’ll be better then?”

He hesitated, for one instant that was all too clear to Opened hearing. Then, “She could be.”

“Thank you! Thank you, I know you’ll do everything for her.”

Paul heard the creaks of people moving around, and the routine talk of signing a few papers.

He felt a flush trying to prickle onto his face. Drew was struggling to help a child and be as open as he could with her... and Paul was even hiding from that, because Lorraine or Drew might have some other agenda?

I came to reach out to them.

From the clinic’s front door, a girl of about ten and her bushy-bearded father stepped out to the SUV. It pulled away, leaving only the other car. Drew was alone.

Paul moved to the door.

A bell rang as he swung it open. Displays of animal carriers, medicines, and pamphlets crowded into what was still a small front space with doors beyond it. That and the bits of quality finish peeking out here and there really made it look like some ski lodge taken over by an animal clinic. A momentary burst of different woofs and chirpings behind the doors, and the musty smell of animals softened by air freshener, made it clearer yet which style ruled here.

Drew Morris emerged from one of the doors.

He looked much the same as he had last time: short and blonde like his sister, only a bit older but with deeper lines in his face. He also cradled a sleepy gray cat in one arm, but the other hand held a cane—he hadn’t had that at the wedding.

“How can I—” he began, before he looked at the visitor’s face. “Is that... Paul Schuman? All the way out here?”

Paul smiled back. How much did he need to set up asking about Lorraine? To buy a moment, he waved his hands and grinned “Surprise! I was passing near your town and I thought I’d take a look. Right now I’m, oh, taking a vacation from some drama back home.”

“Ah.” Drew nodded, a small motion that might be hesitant but understanding.

Paul Opened. The inner Drew’s eyes gave one nervous glance around—but those hands were clutching his knee and hip, his face gritted in pain. Hadn’t he been gripping his knee at the wedding too? He’d never danced himself.

That face began folding into a new frown at him. Paul blinked the trance away, knowing he’d been staring too long. Have to put him back at ease while I decide what to ask him.

“So this is how a vet works. Amazing,” and he took a slow look around the crowded clinic, the cat in Drew’s arms, the several cages he could see in the room behind Drew. “But, I guess everyone tells you working with animals is cool, and they don’t think how much work it is.”

“I won’t say you’re wrong.” Drew smiled, and his thumb by the cat gave its head a small scritch. It stirred drowsily.

Paul reached a hand toward them. “Can I—”

“It’s best if you don’t.” Drew set the cane aside and stepped into one of the back rooms. With another pat, he laid the cat in a sizable wire cage.

Then he moved to the room’s examination table, and scooped up an armful of medicine bottles and began tucking them back on the shelves. There had to be a dozen of them still laid out there.

He went on “But, thanks for asking. A lot of people don’t realize animals might be more scared than they look.”

Paul Opened again. Drew’s thoughts showed him still putting the supplies away, but his inner face twisted in agony—and yet that face wrenched itself away from Paul, and away from the door out front.

Where he’d left the cane. Was he that proud?

Trying to lighten the tone, Paul said “Tell me all your patients don’t need that many pills.”

“No, nothing like that. But sometimes I set more out so I can show their people what I could do.” Bottles clinked as the pile shrank.

“What you could do?” Like he’d said to that little girl. Paul glanced at the cat again—how bad was the poor thing?

Drew stumbled. Bottles rattled in his arms for a moment, before his bad leg caught his weight again.

As if nothing had happened, the vet said “Usually I have my assistant here. But I let him off early today, so he wouldn’t have to face this family. I’ll be staying up late with some of these animals.” His words hung in the air, like he wanted to go further.

“I see,” Paul nudged.

“This cat is called MC.” Drew motioned to the cage, where the cat was slowly twitching in its sleep. “It’s short for Mischief, but the girl really picked that name so her pet could be Missy, the same as herself. She outgrew that soon, so, MC. They’ve been together forever.”

He shook his head, slowly.

“Now I get to see if my place will be to keep them together, or help her to say goodbye. If she even can—she lives right down the hill from here.”

“I... see,” Paul found himself repeating.

The room was still now, except for the low voices and rattlings from animals in other rooms. Paul swallowed. He’d been trying to put his brother-in-law at ease, but instead it was Drew’s confiding that hung between them like some sad cobwebby thread.

The silence stretched onward, leaving Paul aware how he was intruding. He fumbled out the words “This is a beautiful place. From outside it doesn’t even look like a clinic.” He turned to the window, and took a look down the slope at the lights of the town. “Being just on the edge of town must be nice.”
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