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Peter Beckett hesitated before the confessional. The ornate wooden box was supposed to liberate one from the sins of the flesh, but it felt more like a judgmental parent. He had been here many times over the last twenty-five years, and it felt the same each time. 

Ever since he woke up one evening, confused and disoriented in front of St. Bertilla Catholic Church in Milwaukee, this place has felt like a second home. Father Aziel, a young priest at the time, noticed him and brought him inside. He brewed a pot of coffee and gave him a place to sleep it off. It soon became clear Peter had no memories of who he was or where he came from.

Over the years, he had grown accustomed to his situation but never entirely accepted it. Whenever he was feeling down, he would come to church to talk about it. It wasn’t always in the confessional, but Father Aziel took confessions on Saturdays. He tried therapy, but no therapist ever lasted more than a few weeks, so he gave up on them and relied on advice from the priest. The advice never fixed his problem, but it did help him feel better for a while. The human contact, more than the advice, probably helped him the most, and since the priest wasn’t bothered by what he was, he was the only person Peter could comfortably talk to.

He hesitated for a moment and then stepped inside. As he knelt, the partition slid open. After a short pause, Peter said, “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been several months since my last confession.”

Father Aziel replied softly, “It is good to hear your voice again, Peter. Remember, no sin is too great for God’s mercy. What have you come to confess?”

Through the screen, Peter could see that Father Aziel hadn’t changed much since their first encounter. Unlike Peter, his hair was still thick and dark. Peter took a breath. “I took the Lord’s name in vain,” he said before exhaling. “No! I did worse than that. I cursed God. I told him I hated him for what he did to me.” 

There was a short pause that seemed to linger. Then, in a calm voice, Father Aziel asked, “Why are you angry with God, Peter?”

“You know why,” Peter said, almost whispering.

Father Aziel sighed. “This has always troubled you. I understood why it bothered you when you were younger, but I had hoped you would eventually see it as a gift, not a curse. God gave you something remarkable. He has a plan for you. You should accept that you have your gift for a special purpose.”

Peter clenched his fists. “I didn’t ask for this so-called gift, and I don’t want it. I’m a freak. People are afraid of being near me. You can’t imagine what it’s like to have people intentionally avoid you.” Peter stopped talking when he realized his words came out loud enough for the people in the church to hear.

“You obviously don’t understand the life of a priest. People avoid me quite often.”

“Maybe some people, but not all people.”

“Not all people avoid you, either, Peter. I am happy to talk to you.”

“I appreciate that, Father, but it’s not enough. You need to talk to God for me. He won’t listen to me. Tell him to remove this curse.”

“You don’t need me to talk to God. You can talk to him yourself. He will listen to you. He may not answer you right away, but he will listen. God is with you now and always will be.”

“Sorry, Father, but God being with me is not working. I need someone else to be with me. Preferably someone pretty and female that isn’t bothered by what I am.”

Father Aziel sighed again, “This is the house of the Lord, Peter, not a dating site. I will pray for you, but you must trust God’s plan. Stop whining and use your gift the way God intended it to be used.”

The priest’s directness took Peter aback. “But... I don’t know what God’s intentions are.”

“You will know if you keep your mind and heart open.” 

“It has been twenty-five years. If God had a plan for me, don’t you think I would have found out by now?”

“God is not always in a hurry, Peter. Be patient. Eventually, your purpose will become clear.” He said a short prayer, finishing with, “Go in peace, my son, and serve the Lord.”

Peter emerged from the confessional, stepping into the cavernous church. He passed several parishioners, some of whom were kneeling in prayer, and made his way to the large wooden doors. Pushing them open, he stepped into the late summer heat. The sun felt good on his face as a warm breeze carried the scent of sizzling hot dogs from a nearby vendor. When he reached the main sidewalk, a woman jogger plowed into him. The collision sent them both sprawling onto the hard concrete. 

After the initial shock of what had happened subsided, Peter stood and saw the woman sitting up, clutching her left shoulder. She was young, perhaps in her early to mid-twenties, with her long blond hair tied behind her head. She wore white tennis shoes, black shorts, and a pink tank top. Her baseball cap lay on the ground near Peter’s feet. He picked it up and then offered his hand to the woman. She accepted, and he pulled her up, whereupon she continued clutching her left shoulder. 

“Are you okay?” Peter asked as he handed her hat back.

“I’m great. Never better,” she said as she put the hat back on her head. 

Peter’s eyes widened in shock, but he said nothing.

“I’m sorry,” the woman said. “I jog here almost every day and have never run into anyone before. I guess I was distracted.”

“It’s okay,” Peter said. “Are you sure you’re okay? Maybe you should have that shoulder looked at.”

The woman rubbed her shoulder again. “It’s fine. I’ll be okay.”

“It’s probably mostly my fault,” Peter said. “I stepped onto the sidewalk without looking. Let me make it up to you. Can I buy you lunch? The guy across the street has great hot dogs.”

“That is nice of you, uh...,” 

“Peter. Peter Beckett.”

“That is nice of you, Peter, but I’m not interested in starting a relationship right now.”

“I’m twice your age,” Peter said. “While I would be flattered if you were attracted to me, a relationship is not what I expected.”

“I’m sorry. I need to get going.”

“If you don’t like hot dogs, he also sells Polish sausages.”

“Thanks, but I really should go.”

As she started to walk away, Peter asked, “Can you at least tell me your name?”

After hesitating, she turned and said, “It’s Hannah.” 

“Just Hannah?”

“Hannah Meyers,” she said before walking back in the direction she came from.

“Okay, Hannah Meyers,” Peter called out. “Look me up if you change your mind.”

Hannah smiled but said nothing and continued to walk away. Peter watched until she turned the corner and disappeared. He didn’t notice the black van across the street pull out and follow her.
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When the van reached Hannah Meyers, it pulled alongside her and screeched to a stop. The side door slid open, revealing what appeared to be a mobile surveillance center. Hannah stepped inside and closed the door. Two men were inside the van. The driver got out of his seat and stepped into the back of the vehicle. He was tall, around forty, and wore a black suit jacket with black pants and a white shirt. His gray tie prevented him from looking like a member of Men in Black. He stooped as he navigated through the cramped space to the back near Hannah.

At the same time, the other man, who opened the door for Hannah, returned to his seat in front of a control console in the back of the van. In front of him, several monitors displayed the area around the van. He was younger than the driver, perhaps thirty years old. He dressed similarly to the first man, but his tie was loose, and his jacket hung over his chair. He turned his chair so he could see Hannah.

The first man sat on a seat next to the other man, and Hannah sat across from them. “Okay, I lied to him. What did that accomplish?” she asked.

“You told him your real name. Why did you do that?” The first man asked.

“I don’t know. I couldn’t think of a fake name quickly enough. Don’t forget, I also told him I jog here almost every day. I never jog anywhere near here.”

“Maybe he can turn it on and off,” the second man suggested.

“Turn what on and off?” Hannah asked.

“I think we need to monitor him a little longer. We need to know for sure,” the first man said.

“Listen, Agent Carter, I was perfectly happy to work with you guys from Washington, but now I feel like a fool. This is a waste of time.”

“It’s not a waste of time, and since you didn’t exactly volunteer to help us, you may as well get comfortable. Since we will be working together, perhaps we should drop the formalities. My name’s Tim, and this is Ben. Can we call you Hannah?”

Hannah slowly nodded. “Yeah, sure.”

“Okay, Hannah, here’s the situation. I don’t know how much your office told you about why we are here.”

“They only told me we are trying to break up a drug ring. What I don’t  understand is why the FBI is investigating this instead of the DEA.”

“I’m sure the DEA has this on their radar, but our interest is in the drug cartels. One of the largest has set up shop somewhere in Milwaukee and is probably planning on distributing fentanyl throughout the Midwest from here. Not only that, but this stuff is also more potent than usual. Overdoses in Milwaukee alone have spiked by over twenty percent in the last few weeks. Once these people fully establish this operation, we could be looking at a national tragedy.” 

“How are they getting the drugs into the country? I thought they had the border locked up tighter than a drum,” Hannah said.

“You and I both know that’s impossible. Our job is to learn how the drugs are getting in. We also need to find the head of the operation here. If this man, Peter, doesn’t have the ability we think he has, our job will become much harder.”

Hannah shook her head. “No. I won't help unless you tell me the whole truth. Why did you want me to lie to this guy? What ability do you think he has, and how do you know he has it?”

Tim nodded. “Okay. I don’t see why you shouldn’t know everything. We keep tabs on a lot of people that we consider, uh, shall we say, ‘special.’” When he said the word “special,” he made air quotes with his fingers. “It’s a lucky coincidence that he lives in Milwaukee.”

“Are you saying he has some kind of psychic ability?” Hannah asked. “You should know I don’t believe in that paranormal stuff. I also don’t believe in flying saucers, leprechauns, and Bigfoot.”

“We’re not talking about Bigfoot here,” Tim said. 

“What are we talking about?”

“He seems to be able to get the truth out of people,” Ben said. “In other words, people can’t lie to him.”

“That’s crazy. I lied to him. Where do you get your intel from?”

“You lying to him may have been an anomaly,” Ben said. “We’ve had several credible reports that this guy is the real deal.”

“What other kinds of people do you consider ‘special’?” Hannah asked, also making air quotes.

“Well, a woman in California supposedly can sense earthquakes before they happen,” Tim said. “A man in Florida can stay underwater for eight minutes, and a man in Maine seems abnormally tolerant to cold weather.” He looked to Ben for more examples.

“What about that guy right here in Wisconsin who can heal people by touching them?”

“That’s right,” Tim said. “That one, I’m not so sure about. Anyway, the point is that billions of people are in this world. By pure chance, some of them will be special in one way or another.”

Hannah nodded and said, “Okay. We’ll watch him and test him again. If you’re right, hopefully, he can help.”
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Peter lived in a modest home a few miles west of the downtown area. He pulled into the driveway and parked behind the pickup truck he used for his business. He didn’t go inside right away when he got home. Instead, he opened the side door of his detached garage. The familiar scent of sawdust and machine oil greeted him when he stepped inside his woodworking shop. Dozens of hand tools hung from the walls while woodworking machinery occupied much of the perimeter. A large table stood in the center of the room. The only thing that seemed out of place was the bicycle that hung from the rafters. Peter picked up an electric sander and started sanding a dresser he was working on. After a few minutes, he changed his mind, put the sander away, and went into the house.

The wood floors creaked under his feet as he walked inside. A beautiful gray cat with deep, golden eyes greeted him near the door. The cat looked up and meowed several times before rubbing his cheek on Peter’s leg.

“Okay, Sammy. Just a minute,” Peter said as he walked to the kitchen. He emptied a can of cat food into a bowl and placed it on the floor in front of Sammy, who quickly began eating it.

Peter poured himself a glass of iced tea and carried it into the bedroom, where he had his computer desk. It was near a window overlooking his front yard. He had a bird feeder hanging from a tree in the yard. He put it there for Sammy, but he also enjoyed watching the variety of birds that would visit for a nice snack. The feeder also attracted an occasional squirrel, which Peter liked watching even more than the birds. Before sitting down, he looked out the window. He saw no birds on the feeder but noticed a large black van parked across the street. He had seen a similar van near the church but assumed there must be hundreds of them in the city.

He sat down at his desk and tapped a key on his keyboard. Two large monitors came to life. He typed “Hannah Meyers Milwaukee” in the search bar and hit enter. It returned more than a hundred thousand results. It must be a common name, he thought. He clicked on the images tab and scrolled through dozens of photos before finding her. He clicked through to a social media post saying she had been accepted to the FBI Academy.

He looked out the window and saw the van still parked across the street. He leaned back in his chair for a minute and then continued. He looked for more recent posts from Hannah, but that was the last one he found. It was dated almost eight months ago. So, she was a rookie. Now, he wondered if she had run into him accidentally or on purpose. He looked out at the van again and decided it was no accident. 

He wondered what the point was. He had done nothing illegal. If he had, she would have arrested him on the spot. And how was she able to resist him? That had never happened before. Did she know about his so-called gift? Did she find a way to counteract it? If so, he needed to know more.

He deliberately avoided looking at the van across the street as he left his house. He turned left when he reached the sidewalk and walked to the corner. After crossing the street, he picked up his pace. He took his phone out of his pocket and looked at it. He didn’t turn it on. Instead, he looked at the reflection on the screen. The van was following him. He smiled.

After another block, he stepped inside a coffee shop. It was a place he had visited often. The smell of fresh coffee hung in the air as he entered. The shop had an industrial look with a high ceiling and exposed air ducts. The floor was polished concrete, with several wooden tables and chairs arranged in rows. A couple of sofas lined the far wall. The counter was ahead and to the right. Several people stood in line to order coffee. About a dozen more sat at the tables, and a couple of women having a conversation sat on one of the sofas.

Peter stepped left and pressed himself against the wall near the door. Fifteen seconds later, Hannah walked in. She was still wearing her jogging clothes. She looked at the line and then at the people sitting at the tables.

“Looking for someone?” came Peter’s voice from behind her.

Hannah turned, startled. “Oh, Peter. I changed my mind and looked you up like you said. I saw you leaving as I got to your house. I tried to catch up with you, but you were too fast.”

“Cut the crap. I know you’re following me. I also know you’re with the FBI. What do you want from me?”

Hannah stumbled over her words. “Well, uh, I’m not really at liberty to say.”

“I bet I know who is,” Peter said, storming out the door. 

He walked quickly to the van parked across the street and pulled open the driver’s side door. “Who the hell are you?” he yelled at the driver. “What do you want with me?”

“I’m Special Agent Timothy Carter of the FBI,” the driver said. He pointed at the man in the passenger seat and said, “This is Special Agent Benjamin Green. We are here to determine if you truly have the ability to force people to tell the truth. Now we know.”

Hannah had caught up to Peter and stood next to him. He looked at her and said, “I don’t force anyone to tell the truth. They do so willingly. Some more willingly than others, it seems.”

Peter looked back at Tim Carter. “Now that you know, what is it you want?”

“We need your help. A major drug cartel has set up shop here in Milwaukee. Many people have already died, and we thought, with your help, we could find them and shut them down before more people needlessly lose their lives.” 

“Oh, so you think if I ask a bunch of people questions, somebody will spill the beans.”

“That’s right,” Tim said.

“Sorry, but I’m not interested,” Peter said before walking away.

Tim motioned for Hannah to follow him, which
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