

[image: image]




[image: image]




[image: image]




Copyright © 2022 by Philip Fracassi


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Talos Press, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.


Talos Press books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Talos Press, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.


Talos Press is an imprint of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.


Visit our website at www.talospress.com.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


Cover design by Claudia Noble


Print ISBN: 978-1-945863-74-5


Ebook ISBN 978-1-945863-75-2


Printed in the United States of America




There were humans long before there was history.


—Yuval Noah Harari


The primitives and ancients evidently had relied greatly on the strange occurrences that would today be called psychic in forming their concepts of man, his spiritual make-up, and his powers over nature.


—J. B. Rhine


And you can see the daisies in her footsteps . . .


Dandelions! Butterflies!


—Ben Folds Five
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Prologue: The Dead Man


The dead man was collecting flies.


When the creature returned from gathering, it found the pupa wiggling weakly on the floor, covered in bits of tissue and blood. The man’s hands and feet remained spread, stuck to the walls and dirt, but his teeth were spilled down his chin and chest, the matter from inside his head a sodden heap in his lap; his piss-stained clothes and chemical-tinged sweat filled the stale air, mixed with the stench of mud and saliva. His head had burst like a flower; the larva had grown too large and split his skull through the forehead. Now the body would rot before the child came, spoiling the meat that would have fed it in those first crucial days.


Hastily, the creature bundled up the exposed pupa and covered it with the armful of sodden leaves it had gathered, providing the unborn the first layers of a protective shell. As it worked it chittered, repeating the same pattern again and again, like a prayer, or an incantation.


The buzzing of flies ceased as they lifted from the corpse and flew up and out the open cellar door, into the dying day. After a few moments, the room was still and quiet.


Ceasing its patter, the dark sharp-angled figure, bone-thin and animated in the shadows of the dim root cellar, spat more of the fluid into its palms, coarse and grooved as tree bark. Slippery as spilled ink in the subterranean gray light, the creature pressed and patted more of the gelatinous saliva against the chrysalis of mud, leaves, and debris, the excretion bubbling momentarily before drying quickly into a tough gray paste.


The long, misshapen cocoon was tucked against the roughly mortared brick wall, high up and away from the room’s puddle-ridden dirt floor. A moss-hued window let through enough sunlight to provide the unborn with the nutrients it needed while in embryo.


While the larva grew, it would hunt; prepare for the birth, its release from the crude shelter into a strange new world.


It would be hungry.


As she worked, the thin mouth beneath the creature’s muddy yellow eyes stretched, creasing the leather-like texture of her face. A hitched, phlegmy cough came from her throat, emitting hot, sour air and a sound neither human nor animal.


A joyous sound.


The sound of a mother’s love.




PART ONE: JACK CATCHES THE BUS
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Sometimes good people did bad things.


Only nine years old, Henry Thorne hadn’t yet learned this valuable life lesson. But he would. He would learn it on a mild summer day in 1995 in the most horrible way possible.


Henry waited patiently as his father Jack locked the front door of the apartment, a downgrade from the house in Lemon Grove. Henry hated that the apartment didn’t have a backyard, but it was only the two of them now. Dad said their old place had too much space, had cost too much money.


His father lowered his hand for Henry to hold as they walked along the open-air balcony toward the stairs.


Henry studied the hand, thought of all the change he and his father had been through. All they’d lost. Even Blink hadn’t made the trip to Grantville, which was, for Henry, even worse than the loss of the backyard. Dad had explained that the new apartment didn’t allow kitties, dogs, or any other animals. The day they dropped off Blink—an orange male tabby with a bad paw and ten years under his neutered belt—at the shelter, his dad offered to get him a bird, or a turtle, from the pet store. Henry had declined, not seeing the point of it. Birds and turtles didn’t purr, and they weren’t furry, and they didn’t sleep on your legs at night.


They had been in the apartment almost a year. Henry had been forced to transfer to a new elementary school, but he didn’t mind. He didn’t have many friends at his old school to begin with. Nothing lost, nothing gained. His teachers had loved him, though, mainly because he was smart. He was advanced. But kids didn’t care about how smart you were. They wanted you to be funny and know about all the new video games, to play as good as they played at recess.


Henry sighed inwardly—an old man’s hidden sigh of regret and loss, contained and handled with wisdom—and reached up to clutch his daddy’s offered hand.


Fingers wedged into that warm palm, Henry looked up and smiled his best smile, tried to read his dad’s face. But he looked straight ahead, a giant figurehead of safety, of love.


Together, wordlessly, they went down the flight of stairs to the sidewalk. Henry reached his other hand over, clutched a couple of his dad’s thick fingers and gripped playfully, hoping to be lifted into the air, to be swung up and over the sidewalk. His daddy used to do that to him all the time, but maybe he was getting too big now. Too heavy. The kids at his old school called him chubby, and he hated it. But Henry was small for his age (despite a minor case of potbelly), and knew his dad could lift him as easily as raising his own arm. For a moment, Henry thought he felt a tug, and smiled in anticipation of being raised from the ground—to fly—to have his heart warmed, the way it always used to feel when they played together.


But the arm slackened, leaving Henry’s feet on the pavement, and they continued to walk toward the street corner.


It didn’t matter, Henry’s mood could not be deterred. He was supposed to be in school today but was skipping to be with Dad. It was “Take Your Child to Work” at the office, and he’d be able to sit with him and watch him work, maybe even help. Dad was an accountant, someone who took care of folks’ money for them, helped them with their taxes.


He had taken a bunch of time off when Mom died. Months. They’d sold the house, packed all their stuff, all the toys and things he’d collected over the years—his posters of outer space, his collection of action figures, his books . . . everything. Even his bed had been put onto a truck and taken to the new place. The apartment. The movers had put everything back like it had been in his old room, except some stuff didn’t fit right, and his favorite lamp broke—the one with the horses—but Dad promised to buy him a new one. He never did, but Henry didn’t say anything.


It was hard for his dad to be happy since Mom left them. He never laughed, hardly ever played. At one point he had gotten sick and Henry had stayed with his godfather, Uncle Dave, and his wife, Aunt Mary, for a while. They also lived in San Diego, but in a better part. Aunt Mary wasn’t always nice, and her skin was different than his; more white. She was Asian, not black like Uncle Dave and Dad, Henry, and Mom. Henry didn’t care about that, he just didn’t think she was as fun as Dave, at least not all the time. Uncle Dave was cool, and always brought Henry a toy when he came over. Henry loved Uncle Dave. Not as much as his daddy or his mom, but he did love him. Uncle Dave would always come into his room without knocking and yell, “Where’s that boy!” real loud, and Henry would always laugh and jump onto his bed, hide under a pillow, and wait for Uncle Dave to come get him, to pick him up and hug him.


Later, Uncle Dave would sit in the living room with his dad and say things like, “Okay, Jack, okay,” and “I’m here to help, Jack. Let me help you, brother.” One time Dad cried and Uncle Dave saw Henry watching, but didn’t get mad, and didn’t send him away. He just looked at him, his eyes sad, then waited for Henry’s dad to stop crying so they could talk some more.


“Dad, we taking the bus, Dad?” Henry said, seeing the blue shelter on the sidewalk ahead.


“No, bud. No bus,” he said. His voice was heavy, like sad but different.


“How are we getting to the office?”


“We’re gonna walk. Just walk,” his dad said, and Henry felt his father’s fingers tighten against his own. Squeeze them.


As they walked past the blue bus stop, Henry studied the face of an old woman sitting on the bench, waiting. She smiled at Henry and he smiled back, raised one hand in a wave. Her eyes sparkled and Henry thought she was pretty. She also smelled like peanut butter, which made him hungry, and he tugged Dad’s hand.


“Dad, can we eat when we get there? I’m still hungry.”


His father didn’t say anything, just kept walking. Walking faster now. Henry found himself skipping a bit to keep up.


“You’re going too fast, Daddy,” he said, but playfully, not really minding. “We’re in a hurry, huh?”


“No hurry,” he said, then stopped. He looked down at Henry. Not quite at him, though. He sort of looked . . . through him, as if he were addressing Henry’s shadow instead of Henry himself. “I don’t have my job anymore, son. They took it away. You understand?”


Henry nodded, but something cold blossomed in his stomach. Adults needed their jobs, because it made them money. And money did everything. Without it, you’d be homeless and hungry.


His father shook his head, as if warding off a mosquito, then continued walking. Henry, still analyzing this new information, studying it like a strange object found in the woods, did his best to keep up. He was trying to figure how they were having “Take Your Child to Work” day if Dad didn’t have a job anymore. He thought about asking, but was afraid it might upset him, or worse, make him realize their outing was a mistake and he’d take Henry straight to school instead. Henry would be late and Mrs. Foster would be annoyed. She got that way a lot when kids did stuff like mess up the workstations, or talk when they weren’t supposed to, or get laughing fits. She got annoyed, and she’d be annoyed if Henry walked in late, that was certain. Henry kept his worries to himself.


They turned another street corner, and they were on the big road. Henry knew it was called Fletcher Avenue, because he’d memorized it. Cars were going by a lot faster, and Daddy kept walking. To another bus stop? To a new office? Henry turned the options over and over in his mind, trying to figure out where they were headed. The park? But that was the other way, down Sycamore where they lived, at the end of the street. He wondered if the lady who smelled like peanut butter had gotten onto her bus, then was distracted when a large truck roared by, the exhaust pluming into their faces. Henry put his free hand to his left ear, blocking the noise.


“It’s loud, Daddy!” he yelled, tugging at his father’s meaty hand.


His dad stopped walking, turned, and looked back the way they had come. He was watching something, Henry thought. Henry looked back as well, saw the bright blue bus coming around the corner a few blocks away.


“We getting on the bus?” he yelled, hearing the cries of seagulls over the noise of cars zooming past.


Jack Thorne let go of his son’s hand, knelt, and looked into his eyes. Henry smiled and put one pudgy palm on his father’s face.


“You won’t remember this,” Jack said. “You were small, barely walking. There was one time, well . . . you were reaching out for me. I was at my desk. I was tired, working. You kept reaching, reaching. I picked you up and, by accident, you knocked my drink onto my papers. A job I was doing.”


Henry frowned, not remembering the incident but unhappy he’d done such a thing. “I’m sorry, Daddy.”


“No!” his father said, so loud and sharp it scared him, made the skin on the back of his neck crawl. “No,” he continued, stroking Henry’s head. “The point is that I got mad, so mad, and I wasn’t thinking. I reached out for the spill . . . you fell . . .”


Henry saw a tear slide down his dad’s unshaven cheek, drip away off the cliff of his jaw. His eyes were dreamy, focused on the memory.


“I dropped you. You hit your head on the floor. You weren’t hurt. Just scared, I think. We were all scared. Your mother was furious with me . . .”


Jack trailed off and he grimaced, almost a smile, at the memory. A smile filled with fresh pain, fresh doubt. “Anyway, I wanted to say I’m sorry about what I did. I’m sorry for dropping you that time. I love you, son.”


“I love you too, Dad,” Henry said, and his father embraced him tightly. In that moment, Henry didn’t care where they were going, or the apartment, or about losing Blink or the backyard or the kids at school. Dad felt so strong and warm that Henry smiled and laid his face on the blue fabric of his work shirt, closed his eyes and smelled him. He wanted that hug to last forever, because it had been so long since he had been held just like that.


“I’ll never leave you, son,” he said.


Jack stood, Henry still wrapped firmly in his arms. Henry lifted his cheek to his dad’s own, felt the smear of cold, wet tears. He started to say something back, to ask why he was crying, when they moved.


Henry opened his eyes and saw they had stepped into the street. He looked up, past his dad’s shoulder, toward the vast blue sky beyond. The world spun as his father turned around, and Henry saw a blur of honking cars, the running colors of people pointing from a sidewalk, his father’s rushed voice screaming into Henry’s ear, “Don’t watch!”


Henry’s bladder emptied into his jeans and he screamed as he saw the bus bearing down on them, its horn blaring. He struggled for a split second against his father’s viselike hold; instincts surged and he pushed hard as he could to get away. There was a mechanical roar and a crunching thud and then Henry was flying. He heard the seagulls scream or was it a woman’s scream and he wanted to scream, too, but he had no breath in him.


Something large and heavy drove itself into his small body and the world went black.
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Henry’s mind woke, and sound poured in.


Voices. Some yelling. Scared. Crying. Someone was saying, “Oh my God, oh my God,” over and over again. A woman’s voice. Hysterical. A horn blared. More voices—rushed, commanding.


His dead body lifted, and the sensation of rising was strong, even though he felt nothing of his physical self. There was no pain. There was only warmth.


So wonderfully warm. Like his insides were heated with light. He became the warmth—lifting, lifting, higher and higher. The voices grew quiet. Distant.


He opened his eyes.


There was a flash of white light and then a busy street, a crowd of people. He was above them all, a low-flying bird. A fire truck, a giant red one. There was an ambulance and two police cars. The hot pinpricks of orange flares. Policemen yelling at cars as they went by on the road, waving at them. Henry saw the ocean, the white slivers of distant seagulls floating above.


He saw everything at the exact same time. Some part of him knew it was impossible, but it also felt right.


Then the world blurred to a hard white; nerve-scorching pain rushed through his body. He closed his eyes tight, wanted to cry out, to scream, but could not.


BANG!


Henry kept his eyes squeezed shut. He was scared, terribly scared. There was so much yelling. Hands tugged at his body, pulled at his limbs and he wanted to shout at them to stop!


BANG!


He was atop a rolling bed, the vibrations of the wheels against the floor humming into his back, his legs. He was moving fast as the wind—flying, flying—through chaos and noise. The pain had drifted away, somewhere far off, and he pushed it back even further, created barriers between its gnashing teeth and his flesh. He was afraid of the pain, terrified at what it was doing to his body, his mind. The pain was a beast, a monster, tearing away at the flimsy walls of his consciousness, desperate to reach him.


So scared get him away make him stop . . .


Then—when the pain was almost unbearable—his grateful mind flooded once more with that familiar, welcome warmth. That peace. He floated upward again and joy sang in his heart as everything fell away—the sounds muted, the sickening feeling of flying gone; the monster trapped in a place it could not reach him. He waited a long moment, made sure he wouldn’t be locked back into that cage of chaos and pain, locked inside with the monster.


When he felt safe, felt sure, he slowly opened his eyes once more.


He was in a large, bright room.


His back was to the ceiling. He looked down from a high, distant corner.


Floating.


He saw people crowded around a small body. They were cutting away clothes, grabbing clumps of gauze and pressing it into bloody flesh. He moved without thinking—a flicker—and he was watching from over the shoulder of a large man with a hairy neck. The man wore white clothes and aggressively attached something to the body. A woman was still cutting—snip snip snip—then pulling off bloody pants, peeling away the rags of a blood-soaked shirt.


Henry rose higher, looked at the motionless body being jostled like a doll.


The face was his own.


He felt no alarm. No fear. No panic.


His naked figure looked frail and broken on the large bed. Tubes sprang from his arms and legs, a mask covered his face. He wanted to laugh at how silly he looked, naked in nothing but blue underpants, but he saw the fear in the grown-up faces. Nurses and doctors, he thought, and studied himself anew. His leg was bent strangely, and his chest, sunken above his small round belly, looked wrong. One man took a knife and cut into the skin covering his ribcage. A surge of blood pushed out, trailed down his skin to pool on the bed. Someone handed the man a fat tube; he slipped the end of it into the cut. Henry looked away.


“Henry!”


Flash.


A different part of the hospital. He saw his Uncle Dave and Aunt Mary. Aunt Mary was crying. Uncle Dave was yelling at a man in a suit. Why was he so angry? What was there to be angry about? Everything was so wonderful, so peaceful.


“Henry!”


The voice came again and Henry felt a renewed heat surge into his being, a brightness. He smiled, then laughed out loud.


He closed his eyes, overwhelmed with happiness.


Something . . . brushed him. It was like being touched by fire that did not burn—like having your innermost being, your soul, kissed and hugged, smothered by pure love. He opened his eyes.


His mother was there, waiting for him.


She was beautiful. His mind, his consciousness—his spirit—leapt for her and they joined, their beings twisted into each other, an embrace like no other he had ever experienced. He absorbed his mother’s love—a stream of light pouring into his soul. It felt glorious.


“Momma,” he said, and realized he was seeing her without eyes, for he no longer had eyes, or a body; no weight, no flesh hung upon him. There was no pain. No monster. Mother was a brilliant shining light filled with love. He saw her completely.


“Henry,” she said, her voice a rush of warm wind. “Henry, I love you.”


Then she was talking, telling him things, telling him secrets, but he didn’t hear the words, only felt the vibrations of them, growing steadily, humming, shaking him. Henry’s mind caught fire and he opened himself to her, to what lay beyond her. To what waited. His consciousness blazed like a struck match, ignited and burned to cinders, and he was wholly consumed by the power. He expanded, became part of the world that lay beyond.


A second presence. A familiar one. Comforting.


Daddy?


It slid into him like oil into blood, filled him. Henry reached for more, craved more . . .


Tug.


Something pulled at him. Like a fish nipping at food on a hook. He tried to will it away.


Tug.


Tug.


TUG.


The light was slipping, fading, and his essence contracted. His mother called to him, a goodbye. Her love frayed like ribbons, the bonds of light wrapped around his tiny spirit dissolved.


But that other thing, that new presence . . . it stayed. Settled somewhere deep inside, tucked itself into the crevices of his mind like a cat in a spot of sunshine.


The last of that binding light slipped free from him. Henry was let go, feeling as if he’d been dropped from a great height.


Consciousness hit him like a slap. Someone laughed. Hands tugged at his arms, legs, face. He pulled away, fought them. Hot hands, hateful hands. More laughing . . . then pain.


“Daddy!” There was fire, painful now, and he erupted with it and the tugging hands fell away and something grabbed his tummy and pulled him downward and his chest burned like he’d swallowed acid, his lungs filled with that hateful fire—


Flash.


Deep down inside, Henry screamed. Screamed because he now felt everything. Cold and dark. Impossibly heavy. His body, cut up and broken. Oh no oh no oh please no! It was too much, too much pain, too much hurt.


He wanted to open his mouth and wail, to reach out his arms and find his mother, find the light, but he couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. His mind raced—his thoughts broke apart, shattered beneath the pain.


A distant sensation. Something slid around in his head like an eel through rocks beneath a dark stream, and then it was gone.


Hidden.


A soft finger raised one of his eyelids and he saw the world for a split second—a shadowy, blurred blast of yellows and browns. He smelled rot and decay, the stink of blood and death. So much hurt! Throbbing aches, stabbing pain. He wanted his mommy, wanted his daddy, but his body was ripped up; he was breathless and blind. Sharp points stabbed him. His mouth flexed open and something hard and cold forced itself inside, down his throat, further, further, snaking inside him. Skin was punctured and sliced. Momma! he cried, the plea caught in the echo chamber of his mind, Momma, they’re tearing me apart!


The fuse box deep inside him sparked and went dead; his brain fizzled out like a snuffed candle.


He let go. Let go and fell backward, away from the pain, away from the light, backward into the dark.


It was eternal.


And then he thought no more.
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Ten days after the accident, and less than twenty-four hours after he’d lost his job (his employer finding him culpable in the death of Jack Thorne by the combined rationale of gross negligence and the fact he was intoxicated at the time of the incident), forty-eight-year-old US BLUE bus driver Gus Rivera, single and childless, the son of Juanita and George Rivera, drove his gray Honda Civic to the Coronado Bridge just past midnight. He parked carelessly, wheels up on the pedestrian walkway. He left the engine running and stepped over the guardrail. His body fell 200 feet and struck the icy water of the San Diego Bay at approximately 70 miles per hour (18 miles per hour faster than the grill of his bus had struck Jack and Henry Thorne), the impact of which shattered his skull and broke his spine, killing him instantly.


US BLUE, wary of further negative press, and having received a potential damages estimate of ten million dollars from both their inhouse lawyers and their insurance company, quickly responded to Dave Thorne’s demands with an offer of two million, along with a standard Confidential Release Agreement.


Dave accepted, and the matter, as far as US BLUE was concerned, was closed.
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Dave was tired.


He looked down at the neat stacks of paper, each clipped and dissected with Post-It notes and marginalia decorated in his meticulous, neat writing. He wondered for the thousandth time over the last few months whether to bring a wrongful termination suit against his brother Jack’s former employer, a franchised tax preparation and corporate accounting service company called Equator Financial. Now that the US BLUE suit had been settled (out of court, can you say hallelujah), Dave would have more time to possibly go after Equator. He honestly believed he had a case, and if he deposed a few of the current and former employees, including the local office manager—a fat, slippery fella named Trent Riventon—then he knew he’d have enough to prove Jack was let go for racially prejudicial reasons, not performance or fiscal ones, as they’d claimed at the time.


I’d like to sue Alexa Hastings while I’m at it, he thought sourly. That racist witch. Dave believed it was she who flicked over that first domino in the short chain of events that ultimately led to Jack’s “accident.” He figured the devil was warming up a nice cozy room in the absolute worst ghetto of hell for Alexa Hastings.


It was Hastings who had complained about Jack being assigned to her account, and it was she who had demanded a white accountant for her personal finances and her string of old-fashioned ice cream stores. Grandma’s Habit had gone from one small store on a relatively barren corner of downtown’s Gaslamp District to two, then there were three within a half-mile of each other, then four. After an infusion of cash from an angel investor, Alexa expanded Grandma’s Habit to over ten locations in Southern California in the course of a few short years. All-natural ice cream made right there at the store; over one hundred toppings, mixers, syrups, and sauces. Dave himself had tried one of Grandma’s classic waffle cones with pistachio, topped with slivered cashews and hot fudge, and could not argue the quality or, sadly, the massive caloric intake of each and every homemade bite. Grandma likely died a hundred pounds overweight and riddled with diabetes, based on how much sugar (all-natural or no) was packed into every loving spoonful.


What he could argue, however, was that the face behind the cherubic, smiling, pasty white visage of Grandma that hung on every storefront and blazoned every napkin was a skinny, twice-divorced former schoolteacher named Alexa Hastings. And old Alexa, schoolteacher or not, newly minted business mogul or not, was nothing more than a good old-fashioned, deep-South rooted, Confederate-flag-waving bigot.


A week after she complained to the firm about a Black man handling her enormous and incredibly complex tax burden, Jack was dismissed. That bastard Riventon had been more than happy to blame the dismissal on Jack’s performance, citing that his “recent loss” had affected his job, that he wasn’t able to properly perform the duties being asked of him. As if it wasn’t enough for a man to lose his wife of twelve years to breast cancer, not enough to fire him because some rich racist bitch told him to or else, Riventon had to amp things up by leveraging the man’s grief as his excuse; in case the poor bastard wasn’t feeling horrible and guilty enough, he made him feel it was his fault for grieving, his fault for not sucking it up and doing the job he was so proud of. A job he had worked his ass off to get, finishing school while Olivia (God rest her soul) stayed home with their young son during the day and worked nights as a waitress to help make ends meet.


Yeah, Dave would love taking Alexa Hastings and Trent Riventon to court, all right. That would be sweeter than Grandma’s pistachio-filled waffle cone. But for now he’d settle for attacking Equator Financial instead, along with their highly paid and prestigious New York law firm, just to see if he could squeeze a quick settlement out of them as he had with US BLUE.


Lord knew the boy would need it.


Dave pushed the papers aside, took off his reading glasses, and settled back into the stiff fabric of the hospital chair. He looked across the room at the monitors and machines, the blinking lights, the beeping sounds that he hoped meant everything was A-OK, steady as she goes. He looked at the boy lying there, so fragile and small, his body almost half the weight it had been three months ago when they’d first brought him in, his right leg and ribcage shattered, his skull cracked, his brain dangerously swollen.


But he made it, by God, he thought fiercely. He was a fighter, and he’d made it this far. He had lived through every surgery, every setback.


Dave watched him closely, saw his chest rising and falling. Saw the steady rhythm of his heart on the monitor, the multihued lines on another screen showing his brain activity, which was not dormant, despite the coma. In fact, it was “unusually active” according to the doctor. As if he were on the edge of a dream, about to wake up any moment.


But Henry hadn’t woken up. Not yet. Not when they were burying his father. Not while Dave’s firm had gone after US BLUE, claiming the driver had been negligent and getting a lightning-quick settlement, things being hastened by an unforeseen break when Dave got word the bus driver had failed a sobriety test, blowing three times the legal limit. The bastard even had a flask of vodka under the seat, literally drinking while driving.


And then he’d jumped off the Coronado Bridge.


Despite several eyewitnesses saying under oath that Jack had willingly placed himself—and his child—in front of the full-speed trajectory of the bus, and although US BLUE initially claimed the bus was breaking no speed or lane laws, the overwhelming evidence against the driver and the ensuing public drama that would play out over the months—potentially years—of a trial forced them to pony up a decent out-of-court settlement. Regardless of who did what, one thing clear to everyone was that the boy was most certainly a victim, and US BLUE had no interest in fighting a nine-year-old comatose boy in the court of public opinion. “Drunk driver versus young boy in a coma” was not a campaign they would win. So, after just two conference calls in as many weeks, they settled, and the amount had been fine with Dave, who knew he could have gotten more had he felt like drawing it out. It was a fight he knew he could win.


But all Dave wanted, for him and for Henry, was to move on.


So he agreed, asking only that the bus company also cover the funeral costs for Jack. That had legally closed the matter, and Dave would have felt victorious about the whole thing had his younger brother not been dead and were his nephew not breathing through a tube, his brain snared within in a web of deep unconsciousness.


No, it was a bad business, Dave thought, watching the same rhythms on the monitors he’d been watching for the nearly three weeks. But sometimes good people do bad things, don’t they?


Dave looked down at his hands. He supposed he should be thankful Henry wasn’t awake to see his father buried. Hadn’t had to endure the questions he may have been asked had he been awake and alert during the negotiations with the bus company.


Thankful, yes . . . there was much to be thankful for.


Including the fact that he and Mary, despite all odds, now had a child of their own to raise. Mary hadn’t been thrilled, still wasn’t, but she’d get over it. Part of her hadn’t wanted to let go of having her own biological child, despite knowing in her heart it was near impossible. He was sure she’d end up loving Henry as her own. This was his flesh and blood. This was his nephew, his godson, the only son of his only brother, dead now, struck down by grief, murdered by depression.


If only Dave could forgive that, forgive his brother for doing such a selfish thing. Forgive him for trying, inexplicably, to murder his own child in the process. If he could forgive, then perhaps, one day, he would allow some love for Jack back into his heart. But now . . . No, not now. He’d seen the boy’s body. Seen the accident site. Studied the photos taken just after, and just before, the ambulance and life support units had heroically saved Henry’s life. He had seen Jack’s body—torn, broken—still stuck to the grill of the blue bus like a giant bug, bone shards puncturing skin, limbs loose and split, a long streak of blood trailing from underneath the bus ten yards or more, mingled with the black streaks of the tire’s brake marks.


That had been one of the (numerous) points of evidence against US BLUE: that the skid marks didn’t start until ten yards past the point of impact. Nearly three seconds. That fact alone had caused Dave to inquire about the driver’s sobriety, the lack of which had been confirmed by San Diego PD, and had nailed the coffin on US BLUE pushing for a trial. During the calls with the bus company’s lawyers, Dave had kept his mind cold and emotionless, thinking of the smear of blood and flesh in the street as nothing but the strokes of a painter’s brush, a piece of evidence to be analyzed and utilized, nothing more. Because if he allowed himself to think, to remember, that the streak of red had once been his little brother Jack, who he had played baseball with, who he had bunked with for ten years of their childhood, who he’d stood next to, both of them stiff and smiling in their tuxedoes, on the day of his marriage . . . if he’d thought all that, then he might have screamed. Screamed and run from the conference room, pulling at his hair and wailing, crying out with the horror and sadness of it all. The tragedy.


And worse, far worse, were the photos of Henry.


Jack’s body had cushioned the point of impact just enough that Henry survived, but not before the boy was knocked out of his tiny sneakers, thrown like a stone twenty feet before finding the rear windshield of a parked BMW, his body resting limp over the bright red Beemer’s trunk, one leg twisted at a disturbing angle, the shattered glass a terrible pillow beneath his head.


For that image alone, he could not forgive his brother. The memory of the boy’s body stole forgiveness from his heart. The knowledge of what Jack did hurt him terribly, kept him up at night and scrubbed away his appetite. To forgive someone you love is to allow healing, but Dave feared his wounds would never heal, that he’d be forced to live with pain and regret and anger the rest of his life.


Sitting in that hospital room, listening to the familiar beeps and whirs of the machines keeping Henry alive, Dave planted his face in his hands, wanted to cry, wanted to scream, for the millionth time.


More than that, more than anything, he wanted Henry to wake up.


“Please,” Dave said quietly, praying into his palms, as if begging forgiveness, for the release of his own painful grief. “Please, Henry . . . please wake up.”


God almighty, he thought, sniffling into his hands and wiping away the tears of exhaustion and suffering, but I am so very, very tired.
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Dave washed his hands and stuck them under the bathroom’s hot air dryer, waiting patiently as the water was whisked away from his skin. He was in no hurry to return to Henry’s room, no hurry to go home or call the office, to check in on the increasingly long list of clients he’d neglected over the last few weeks.


No, Dave only stood there a bit, let his hands dry, and gave thanks that every day he came to the hospital was another day he was coming as a visitor and not a patient. He’d been there, done that. A bladder infection a few years back had made his prick burn like a fire hose pumping acid, and the two nights he’d stayed while they ran tests and flooded his system with antibiotics were two of the most miserable of his life. It was a stay he had no intention, or desire, to repeat.


He sighed and caught his own face in the mirror. He saw the bruised bags under bloodshot eyes, the tint of gray at his temples, the deep worry wrinkles in his brow. He thought his neck and cheeks looked fat, despite the fact that he exercised every day, without fail, for an hour in the morning before leaving the house. He was assured his heart and cholesterol were fine and dandy, sure, but that didn’t keep him from looking like hell in a handbasket. Mary had always told him he looked like Sidney Poitier, and that might have been the case at one time, but even Poitier went gray. Even the pretty ones get old, he thought wearily, then laughed at himself.


“Old, vain asshole,” he said, and laughed again, wondering if his lack of sleep, pressure from the lawsuits, and Henry’s condition were finally making him crack. He thought probably so, leaving the bathroom convinced that tonight he would take a couple of Mary’s melatonin capsules and see if that would allow him a few hours of—


His thoughts broke off at the sound of loud footsteps in the hall.


Someone was running.


Dave blinked, came back to himself. He pushed through the bathroom door and watched numbly as nurses ran down the hallway.


Toward Henry’s room.


Why are they running? he thought, and felt his knees turn to water. Oh God my God, why are they running?
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Henry had been wandering for lifetimes.


Blasted landscapes, skies that peeled from black to red to blue to white, often seemingly within minutes, often for what felt like millennia. He’d tasted the universe, heard the song of creation. He’d listened to desperate singing, sung desperate songs, screamed hymnals, prayed and worshipped and begged forgiveness for himself, for his father, for humanity.


He spent an infinity in the dark. The deep, warm dark. There were creatures there, demons that whispered, that fought to hurt him—that did, in many ways, hurt him badly, irrevocably, for stretches of time unfathomable. He’d been tortured, loved, held . . . and then released.


His mind narrowed; his consciousness ground itself into the heavy crust of hard reality, folded itself up like the reverse blooming of a great mysterious flower, a vibrant mandala reduced to a pinprick.


Gradually, his physicality returned.


First hearing. Then smell. He winced at the sensations, hating them; disgusted by the sharp tingling in his muscles, the throbbing of his heart, the aching in his neck and back and leg. His heavy, bludgeoned head. The stink of death wafted off him, the stench of lethargy. Worse than the pain was the total sense of despair, consuming as a hungry black mist, devouring the light inside him. His soul felt heavier than the flesh awaiting its return.


As the pain grew he slowly woke, as if lulled from a dream by a melody that quickly became a siren, a blast of sound that yanked him abruptly from the mire, jerked him up and out of the mist. Shadows chased him as he was pulled upward. As he rose higher, colorful lights flickered through his mind, faster and faster . . . then the flickering slowed to a steady rhythm. The lights swelled and the strobe effect blurred and flattened until it became one uniform, impossibly white light.


The piercing glow burned against his closed eyelids, demanding entry.


So he opened them.


Henry winced at the brightness of the room. He tried to speak, but could not. Something was in his mouth, filled his throat. He turned his head, tried to comprehend where he was, what was happening. Tubes in his arm. His fear spiked when he looked down at his exposed body—a tube protruded from his stomach, another from between his legs. His breath quickened. A steady beeping sound kept pace with his increasing heart rate.


What’s happened to me?


The memories of the time away from his body tattered and tore, then disintegrated completely. This place was not for them, was not for timelessness and visions of the afterlife, the astral planes of the spirit world.


He tried to focus, caught the glimmer of something shiny resting on a table near the edge of where he lay. He willed his hand to reach for it—to touch it, study it. He wanted to understand this new world. There was more input coming, more sensations: memories, thoughts. But not his, no, not his.


Others.


Every second, more and more filled his head.


I’ll never see that asshole again, I swear . . .


My mother hates me. If she was dying in this very hospital she’d demand to be . . .


I hate this. I hate the pain, the constant fucking pain. Please let me die . . .


Henry closed his eyes, tried to slow things down. Slow the sensory overload hitting him. Limit the input—the things he saw, the sounds of voices and footsteps and beeping instruments, the discomfort of his body, the feelings from all the souls around him. He willed his mind to be quiet, to stay within himself. He breathed in through his nose, let it out slow, and opened his eyes once more.


He pushed away the thoughts, the pain, the strange feelings, and focused on one thing. Grounding him. An anchor in this strange new existence. The shiny object on the table next to him, silver and spherical. That would be his first goal.


Focusing—with purpose now—he ordered his hand to move. To his amazement and delight, the small hand lifted off the white sheet and reached outward, past the safety bar at the side of the—bed, it’s a bed, Henry—and pushed against the shiny metal bowl glinting at him, his fingers looming large and grotesque in its curved reflection. He pushed further, trying to feel it, to touch it . . . he pushed . . . and it slid away, vanished off the table . . .


. . . and fell with a loud clang to the floor.


The feeling of alarm broke into his mind.


But not his own.


The door to the room opened and Henry turned his head to the visitor. A woman was watching him. He could hear see touch feel the colors images thoughts flooding out of her. For a moment, he was terrified. He wanted to shut the woman out, desperately wanted to close his eyes, to go back to the quiet dark.


Instead, he opened his eyes—ALL of his eyes—wide.


He opened everything wide.


Wonderment. That’s what came from the woman—nurse she’s called a nurse—at the doorway. She stared at him in, yes, in wonderment, and then came a dominant thought, as vivid to Henry’s mind as if the woman were a brightly lit neon sign:


He’s awake! My God, the boy’s awake!


Henry’s fear vanished, buried beneath the nurse’s overwhelming amazement and joy.


When she laughed out loud and put a trembling hand to her chin—and despite the plastic covering his mouth and the painful dryness of his lips—Henry couldn’t help but smile.
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A few days after Henry’s endotracheal tube was being pulled free from his throat, Jim Cady, a mountainous man dressed in cross trainers, black Dickies cargo pants, and a bleach-clean white T-shirt that bulged at the shoulders and biceps, ordered two more shots of Jack Daniels. His hands were curled into fists that rested like the ends of a twenty-pound dumbbell on top of the varnished mahogany bar. His hair was close-shaved. His downcast eyes matched his skin, the color of grave dirt.


But unlike most assholes who sat at a bar in the middle of the afternoon staring hard at a shot glass that keeps getting filled and going empty, again and again, Cady had actually found a job today. A job, and with it, a purpose.


Sure, he didn’t have it yet. Not officially. But he would. He’d made sure of it.


He opened the cover of the edge-frayed red spiral notebook lying next to the drained shot glasses on the bar. The first few well-read pages were filled with underlined names partnered with phone numbers. There were neat notes under each entry, line by line, bullet point by bullet point. What he needed from them. What they could give him. Who was in. Who was out. Who was owed, and who owed Jim.


He had drawn hard lines through many of the names. Most of them, in fact.


These entries, these pages, were the substructure—the foundation—of his Plans.


And there were many Plans.


Some came to fruition but most, admittedly, did not. The success or failure of many were tied to fate. Within the pages of the worn notebook (and the many others like it) were quick-grabs—the kind of immediate violence and short-term benefit that would land him back in prison for a few years—high-risk, low-reward kinda deals. For desperate times. Other plans were longer term. Years in development. Hands greased all over the city, birds situated in key places that would chirp to him if this happened or that happened. He had pages and pages of Plans—some good, some not so good, some potentially great. Some were no more than sketches, ideas to be fleshed out if the right opportunity came his way.


You could never have too many options.


Jim started his first notebook when he was a teenager. He’d lost count of how many he’d filled since then—some were gone forever, burned to protect the guilty; some he kept safe for future reference. As a young man, he had sketched out all the different crimes he dreamed of committing, designed and schemed while his father slept it off in the next room, not caring, not daring to be a parent. Scared sack of shit that he was.


That kid—that younger version of Jim Cady—mapped out the details of the dream scenarios and then, slowly, made those scenarios a reality.


Albeit with slight alterations.


The dream of a bank heist became a real robbery of the local florist; the fiction of assassinating the “top dog of the streets” became shots fired at a local gang leader in the dead of night. Fighting his way toward becoming a crime boss—the ultimate dream—became more real as he began meeting and working closely with other like-minded people, both criminal and legit (paying ’em or slaying ’em was a frequent motto), in order to land the right job, shake the right hand, or remove the wrong ones, and ultimately he put himself in a position to finalize the details of his many complex Plans.


His first successful manipulation, when he was just nineteen (but already big and broad as a man in his prime), secured him the position of night manager at a nearby 24/7 supermarket. That job gave him access to food, to booze. Things he could eat, drink, or sell. To start, he’d needed to intimidate a few more-qualified candidates into walking away, turning down the position. Then he’d laid five hundred bucks on the assistant day manager to recommend him, promising him a piece of the action, money the man needed to get his lady an abortion they couldn’t afford. A fact he’d discovered from another of his birds. If the chump had turned down the money, then he would have been forced to hurt that lady, pregnant or no. Hurt her bad.


And so it went, through the many years since.


So many Plans. Pages and pages of ideas, of life—some left behind, some still being written.


When he eventually, inevitably, landed in prison, he had worked with other inmates to develop more ideas, more schemes. They all went in the notebooks. Every scheme, every detail, every potential route to success. The guards didn’t care. Hell, he’d tipped most of them generously enough that a few were still in his debt to provide information from the inside, or do the occasional favor, if needed.


Flip.


His finger fell on a name. This one had been underlined. Twice. A cop who didn’t owe him nothing, but who he’d been told would happily trade information for a couple hundred bucks and some dope.


In this case, some DUI results from an accident nobody gave a shit about.


Flip.


Another name. This one a maintenance guy with a taste for shitty cocaine who had promised to let Jim know if a certain kid ever woke from a coma. Jim closed his eyes, took in a deep breath, smelled the stale beer, the warm air carrying its own ash-tinged scent of streets and dead cigarettes. Another dumb bird, he thought, almost smiling. He imagined the information flowing over a wide, multi-threaded network, right to him. His own personal matrix, and he the spider at the center of its vast web.


Flip. Flip.


This was the page he wanted. The newspaper clipping was there, folded over and taped down. The sad story of a man and his boy who had been hit by a drunk asshole driving a touring bus. But the kid . . . the kid had lived. The kid had been in a coma, but had woken up. Had somehow, miraculously, lived. And as fate would have it, the kid had a hotshot lawyer uncle who surreptitiously sued the ass off the bus company. Everyone expected a big trial, but it all vanished quickly, which Cady had made careful note of. His eyes traveled across the article for the hundredth time until he came to those words, those magic words:


Settled out of court for an undisclosed amount.


Cady smiled because he knew the amount. Oh yeah, he did. Hells yeah, as they said in the joint. It was a doozy. A straight-up ballbuster. Over two million bucks, he’d been told. All that money to a little kid because his jerkoff piece of shit father had stepped in front of a bus driven by a drunk Chicano.


Under the clipping were more names. Some were contacts. Some were potential candidates he’d come up with. Others had been crossed out, rejected.


But the time had come to execute this plan, and he’d need help. Reliable help. He scanned the names, his mind doing quick calculations, routing destinations, creating the ways and means to a glorious end.


First things first. The Long Play. The long play needed to go into effect immediately. No time to waste. Not now. Once the first move was settled, he’d begin making calls, setting up meetings, gathering a team. He flipped the newsprint over, found another name. He put his finger on it.


Step one.


It would be easy. Like a chess game, he had all the moves mapped out in his head. A little personality adjustment, some forged papers, the right recommendations. And, most importantly, an opening. But compared to everything else, that was the easy part.


A little violence to grease the wheels. A little murder to get things moving.


Cady shook his head. Goddamn but folks were stupid.


He tapped his finger on the bar. More whiskey appeared, disappeared.


He stood up, closed the notebook, threw down twenty bucks. Probably owed more, but ain’t like he was getting charged. The twenty was a tip.


“You out?” the long-haired, bottle-glasses-wearing white-ass gorilla said from behind the bar. Or, as those who drank here knew him, Adolf.


“Yeah. Gonna go upstairs, change, then head out. Got to see your cousin.”


Adolf nodded, stood absently, and watched his one customer drift out the door and toward the stairs that led to the small apartment on the second floor. The one he knew better than to ever mention. To anyone. Ever.


“Good luck.”


Cady nodded, let the door shut. The muggy San Diego heat barreled into him as he hit the sidewalk. He smiled tightly, knowing damn well luck would have nothing to do with it.
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“Henry, can you hear me, son?”


Henry did hear him. His daddy’s voice.


Daddy had come back.


His throat hurt and he was bone weary, but he was glad to have the tube out, glad to suck the cold ice chips they’d given him.


Soon after he’d woken, after many tests and many questions and many more tests, Henry had grown tired and fallen back to sleep. It was a different sleep this time, though. A normal sleep, with dreams that were only in his subconscious mind, dreams that did not affect his immortal soul.


“Henry?” his dad said again, but Henry, lost in one of those dreams, could not answer. The dream would not let go.


There was a dog running toward him from a long way away, and he badly wanted to pet it. As it got closer, he noticed the dog was drooling. Long strings of white, foamy saliva slipped from its open mouth like thin snakes. Its bared teeth weren’t showing a playful smile, but a hungry snarl. A mean smile. Henry reached out his hand, knowing in his heart the dog would bite it, but still unable to stop himself.


Beyond the dog, Henry saw a horizon of green. Hundreds of trees. A forest.


And something else. Something that lurked in the shadows of those tall trees, something making the dog angry, making the dog want to kill. But still, Henry kept his hand stretched forward, fingers trembling with the anticipation of great pain. He heard laughter from the trees, the air around him swirled with it, and then the thing laughing from the shadows somehow became the dog, and when it did, it leapt.


Henry had time to see the dog had yellow eyes, then its teeth stretched and spiraled away from the dog’s head, became branches that sprang at him through the air like gnarled roots. Long brown fingers coiled around Henry’s hand, his arm, and although he pulled and pulled, he could not release himself. Ropy tendrils punched through skin, wrapped around bone, dug themselves into his neck and up his throat, punctured through the roof of his mouth, his tongue, his cheeks. He tried to scream—


“Henry?”


Henry opened his eyes.


He was in the hospital room. His daddy stood beside him.


“Daddy?” Henry said, and reached toward the familiar face at his bedside, put his palm against the stubbly cheek. Then he paused, fingertips frozen on the man’s face as he slowly remembered.


Dad holding me tight, the roar of the bus, the honking cars, the screams, then flying . . .


The face beneath his small fingers transformed as his vision cleared, the blurriness of sleep dissolving into the sharp contrast of reality. Henry pulled his hand away, snatched it back as if from a hot fire. It wasn’t his dad’s face at all. It was Uncle Dave’s. Uncle Dave was at his bedside because his daddy . . . his daddy . . .


“Where’s my dad?” Henry asked, his voice a whispery croak, his throat still raw.


Uncle Dave turned to look at a woman sitting near the foot of the bed. Henry followed his gaze, recognized Aunt Mary. She tried to smile, to appear comforting, but Henry didn’t think she was all that good at it.


“Henry, we have a lot to talk about,” Uncle Dave said. “The good news is you’re doing very well. The breathing tube is out, and you’re getting stronger. Doctor says you’re out of the woods, son. You’ve . . . you’ve been awake almost a week now, and you’ll need to stay here for a good while longer, until you’re healed and strong. But I think it’s time we had a talk about what’s been going on. How’d that be? Can we have a little talk?” Dave waited for a response, but Henry could only stare back at him, his bottom lip quivering.


Dave cleared his throat, continued. “A lot of what I have to say is going to be difficult for you, and we can go slow, okay?”


Henry thought a moment, felt goosebumps rise on his flesh. A cold ice pick stabbed his guts, then the chill spread outward, into his chest, arms and legs, up his neck. He squeezed his eyes shut, felt tears push from beneath his eyelids, roll down his temples.


Henry knew what Uncle Dave wanted to talk about. His daddy was gone, just like his mom. He kept his eyes closed tight, as if the dark would shield him from the pain, from the truth that he would be alone. He would have no one.


Poor kid. Poor, sweet child. Be calm. Be strong for the boy.


Henry didn’t want to hear Uncle Dave, didn’t want to hear his thoughts. In his mind he saw his sadness, his terrible sadness. The colors of his despair came off him in waves—pale gray-blues, deep dirty yellow—and Henry wanted the colors to go away, the feelings to go away. Uncle Dave was so sad, so sad.


Look at how sad you are, Uncle Dave. Please, please don’t be sad.


Henry’s eyes shot open, his misery momentarily replaced with a child’s wonder, the elixir of a great distraction.


Without understanding how, or why, Henry understood—could put substance to—what had been happening to him the past week. The voices, the colors.


He could see what Uncle Dave was thinking.


Not just words, not mindreading . . . but feelings. Like the nurse who’d found him when he woke up, like the others who had visited, or were in the other rooms and halls of the hospital.


But this was stronger, much stronger.


Henry had thought himself crazy, or delirious; still sick from the accident, from his injuries. But now everything made sense—all the confusion of the last few days settled into a pattern, a puzzle in which he’d placed the last piece, and now the picture was clear. Suddenly he realized the truth of it.


But a mist of doubt crept into his thoughts, clouded his excitement. What is this? He felt more confused than frightened, unable to shake the feeling he was being bad, doing something he should not be doing. Something unnatural.


What’s wrong with me?


He turned away from his uncle, put balled-up hands over his eyes, wanting to shut it all out, no longer wanting to see Uncle Dave, see the colors, all the things inside him. Henry didn’t want to know what anyone was thinking—had not asked for it and hated it. Because right now, in this moment, he knew that what he could do was bad.


Very, very bad.


“Henry?” Uncle Dave slipped his hand onto the bed, gripped Henry’s fingers in his own. Dave’s skin was smooth and dry. Soft sandpaper.


Henry breathed heavily. He shook his head, spilling tears. He let out a sob, wanting to shut himself off, needing to shut himself off. To shut out everyone—Uncle Dave, the nurses, the other patients. Everyone and everything.


You can’t hide, said a voice from inside his head. Foreign, yet familiar. You better open yourself up and take it all in. You’re not in the dark anymore, son. You’re in the light.


Henry resisted, shook his head once more. He sensed the unseeable world all around him—a battering kaleidoscope of colors, a mad chorus of thoughts—knocking at the door of his mind, begging to be let in.


Let it come, Henry. Life is pain, boy, but this is a gift. You know what you do with a gift, right? You open it, son.


Now . . . open.


With great caution, Henry did.


He opened himself up, and let the world come.


A knot came loose in his mind, and it was as if he’d opened a door and let it all rush into him. He could read them, feel them. Somehow, in a way he thought he might never understand, he could see them. Effortlessly, he understood the swirling emotions of the people surrounding him—patients and doctors and nurses and family members—could translate all of their pain or fear or hate or sadness into something comprehensible. But among all the swirling, bombarding emotions there was also love. So much love. And in his room, here at his bed, Uncle Dave and Aunt Mary were bursting with it.


It all rushed into his mind so fast! But Henry found that, with effort, he could compartmentalize the input. Like tuning a radio, leaving one station behind so another came in more clearly. Although it hurt his head a little at first, to focus in a way he’d never done before, he found that if he did it just so . . . he could control it.


Daring once more to open his eyes, to add another layer of input to what was already both overwhelming and somehow controllable, he slowly turned to Uncle Dave, half expecting the man’s face to be a writhing mass of color.


But it was just his uncle’s face, tired-looking and wearing a sad, knowing smile. It was the face of a man who Henry knew, without doubt, loved him very much.


Henry allowed himself to drink it in, absorbed the nourishing warmth and protection that exuded from his uncle, like a flower absorbed life from the sun.


That warmth—that love—reminded him of a distant, unattainable memory. A remembrance from when he’d been asleep. While in the coma. Something had happened to him there.


Something had come back with him.


Henry didn’t reach for the memory. He didn’t want to go back. Not ever.


So he forgot about it, squeezed his uncle’s hand, managed a small smile of his own.


“What do you say, Henry? Can we talk?” Dave asked gently.


“Okay,” Henry said.


His uncle let out a held breath and glanced toward his wife. Then he told his nephew, his godson, what he needed to know. That he’d been in a coma for almost three weeks. That a lot had happened in that time. That he was going to come live with Uncle Dave and Aunt Mary, and they would take care of him. He told Henry he’d never have to worry about money again. He’d be protected.


That his daddy was dead. That his daddy was buried in the ground.


And then together, for a while, they cried.
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Wilson Tafferty was done with kids. Done with their condescending, disrespectful remarks, their long, snarky glares as they watched him work. Picking up their filth.


But mostly, done with their gum.


If he had to scrape one more petrified pink ball of Bubble Yum off a desk bottom he was gonna make one of them little cum-squirts swallow it.


They were nothing but a bunch of pack animals, shitting everywhere and on everything. Vandals, all of ’em. He knew it was Bill Hartnett, that little bastard, who broke the window outside Room 230. He knew it was him. He wanted to say something to the little punk, grab him by the collar of his windbreaker and shake the truth out of him. But no, he had done what he was supposed to do and told the main office. Of course, the main office only asked the kid, “Did you break that window?”


What’s a boy gonna say?


Yeah, sure, it was me. What, did I forget to run over here and tell you all? I’m sorry, but yes, ma’am, yessir, that was me all right. Funniest thing, I threw a baseball at the sucker and I’ll be goll-damned dipped in honey if that frackin’ thing didn’t crack like Charlotte’s motherfuckin’ web.


Nah, he just looked at the principal, Ms. Terry, a pretty little thing all the older boys got crushes on (and some of the teachers, to boot), and gave her big eyes and said, “Nooo ma’am, not me. I have no idea how it happened.”


When the boy had left the office, Wilson had been right there waiting. Waiting to see the smug little bastard’s face crunched up into tears, all red and humbled like the little shit-stain he was. But he hadn’t been crying. He wasn’t even worried. When he’d gone by Wilson, the boy smiled at him. Not a cruel smile, not even a mean smile. Just a hey, what’s up, ya old piece of shit kinda smile. Like he didn’t give a damn whether he was the floor janitor or a mutt waiting to be let outside. Wilson figured he was lucky Billy-boy didn’t smack him on the rump as he went by, all friendly-like.


Yeah, yeah, he was sure sick of those kids. But soon it’d be summer, and Wilson would be cut back to part-time, and he’d go see his sister in Sacramento. Take the bus up most likely, make a vacation out of it. Stop in that garlic town, or do some wine tasting up there in Napa. Hell, maybe it was time he listened to Barbara and moved out there to live with her, Robert, and the kids. Sis was still young and healthy, a working girl, and Robert had more money than those kids could spend in a year of playing in the arcade or buying all them new clothes they were so proud of. They could take care of him, sure. Even had a room there for him, all done up like a mini-apartment.


He could retire.


Hell yeah, he liked the sound of that more and more. Yessir, re-tire. Sounded real nice.


But then he’d remember who he was, and how he was. About how, when he’d visit, he’d stay a week or so, and he’d get itchy. Cagey, like. Ready to move on, get to work, take care of things. He supposed that meant he wasn’t ready to retire. Retire meant you could do nothing and not give a damn that you weren’t doing nothing. But for Wilson, that kind of thing got old real quick. Plus, the school needed him. He’d been there twenty-three years. More than anyone but that wonderful old lesbian Ms. Auerbach, the English teacher. She’d been at Liberty since the 1950s and showed no sign of slowing down, no sir. He’d miss their coffee times if he retired. Miss seeing the other teachers, too, some of whom were friends. He’d miss the Spanish teacher, Ms. Hodge, and Ms. Terry, both of who were real kind, and easy on the eyes, yessir. Ms. Terry, that was.


But he sure as hell wouldn’t be missing those kids. Hell no. And he sure as hell wouldn’t be missing their gum, their nasty looks, and their even nastier graffiti. Not that. Not a scratch.


Wilson looked up, surprised to see he was almost back home. He’d walked to and from the school, a good mile, twice a day, every weekday, for every one of those twenty-three years. He knew the walk so well by now he was surprised he didn’t look down and see a curved groove in the sidewalk from the path he’d trod, swore to heaven he could have done it blindfolded, without slowing a step or bumping a knee.


Well, it would be good to get home. It was Friday, and that meant sleeping in a bit tomorrow, at least until Fix woke him up wanting her breakfast. Damn cat knew how to open cupboards and windows, how to lift the toilet seat and do her business in a box the size of an Oxford dictionary, but the dummy couldn’t feed herself if her life depended on it. For that reason, and that reason alone he was sure, old Fix kept Wilson around. Put up with him, as it were.


Wilson laughed to himself. By God, he was turning into a bitter old pill. And him still a few good years shy of seventy. Too young to be so damned cranky, he thought. Well, he’d take care of that old cat when he got home, and then he’d make himself a little something, nip a little more of the Amaretto he’d been given as a Christmas present from Ms. Hodge and savored and saved like it was heaven’s own elixir, which in many ways he figured it was. It surely was.


He pulled the heavy ring of keys from his belt and unlocked the door to the lobby of the small twelve-unit building, almost as beaten-down and old as he was, and headed for the stairwell; still too proud, after all these years, to use the elevators for what a single flight of stairs would accomplish just as well. He thought of the warm liqueur waiting for him, and it brought a smile to his face. The faces of Bill Hartnett and all those other grimy little bastards faded away with each stair he climbed to his second story apartment, toward home.


As he rounded the stairwell and came up onto his floor, he paused. Now that’s funny, he thought. Why all them damned lights out?


It was nearing seven o’clock, and the sun was settling into the Pacific, but the hallway window in Wilson’s building faced east, so there was hardly any light coming through there. The fluorescents lining the hall were all—oddly—off. Wilson knew there was no switch for the lights. He also knew for a fact they were all on a timer, and the timer, all year-round, was set for 5 p.m. sharp. On at 5 p.m., off at 9 a.m. Been that way every day since he moved in. But now they were all, most certainly, for no good reason he could fathom, off.


He craned his neck up toward the third floor, saw the hall lights spilling onto the stairwell above. He looked down to the first floor, not trusting his own memory at the young age of sixty-seven, and saw that yes, those lights were going strong, too. So not a power outage. No, it was just his floor that was off. His floor, along with the three other folks and families living on this level, who had been left in the dark.


“Humph,” he grunted, debating whether to go back downstairs and call the super. But it was getting late, and he’d had a long day, and he could all but taste that sweet, warm Amaretto on his dry tongue. Hell, if he could walk from Liberty Elementary School to his home blindfolded, through busy streets and around all them other obstacles, then he could surely make it the fifty paces to the end of the hallway and the door of Unit 8. Yes, yes, he liked the sound of that. The lights could wait. He’d tell the janitor part of his brain to shut the hell up, because the non-janitor part of him wanted to turn on the television, kick up his feet, pet his kitty, and have himself a little nip of the sweet stuff. Yessir, time to get home.


Wilson waved a hand casually, letting the universe know it could go on and fornicate with itself a good long while, and made his way down the shadowy hall to Unit 8.


A few feet from the door, he pulled out his massive ring of keys once more, extended the thick bunch of metal on the retractable string from the clip on his belt, and began feeling for the right key with the pads of his weathered fingers.


But God it’s dark down here, he thought, and felt the hairs on the back of his neck come to half-mast. He scolded himself for getting the willies, but he’d never been fond of the dark, truth be told, and he didn’t much like walking through—


Something creaked behind him.


He turned, his mouth hanging open, his eyes wide. The hairs on his neck were at full attention and saluting now, and the gooseflesh crawling up along his arms was marching right along to whatever bugle his frayed nerves were blowing.


“Probably that damn cat,” he mumbled, referring to the Willoughbys’ fat orange tabby, the one he and Fix didn’t care for; no sir, not a bit. “Run on now,” he said, trying to sound strong. To sound in control.


His voice sounded like a dead thing in the empty hall.


A window at the far end, past the stairs, showed the day outside turning the color of a plum, and now even the stairs themselves were nothing but a fuzzy penumbra at the end of a long dark tunnel. “This is bullshit, is what this is,” he said, and turned for his door. Moving quickly now, he pulled the keys away from his belt once more, his fingers moist, and the heavy ring of metal got loose, slipped, and zipped back to slap his bony hip.


“God DAMN,” he said, more loudly than he’d intended, hearing the first jingles of fear in his ears, the first fingertips of dread walking up his spine, sharp nails at the end of strong fingers crawling like a spider onto the back of his neck.


Fumbling, he jerked the keys out again.


There! There was that noise again.


But this time Wilson didn’t turn; he felt the right key in his fingers, like a magician pulling the trick card from a thick deck. He gripped the key and thrust it cleanly into the deadbolt, twisted it, then pulled it out and stuck it into the handle down below. With a turn of the handle and a shove, the door swung open and Wilson all but leapt inside, slamming the door shut behind him and springing the bolt.


Something grabbed his leg.


He kicked out, screaming. “Aaahh!” He twisted so violently he felt something tweak out of place in his back. He pushed his shoulder against the door and flipped on the light, praying Oh god in heaven please let the lights come on.


And they did.


“I’ll be double-dipped damned, Fix!” he said as he stared down at what had reached out for his leg in the dark, his heart hammering in his thin chest. “Damn it, cat, you nearly killed me.”


Fix, overly eager to see the man who brought her food, sat innocently on the linoleum of the kitchen floor, a few feet of safety between her and the human’s boot, which had so rudely shoved her away. Fix licked attentively at one forepaw, eyes veiled, not giving two shits for the scare she’d put into good ol’ Wilson.


Wilson felt blood pounding in his temples and realized he wasn’t breathing. He let out the held breath, and it came with a gush sound. His chest relaxed, his heart slowed, and his body lost the tension.


He unclipped the key ring from his belt and dumped the thick wad of metal unceremoniously onto the kitchen counter. He bent down, stroked Fix’s head. The Siamese, as if just now deigning to acknowledge the old man, looked up at him with her lovely blue eyes, meowed a few times, then upped and did some figure-eights through his legs. The universal sign that it was feeding time, and if the old man did what needed to get done, there’d be no problems.


“Okay, okay, my friend,” Wilson said and moved into the kitchen to retrieve a can of tuna-turkey pâté for his kitty. “You first, then me. I see how it is,” he said, smiling as he pulled open the cupboard.


When he turned back around, the smile fell from his face like an anvil slipping off the ledge of a high cliff.


A man stood in his kitchen.


He must have been in the bedroom, Wilson thought absently, his mind not yet catching up to the strangeness, the danger, of the situation.


But then it did.


“What!” he said, and dropped the can to the floor. He heard Fix hiss, but the big man between him and the front door never twitched. “What do you want!?” Wilson yelled, his voice shaking.


The man was wearing black jeans and a thick black jacket. He had a ski mask pulled over his head. Just like in the movies, Wilson thought. Then he noticed the large rusted pipe wrench the man was holding in one giant, black-gloved fist.


“I don’t got no money, now!” Wilson stammered, wondering if he should be doing something, if he should be reaching for a knife from one of the drawers, or screaming for help, or fighting, or begging. But all he thought to say was, “I ain’t got no damned money!”


“I know,” the big man said, his voice low and muffled through the mask. “You ain’t got shit. I looked.”


Wilson thought about this a second. He looked? And found nothing. And yet he was still here, wasn’t he? Waiting. Waiting for old, worthless Wilson to come home. Because it was Wilson he was looking for. Because old Wilson, for whatever reason there was, was what this man had come to take.


Wilson felt the fight go out of him, felt the fear seep away from his insides and spill harmlessly to the floor. He hung his head.


“Why you want to do this to me, son?” he said, shaking his head, his trembling hands feeling their way along the counter. “I ain’t nothing,” he said, his voice shaking. “I ain’t nothing but a damned janitor.”


The big man took a step closer. Fix hissed at the intruder again, fur standing straight, tail rigid as a railroad spike.


“I know,” the big man said, almost apologetically. Then he sprang forward. Fix meowled and dashed from the room. Wilson lifted his arms in pathetic defense.


The big man swung the pipe wrench down in a shining black arc and crushed Wilson’s forehead with a loud smack. Wilson’s legs crumpled and he dropped like a sack of dead puppies to the linoleum floor. Fighting unconsciousness, he felt himself dragged away from where he’d fallen, laid flat on his back on the kitchen floor like a sacrifice. The big man stood over him, legs spread over the thin man’s chest like he was fixing to take a piss onto Wilson’s weathered, dented face.


Wilson moaned, realizing he could only see through one of his eyes. Brain damage, most likely, he thought for no good reason at all.


He heard purring and felt the warm fur of Fix beside his broken head. The cat had curled down next to his ear like they were getting ready for a good night’s sleep, all tucked in and comfy in his sagging double-bed. I’m so sorry, sis, he thought, and rolled his working eye up toward the stranger.


“Nice cat,” Cady said, then pulled up his mask, revealed the grinning, shining black face beneath. “I’ll let the fucking thing live. How’s that sound?”


Wilson thought that sounded pretty good, all in all, what with his bargaining position not being what it could be. He wanted to nod, to maybe shake the killer’s hand? To tell him yeah, yeah, we got us a deal, we surely do, we cooool. But all rational thought went out of his mind when the big man lifted the massive wrench and once again brought it arcing down onto his skull.


He felt the blow, heard a pistol-shot, and saw a blast of blinding white light and then . . . nothing.


Luckily for Wilson, he didn’t have to see the ugly remains of his bashed-in skull, nor the red pool of his blood and brains that covered half the grimy white linoleum of the kitchen floor.


After a day went by, Fix found a taste for the blood, hungry as she was. And old Wilson would have been mighty glad he didn’t have to see that, either.


Yessir, mighty glad.




PART TWO: NIGHT VISITORS




1


As they entered the doctor’s office, Dave sensed Mary’s scrutiny.


It had been six months since they’d put Dr. Ryo Hamada in charge of Henry’s psychiatric care, and the rewards for Henry had been extraordinary. He’d slowly reoriented himself with the world around him. His new world. And though Henry’s issues were delicate, they’d noticed him making great strides since beginning his biweekly sessions with Hamada.


Since he’d come home to live with Dave and Mary (after two grueling months of inpatient rehab, during which Henry regained a majority of his physical capabilities, while also serving as a crash course on empathetic parenting), Henry’s guardians discovered something . . . unique in the child. Identified and labeled a strange power inside the boy that the newly-minted parents could only guess at, giving it vague conference in the dark of their bed, whispered about in hushed tones while they explored the mystery Henry had become. They used words like “special” and “gifted” with no real understanding of what it all meant; what it signified for Henry, or for their family.


Dave knew Hamada had experience with all types of known brain anomalies. Had studied patients with both physical and chemical disorders—even those with violent, or murderous, histories. Dave didn’t doubt that Hamada was well versed in patients who had gone through intense trauma, and also didn’t doubt he’d at some point dabbled in some of the fringe sciences of the mind.


But what he did doubt—doubt highly, in fact—was that the good doctor had ever seen anything like Henry. And though Hamada had never spoken of Henry’s “gift,” Dave thought his silence on that matter would be broken today. He appreciated the doctor’s caution, but he was eager to hear a professional take on what was happening inside the boy, hear a theory on the hidden ghost roaming the halls of Henry’s mind, a ghost who had infiltrated Dave and Mary’s thoughts, had haunted their home these past six months.


Hamada closed the office door as Dave and Mary sank into a large burlap couch across the room from the cold, clinical desk, backdropped by a wall littered with degrees.


“Mr. and Mrs. Thorne, delighted you could make it today,” Hamada said, perching on the edge of a stiff leather chair adjacent the couch. His gray hair was short, his linen suit pressed but relaxed on his thin frame. “I thought it time to speak face-to-face about Henry’s progress. Please know you are free to talk with Henry about anything we discuss today. It’s vital your communication at home continues to be open and sharing. I think that’s important for Henry’s continued development.”


Dave said nothing, eager to get to tacks, as his mother used to say. Mary picked invisible lint from her perfectly ironed skirt, her back rigid, her face unreadable.


Hamada continued. “We’ve made a lot of progress, and it’s safe to say Henry is a special little boy. That said, I thought it prudent we discuss Henry’s—” Hamada laughed nervously, shook his head. “Some things that make Henry unique. Things you may already be aware of, perhaps.”


Dave felt Mary ready to jump in, and he hoped she’d keep it civil. Her concern for Henry—her motherly instinct to protect—had turned out to be savage. Dave loved her for it, though. She had become a wonderful mother, now she’d been given the chance. “I don’t think we know anything, doctor,” she said. “He’s just a little boy. A child. We need to tread lightly. Don’t you agree?”


“Of course, Mrs. Thorne,” Hamada replied. “We all have Henry’s best interests at heart. That’s why I wanted to have this conversation, to discuss Henry’s—”


The doctor fumbled for a moment.


“Let’s call it a gift,” he said finally, like he was passing a gallstone. “Anyway, it will make what I am about to show you much more palatable.”


Dave looked up. “Show us?”


“Yes. If I may.” Hamada stood and went around the coffee table to a large oak cabinet. He opened the doors to reveal a television, a VHS player, and a small stack of neatly labeled tapes. Hamada turned on the television, pushed a tape into the machine. He picked up a small remote control, pressed a button, and stood aside. The screen came to life with a flap of folded white light, then static. “It takes a second . . . ah, here we are.”


Dave was looking at the same couch he sat on, except instead of him and Mary, the couch held only Henry. In the video, Hamada crossed the frame and sat, only the top corner of his head visible.


“Okay, Henry,” the TV version of Dr. Hamada said. “Are you ready?”


* * *


Henry liked it here.


He liked having someone to talk to, someone who didn’t think he was weird or a freak like some of the kids at school. He didn’t mind being different, and he knew he was smart, that learning came easier to him than other kids his age. But at school, all being smart got you was made fun of. Cindy Wexler liked to point at him during recess, giggle with her friends and chant, “Look who’s a smarty-party! Look who’s a smarty-party!”


Henry only longed for one thing in life: acceptance. He wished there were more kids like him, who didn’t care about sports or looking cool or dressing a certain way; kids who liked science and history, who actually enjoyed learning, enjoyed stretching the boundaries of what the world was, discovering the secrets and mysteries it held. The universe was a locked box in Henry’s mind, a heavy door he wanted desperately to open. He hated that his curiosity, his intelligence, made him different. Hated that he was too small to stand up to bullies, too shy to make new friends. Too damaged, maybe, by his past.


Watching Hamada, he let his thoughts come back into focus. It would be the cards again. It was Tuesday, after all.


Tuesday meant tests.


While he waited for Hamada to start, he wiped his nose, lightly drummed his heels against the front of the couch. He was antsy, impatient. He knew how much these tests excited the doctor, but they bored Henry. It wasn’t special to him. It was easy. He’d much prefer to talk about other stuff, like Uncle Dave and Aunt Mary, or the kids at school. About ways he could be more normal. More accepted.


“Okay Henry, are you ready?” Doctor Hamada asked, the cards stacked neatly in his lap, the notebook he always used laid open beside him, the camera on a tripod in the corner, red light unblinking.


Henry nodded.


“Good,” said Hamada, “let’s begin.”


In Henry’s imagination, he sensed the eye in his brain—the one that had sprouted there, grown there, while he’d been asleep—slowly open.


He could almost feel the thin gray lid peel upward, the darting black eyeball beneath. His chest tightened, but not uncomfortably so, as the doctor’s mind spilled information—sounds, visions, thoughts.


Colors.


Henry let the black eye focus in on the strongest colors, the ones that held stories and thoughts, and let the rest become a soft static of dull browns and mild grays. He did this subconsciously now, without effort. While his physical eyes focused on the half-turned vertical blinds against the window, breaking the hard block of glowing daylight that pushed through from outside, his new eye stared, wide open, at the doctor.


Hamada lifted the card, held it poised before his chest. The side facing Henry was completely blank, the other stamped with the stark blue outline of a singular image. It was Henry’s job to guess what that image was. He wasn’t guessing, though; he saw it as clearly as if he were holding it himself.


“Star,” Henry said, then let out a sigh, trying hard not to let his boredom show, lest the doctor think him rude.


Hamada silently lowered the card, brought up another.


“Circle,” Henry said automatically.


Hamada shuffled the Circle card under, lifted a new card.


Henry studied Hamada with a renewed focus. I haven’t seen this one. He wondered if the doctor was trying to make the test harder. Henry nearly giggled at the idea. If he only knew how easy it was. Henry reached for a description of the image.


“Squigglies?” Henry asked.


“Correct,” Hamada replied, with only the slightest hesitation. “This is a new card I recently added.” Henry nodded, allowed himself a small smile at Hamada’s expense. “So, Henry, next time I use this card, will you please refer to it as waves? Just so we are both clear on which card it is.”


“Okay,” Henry said.


Hamada smiled gratefully and continued, holding up the cards, one by one, and Henry answered in a dull monotone, as if reciting prime numbers for the hundredth time.


“Rectangle. Circle. Plus sign. Circle. Circle. Uh, waves. Star. Circle. Star. Waves . . .”


As he responded, he stared at the window, at his kicking feet, at the ceiling. Only once did his eyes flick to Hamada, and then only long enough to see if there was pleasure, perhaps pride, on his face.


To Henry’s delight, there was.


The video paused.


* * *


“The cards were sent to me from a colleague at Columbia,” Hamada said, answering their unspoken question. “They’re called Zener cards, named after Dr. Karl Zener, a very famous psychical researcher.”


“I’m sorry, psychical?” Mary asked.


“The study of psychic science. You may know it better using terms such as ESP, or telepathy.”


“What, like a psychic on late-night TV?” Mary huffed. “Are you saying Henry’s coma gave him, what? Special powers? Is Henry a fortune teller now?”


“No, no, not like that, not at all,” Hamada said, unruffled. “What you’re referring to is clairvoyance. Clairvoyance is the ability to see things that cannot be seen with the human senses as we know them. Henry’s ability, in my opinion, is something much closer to telepathy. Which means, in layman’s terms, that he can see people’s thoughts. The Zener cards, for example. Henry is not seeing the cards, necessarily, he’s seeing me see the cards.”


“Regardless, Doctor,” Mary said, and Dave heard the tremble of emotion in her voice, “I understand your enthusiasm. But to be frank, we’re not paying you to experiment on the child.”


Hamada’s eyes narrowed. He leaned forward, fingers curling into balls on his knees.


Easy doctor, Dave thought with a wry, internal smile, you wanna go eeeaassy now. He debated whether to intervene, offer Hamada a lifeline of confidence, because he did want to hear what the man had to say. He also knew Mary respected a man with conviction.


To a point.


“Mrs. Thorne, this treatment we are doing is of the utmost benefit,” Hamada said, retaining his calm demeanor, much to Dave’s relief. “It will help him understand things he is capable of that he does not currently understand; just as you don’t understand it, even as I can barely comprehend. If Henry understands his abilities, he will become more comfortable with them. He will not perceive his gift as something that is wrong with him, which might frustrate him and, more severely, make him withdrawn. Perhaps even make him dislike himself, to some degree. He is unique, obviously, but we want him to embrace that uniqueness, not fear it.”


Mary opened her mouth to retort, but Dave interjected. “Dr. Hamada, how rare, how unique, exactly, is Henry’s gift? I mean, to Mary’s point, a lot of people claim to have these kinds of abilities.”


“True,” Hamada said, “but only a small percentage of those people have been properly examined by a health professional under relatively scientific conditions.”


“You mean tested,” Mary said under her breath.


“Yes, that’s what I mean.” Hamada went to his desk, pulled a thin black ledger from a pile and handed it to Dave. “Please.”


Confused, Dave opened the ledger to the first page. He saw Henry’s name above a staggered series of dates in a left-hand column. The middle column was a neat vertical row of the number 25. Next to it, an exact duplicate row of 25s.


“What is this?” he asked.


“Those are the scores of every test I’ve given Henry using the Zener cards, along with some notes from a few other small, inconsequential experiments. Here, on the first page, you can see that he—”


“He got them all right,” Mary said, looking over Dave’s arm.


“Yes, twenty-five out of twenty-five, those first times. There is a point here, believe me. If you would please turn the pages.”


Dave flipped through the pages. Months of tests. The dates were all different, but the columns remained the same.


All identical. All 25s. Dave let out a low whistle.


“Henry scored one hundred percent accuracy on every test I’ve ever given him. Dozens of tests to date, over a period of many weeks.” Hamada leaned forward, lowered his voice. “The average historical score—and we’re talking about tens of thousands of tests, tests that include even those subjects who are defined as being extremely gifted, on the best of days and using this exact system—is less than ten percent.”


Dave’s eyes shot up, and even Mary seemed impressed.


“So, to answer your question, Mr. Thorne. Henry’s gift, the strength and precision of it, is rare indeed. If not, to date at least, completely unheard of.”


Dave looked at Mary, whose skepticism, he noticed, was on the ropes. Good, Dave thought, and felt himself relax. If this is gonna work, we all need to believe.


“Now, let me show you one last thing,” Hamada said. He went to the cabinet and pushed a second tape into the VCR. “I don’t normally share personal information about myself,” he said quietly. “But today I’ll make an exception.”


“Personal?” Mary said.


With a sad smile, Hamada started the tape.


* * *


Henry didn’t want to play this game anymore. He was tired, and bored.


Part of him, a sorta bad part of him he didn’t much care for, wanted to cheat. Wanted to say the wrong answer to the cards, to say the wrong answers to every card! Then they’d never have to play the game again, and they could go back to talking about stuff Henry was thinking, and feeling, and not sit around looking at dumb shapes all day on the stupid—


“Henry,” Hamada said, “are you ready?”


Henry’s attention snapped back to the doctor. One more time, he’d said. One more time through the cards and then they would stop and talk some more. He’d promised.


Henry nodded.


“Very good. Here we go.” Hamada held up a card.


A moment passed. Then another. Henry waited for the image to come, like it always did. But something was . . . blocking it. Interfering. He couldn’t see it. He looked at the doctor, increased his focus, let that inner eye open all the way . . . but there was a wall of thought—of color—he couldn’t get past. Dark green fog like pea soup shrouded Henry’s vision, a dense cloud opaque as stone.


But there was something else, something deep, like a low-lit highway sign in a rich fog.


A name.


“Doctor Hamada,” Henry asked. “Who’s Franklin?”


Hamada lowered the card, swallowed hard. “Excuse me?”


“You’re thinking about a man named Franklin. Really, really hard,” Henry said, eyes wide in mock exasperation.


The doctor lowered the card, closed his eyes for a moment. When they opened, he looked away from Henry, toward the far wall, as if looking away might stop Henry from seeing.


Henry stood up and walked to the doctor. Yes, he saw it all. Mustard yellows, dark greens, tendrils of black despair tinted with flickers of astonished pink. Franklin was the man the doctor loved, and the man had left. There had been a fight.


“You’re sad, huh?”


A thin tear ran down Hamada’s cheek. His astonished eyes flicked back to Henry, and he nodded dumbly. Henry reached out a hand and lightly patted his knee, his young face radiant with a smile. Then he put his small arms around the astonished doctor’s neck, and hugged him.


Hamada paused the tape.


* * *


With a flowering awareness, Dave realized what he had seen. What it meant. “Franklin?” he asked.


Hamada smiled sadly. “My partner of many years. We decided to end our relationship the night before my session with Henry. I wanted to give Henry the usual test, but my feelings . . . they must have overpowered my thoughts. I was looking at the cards, but my mind wasn’t seeing them. To Henry, it might have been like trying to see the moon, but through heavy black clouds filling a night sky, blocking his vision.”


“I’m not—” Mary started.


“I think,” Hamada said, measuring his words, “that Henry feels what other people feel, and sees their thoughts. Imagine what the world must look like through his eyes. How heartbreaking. How overwhelming. How complex. His mind has been forced to adopt a means to translate these projections, to transform the raw data into something he can understand, that he can see in his mind. I’ve since learned he uses colors to translate this information—black for hate, red for anger, that sort of thing. It’s fascinating how quickly the human mind can adapt or, in this case, evolve.”
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