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STORY SYNOPSES

#DontTell (Peter Cawdron)

For centuries, people have wondered what it would be like to read someone’s mind. Little do they know, they already have. To see the anguish on someone’s face, to watch tears fall, or hear their cries and empathize with them—this is the essence of mind reading. In the 21st century, our natural ability to empathize with others has finally evolved into true telepathy, but it’s an evolutionary change that threatens the status quo. The world, it seems, isn’t ready for true mind readers.

The Elm Tree (E.E. Giorgi)

When sixteen-year-old Lily Andrews takes her life, one of the darkest secrets of the small town of Mariposa Springs is buried with her. Three months later, baffled by an inconclusive investigation, County Sheriff Albert Contardo turns to the only person who can help him uncover the secret: the doctor who held Lily’s heart while she died.

Stability (Theresa Kay)

Cora has spent most of her life in a clandestine medical facility, isolated from the world and content to submit to tests and experiments at the request of her keepers. Content, that is, until the day she discovers their end goal: breeding her to create a more stable telepath. So when an attack on the facility gives Cora her chance at escape, she seizes it. But as she gets closer to freedom and learns more about the world outside, Cora finds she doesn’t know whether she’d rather be outside or in—or whom she can trust.

Dreampath (Elle Casey)

Chronically fatigued Kelli Erickson takes her naps very seriously, and when she dreams, she dreams big. Flying without wings? Breathing underwater? Yeah, baby. All that and more. But when a stranger’s voice shows up in her head telling her she needs to Save the girl, things get a little crazier than normal.

Tortured (Nicolas Wilson)

When Vipisana “Sam” Samatha sought refuge on the Nexus, she knew the decision would cause turmoil. But she didn’t expect that Pete, effectively the Nexus’s second-in-command, would feel so threatened by her telepathic abilities that he would stoop to torture in order to understand them. Now, as both Sam and Pete deal with the repercussions of Pete’s decision, Pete finds himself having nightmares—nightmares from which he awakes to find himself being throttled by his own two hands. He thinks Sam is somehow inside his head, trying to kill him—and Sam’s not so sure he’s wrong.

The Locksmith (Susan Kaye Quinn)

In a world filled with mindreaders, Zeph is a mindjacker who wants to stay hidden—even if it means the cute mindreader in his Latin class is forever out of his reach. He locks and unlocks minds for a ruthless mindjacker Clan in exchange for protection and the chance to have a normal life with his parents and little sister. But when a girl he doesn’t know reveals the existence of mindjackers to the world, Zeph is forced to make a choice: unlock—and ultimately destroy—the mind of a young jacker changeling… or turn his back on everyone he loves.

Trauma Room (Samuel Peralta)

In the trauma room, a man lies on a gurney, fragments of an assassin’s bullet in his skull. He carries a secret that could save millions of lives. And if he dies, that secret dies with him.

Venus in Red (Therin Knite)

Grayson Dynamics, led by the illustrious Mick Grayson, is the most powerful technology firm in the world. But underneath the fame and fortune exists a dark and dirty history. Corruption. Lies. Betrayal. Now, a woman with a grudge intends to wipe clean that filthy slate—by killing the CEO who wronged her years ago and ending the global coup he’s been planning for years. And how will she accomplish this? With her newly acquired neural enhancements, of course. Complete with the power to manipulate the minds of others.

Decode (Autumn Kalquist)

Disease ravages humanity, killing millions across the globe. Haunted by the loss of her son to the deadly illness, geneticist Avia Sherman must find the strength to keep going. To find a cure. To save the last remnants of mankind… before the world plunges into desolation.

The Null (Vincent Trigili)

He had left that life behind, sworn he would never return to it. He had a new life—a wife, a daughter. He was happy. But in a wretched twist of events, he finds himself forced to reclaim what he once was in order to save those who are most precious to him. Or else…

Green Gifts (Endi Webb)

Of all the worlds settled by humanity at the end of the Robot Wars, Belen held the biggest secret: native life. For centuries the colonists have protected her secret from the Empire’s grasp, sealing her, quite literally, to their skin. But over time, things change; people, and planets, adapt. Slowly, tentatively, these changes become felt by only a few. A lonely child. A dying grandfather. A troubled biologist. Each lives upon and loves Belen. And apparently she loves them back.

Little Blue (Chris Reher)

All is right with the world when five-year-old Cyann visits her doctors about that odd synaptic anomaly. Nothing to worry about, they said. The voice in her head is just an imaginary friend for the daughter of two busy career officers. But even they cannot protect her when the rebel wars deliver devastation right to their door.

No More Lies (Nina Croft)

Kaitlin grew up as part of a covert operations group, using her particular talents for what she has always believed to be the greater good. They promised her a world with no more lies. A better world. But when her twin brother disappears, Kaitlin must decide where her loyalties lie.

Word-Bound (MeiLin Miranda)

Four-year-old Campbell and his parents are word-bound, among the few who cannot hear or communicate via thought. Implant surgery might end Campbell’s disability—but it might also end his family.
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Foreword

by Samuel Peralta


“Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.”

— Arthur C. Clarke


The Telepath Chronicles is an anthology of stories from some of the most visionary authors in speculative fiction today. Following in the tradition of its predecessor, The Robot Chronicles, this collection explores one theme that has been a staple of science fiction, with each story exploring a different facet, a different perspective.

During the Golden Age of science fiction, John W. Campbell, Jr.’s Astounding Science Fiction was a vanguard in popularizing stories that centered on humans with enhanced mental abilities, and how ordinary society might look at people with those abilities, notably with A.E. van Vogt’s serialized novel Slan and the similarly themed stories that collectively made up Henry Kuttner’s Mutant.

Indeed, the first Hugo Award was given in 1953 to a novel that revolved around telepaths. The Demolished Man, by Alfred Bester, is a police procedural science fiction story set in a world where telepathy has become commonplace, although so-called espers have varying degrees of ability.

That this work has become a landmark in the genre is evidenced by nods to his work, as in the television series Babylon 5, where the author lends his name to one of the primary protagonists, Psi Corps officer Alfred Bester, played by the iconic Walter Koenig from Star Trek (whose Vulcans were also able to mind-meld, to share thoughts, memories, and knowledge with others through physical contact).

Today this melding of minds, this staple of science fiction, is coming closer to reality than many of us may realize.

In his book The Physics of the Impossible, Michio Kaku, noted futurist and Professor of Theoretical Physics at the City College of New York, classifies three types of impossibilities. Class III impossibilities are what we normally think of as not possible: things that cannot become real, at least not according to our current understanding of science; these include perpetual motion and precognition. Class II impossibilities include things that may be realizable, but in the far future, such as faster-than-light travel.

According to Professor Kaku, telepathy is a Class I impossibility. These are phenomena that don’t violate the known laws of physics, and indeed may become reality in the next century.

Never mind the next century—some scientists believe the age of telepathy may be upon us.

The first clue? That people lacking one or more of the normal five senses can now, in certain situations, be given them.

Since the 1960s, around 350,000 people who were profoundly deaf or severely hard of hearing have been fitted with cochlear implants, providing them with a sense of sound where previously there was none. Essentially, a microphone picks up sounds, which are filtered by a speech processor and sent as an electronically coded signal to a transmitter behind the ear. This transmitter sends the signal to the subject’s brain through an array of up to twenty-two electrodes circling the cochlea, which then send the impulses through the auditory nerve system to the brain.

Following European approval in 2011, the United States Food and Drug Administration in 2013 approved for use the first retinal implant. The system uses a video processing unit to transform images from a miniature video camera into electronic data, which is then wirelessly transmitted to a sixty-electrode retinal prosthesis implanted in the eye, replacing the function of degenerated cells in the retina. Although vision isn’t fully restored, the system allows those affected with age-related macular degeneration, or with retinitis pigmentosa—a condition which damages the light-sensitive cells lining the retina—to better perceive images and movement.

Similar advances are being reported for the other three senses of touch, smell, and taste.

But what about the sixth sense?

In my own speculative fiction universe, electronically augmented telepaths make use of technologies akin to magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) to associate perceived images of neural activity with a subject’s memory palace in his brain. This is a key point for my conception of the Labyrinth Man, a man who can use augmented telepathy to traverse a subject’s thoughts and memories using the method of loci.

Today, functional MRI has actually been used to sense words being thought by a subject, or to discern the images being formed in the brain as a subject watches a movie. It’s still very mechanical, matching monitored brainwave activity with a huge database of impulse responses to benchmark words or images, but it’s the same big numbers principle that enabled the IBM Deep Blue chess computer to win against then-World Champion Garry Kasparov in 1997.

In the same year that The Demolished Man was published, Theodore Sturgeon’s More Than Human also came out. It’s the story of several people with extraordinary abilities who are able blend their abilities together and achieve human transcendence. The same theme—of humans transcending ordinary humankind—is explored in Time is the Simplest Thing, by Clifford D. Simak. It can be argued that a similar sort of communal experience—if not transcendence—is already part of our experience, with the spread of the Social Web.

It’s only a matter of time before all the input and output devices we have—keyboards, flat screens, heads-up displays—become obsolete. Why should you have to type or dictate information into a computer, when you can control it directly by thought? Why project information onto your eyes when you could send information directly into the brain? In time, many of us may be direct input/output nodes into the cloud.

Science fiction?

We live in a world where cochlear implants are already helping the deaf to hear, and retinal implants are beginning to help the blind to see.

We live in a world where smartphones and connected wearable devices—watches, glasses, health and fitness monitors—simultaneously receive and broadcast information to and about us through the cloud of the Internet.

We live in a world where deep brain stimulation is routinely used in therapies to address Parkinson’s disease, where implants in the brain allow people to bypass a broken spinal cord and move hands, arms, limbs with the power of thought.

In fact, we live in a world where real telepathy has already been achieved. A team at Duke University in North Carolina has, for the first time, demonstrated a direct communication interface between two brains. In the Duke experiments, two thirsty rats are placed into separate cages. They cannot see or hear each other, but their brains are wired together via electrode implants in their motor cortices. Each rat will be rewarded with a sip of water if it pushes the correct one of two levers. In the first rat’s cage, a light comes on above the correct lever to let the rat know which lever to push—but there is no such indicator in the second rat’s cage.

The experiment, then, measures whether, when the first rat pushes the correct lever, it sends a brain-initiated signal to the second rat, which must then correctly interpret the signal it experiences in its own brain, and push the correct lever.

The technology is simple: implanted electrodes capture the signals from the firing of the neurons in the motor cortex, translate them into binary code, and sends the signal—via a wire, wirelessly, or via the Internet to another location—into the electrodes in the other brain, which translates it back into neural signals.

Sheer chance would have the second rat pushing the correct lever 50% of the time. In fact, the rat chose the correct lever between 60% and 85% of the time. This was true even when one animal was in North Carolina and the other was in Brazil.

How much longer before what you read in the following pages is no longer science fiction?

In The Future of the Mind, Professor Kaku notes, “We have learned more about the brain in the last fifteen years than in all prior human history, and the mind, once considered out of reach, is finally assuming center stage.”

Science fiction writers peer into possible futures, using a literary form of precognition, as it were. And so the writers of The Telepath Chronicles follow that grand tradition, celebrating this a new Silver Age of fiction, an age of online publishing and digital books, an age where we are surrounded by wonderment and wonders, where science, in many ways, has become magical.


#DontTell

by Peter Cawdron


The smell of hairspray hung in the air. Lisa could have walked out into an F4 tornado and not a single strand of hair would have been displaced. Foundation had been caked on her face and her lipstick looked ridiculously bright. A fire engine or a Ferrari could have driven past outside and still all eyes would have been on her. Her natural good looks were highlighted to the absurd by the TV makeup, but under the lights, it would all somehow look natural. That was the thing about television, she thought: nothing was real.

“We’re ready for you, Ms. Zindani.”

Ms. Zindani. Such shallow flattery shouldn’t have worked, and yet it did. Lisa mostly kept her head about her, but sometimes the circus seemed real. A “celebrity reporter”—once she’d considered such a concept absurd. The point of a news report was to be objective, to be impartial and independent from the story, to put the focus on the subject, not to be the subject. But, fame! Her interview with General Augustus Huguenot from the French militia in Guiana had catapulted her into the limelight three years ago, and since then her popularity had only continued to grow. To the public, there was something comforting in seeing a beautiful person report on the tragic, ugly reality of a world constantly torn by war, disease, and famine. Pretty faces were a distraction.

The guard was wearing a balaclava.

Lisa followed the guard out of her hotel room and along the worn carpet in the hallway. Cameras were already on her; one cameraman rushed backward in front of her, catching her every expression while the other followed close behind. Occasionally the first cameraman would glance over his shoulder to avoid bumping into furniture or to take a corner, but how he didn’t trip over his own feet, she didn’t know. The other cameraman had it easy, following behind her.

“Given the intense public scrutiny surrounding telepaths, this interview is being conducted in the utmost secrecy,” she said as she hurried behind the guard. “The 60 Minutes film crew was brought here in a van with blacked-out windows. We entered the building through a loading dock. I don’t know where we are, just that we’re somewhere on the north side. We have strict instructions not to film any faces. The guard you can see works directly for the Tells. He may even be one of them.”

Commentary on the move gave her interview a gritty feel before it had even begun. She liked that. She could imagine the jerky footage adding to the tension of the moment.

“He’s armed. I don’t mind telling you I’m scared. Even though I’m told there’s nothing to be scared of, I am. My heart is racing. It’s easy to say there’s nothing to be scared of when you’re the one holding the gun.”

She was repeating herself. Normally, that was a no-no for a reporter, but in this context it seemed to heighten the tension.

“It’s about four in the morning,” she said as she reached out to push open a fire door before it shut behind the guard. She followed the burly guard down a set of crumbling concrete stairs. “I was told the interview would be conducted last night, but there were delays. No one would tell us anything. They drove us around for hours, often stopping for upwards of forty-five minutes at a time, before we were finally brought to this rundown hotel. I’m tired. We’re all exhausted.”

She stepped out into an empty kitchen below the ground floor. Bright lights blinded her, leaving retina flashes in her eyes, but she fought the temptation to cover her eyes. She spoke as she hurried between the stainless steel bench tops.

“I’ve been told I’m safe here, that I have fifteen minutes with the infamous Subject X and then it’s over. I’ve got to make every question count.”

The guard stopped, gesturing for Lisa to walk ahead of him into a darkened room at the back of the kitchen. It must have been a pantry or storage area, as there were shelves lining the walls. Several spotlights had been mounted on tripods, but they faced outward, toward her, leaving the rear of the room in darkness. If she squinted, she could make out the form of a man, seated on a chair in front of what appeared to be the rear door. Quick escape, she thought. Tells weren’t dumb.

The cameraman crouching in front of her halted at the door, pushing against the doorjamb so she could squeeze by. Like her, the two cameramen had their orders.

“Have a seat,” the dark stranger said, gesturing to a chair immediately in the spotlights. If she didn’t know better, Lisa would have sworn she was being interrogated, and she understood that this would be like no interview she’d ever conducted.

She stepped forward, feeling vulnerable.

Lisa was wearing a white lace shirt. Under the intense lights, it was probably semitransparent, making her feel more self-conscious than she’d like. Ironically, she’d worn this top to put her subject off kilter. Men were such easy marks. Show a bit of skin, some soft cleavage, something even vaguely suggestive of sex, and their minds turned to mush. But that choice had backfired on her spectacularly under the glare of these spotlights.

She sat down. Her cameramen took up their positions. One stood behind her, but slightly to one side, capturing the long shot as she conducted the interview. The other knelt slightly in front of her, focusing on her good side, looking to capture her face as she asked questions. As the subject would remain anonymous, hidden in the shadows, it was important to capture some human interest.

Human interest? Who was she kidding? Eye candy.

“Subject X has agreed to meet with us,” she began, “but only with a guarantee of anonymity. With the Telepathy Act before Congress, there’s a very real threat against the Tells. Internment is at the heart of the issue. The question is, should a government of the people, by the people, and for the people, have the power to arbitrarily imprison a segment of its own population without the due process of law?”

Pretty, but smart, she thought. No, she didn’t. She wasn’t sure where that thought came from, and for a moment, that fleeting realization distracted her.

“First,” she began, addressing Subject X as he sat still in the darkness, “can you tell me why you agreed to this interview? Tells are notoriously reclusive and secretive. Why meet with me? Why go on national television?”

“Because the people have to know,” Subject X replied.

Lisa had her suspicions confirmed. When X had first spoken, asking her to sit, she’d thought, black male, aged 24-28, lower socioeconomic group, limited education. Now, as he began to talk more, his tone of voice and choice of words reinforced that impression. The darkness provided no cover. She could see him for who he was—a disenfranchised black male raging against the world.

X didn’t elaborate further; she was going to have to draw information out of him. She smiled warmly, wondering if he was reading her mind.

“No,” he said, before she could ask another question. “It doesn’t work like that. Telepathy—everyone thinks they know what it is. It’s reading minds, right? Wrong. If you think telepathy is reading minds, you know nothing.”

Again, there was an awkward pause.

“Go on,” she said. “This is your moment, your chance to tell us, to talk to the nation and tell them what telepathy really is.”

X didn’t reply. Lisa desperately wanted to see his face. Interviewing someone without any of the usual visual clues and feedback mechanisms associated with body language was painfully difficult.

“When did you first develop telepathy?” she asked.

“It ain’t something you develop,” X replied. “It’s something you are. And we’re all different, but we’re all the same. Get it? Like you. Look at you with your pretty blond hair. Anyone can look at you and see that you’re blonde, but what is blonde? No two blondes are the same, right? And yet you’re all blonde.”

Lisa nodded. She had no idea what he was talking about, but he was talking, and talking was progress. In her experience, give someone enough rope in an interview and they invariably hanged themselves. Shut up, she told herself. Let the man speak.

“Let me speak,” X said, and her eyes went wide. Lisa couldn’t quite explain what she was feeling, but it felt as though she was having a conversation with this man on two entirely different levels. One verbally, and another at a subconscious level.

“See, it’s not really reading minds, not like you’d read a book or something. People got it all wrong.”

“How did you know?” she asked. In the depths of her mind, she knew that was all she needed to say. No additional qualifiers were necessary. There was an implicit understanding between her and this angry young man.

“First time I ever tripped was when I was thirteen. Me and my girl were making out behind the bike sheds at school. Hell, I thought it was normal. We swapped spit, you know, our lips locked, my hands on her tits, and our minds just kinda fused. I loved it. I thought it was normal, but damn did it freak her out. She jumped back, her eyes wide like yours. Wouldn’t speak to me for a month!

“But even then, I didn’t really know what’d happened. See, it’s not like some superpower you can turn on or off, it’s just part of you. You don’t think about sight. You don’t think about smelling or hearing, right? You just live life, you know, and you see stuff, you smell apple pie, flowers and coffee. But you never think about what you’re doing, you just do it, right? For me, it’s all about emotions. The more emotional I am, the more I trip.”

Lisa nodded.

“Telepathy isn’t reading minds. You need to understand that. It’s not like going to a library and getting out a book. Think about the name: telepathy. Tele means at a distance, like television, telephoto, telescope.”

Lisa was surprised by Subject X. He was more intelligent than she’d assumed, and she was vaguely aware that she’d mistaken a lack of education for low intelligence, but these concepts weren’t synonymous.

“Yeah, I looked that up,” X replied, unsettling her with how he picked up on her assumptions—though he could have simply read her body language, she noted. Lisa had run into subjects like this before during interviews. The best con men were those that could pick up on the subtle tells people gave away with their eyes, their posture, even how they held their hands. X didn’t break stride as he spoke.

“Telepathy isn’t tele-thought, it’s about pathos, empathy. You want to know what most people are thinking? You don’t need telepathy for that. You see a beautiful young girl sitting on the bus. She’s wearing a short skirt and a tight top. She gets off the bus, and all them men, they pretend they’re civilized, they pretend they’re dignified and moral, wearing their dark suits and white shirts, but they all turn their heads as the bus pulls away. They all want a look. Like a dog sniffing ass. And see, you don’t need no telepathy to read that mind.”

Lisa felt sweat beading on her forehead under the intense lights, but she fought the temptation to wipe it away.

“It’s okay,” Subject X said, and she saw his hand move in a gesture that said relax. The cameras were on his dark shadow as he spoke, so she carefully dabbed at her forehead, trying to avoid smudging her makeup.

“You want to know what people think? I’ll tell you what people think. They think about themselves. Most of the time, they’re consumed, wondering what other people think about them. But no one gives a shit about them. They’re all too busy thinking about themselves.

“Nah, it’s not a party trick. Telepathy is something different. First time I knew? First time I really knew was when this guy collapsed on the sidewalk in front of a cafe. Me and my crew was out, walking in a swank neighborhood in the Village. Shit, we were fish out of water, we were in the wrong part of town. All the stares, man, we got them, but we don’t care.

“Anyway, there’s this fancy Italian joint with tables on the sidewalk. They say it’s owned by DeNiro or Billy Joel or someone famous. We’re joking around. Cop car pulls up. Asks us what we’re doing. Fucking harassment. What? Is the Village just for white folk? Don’t give me no lip, he says, move along. Yes, officer. Fucking dipshit!

“Anyway, he rolls on around the corner, gives us the evil eye, and we’re just laughing. Then this guy crashes into a table right in front of me, knocks it over. The cop car is gone, and this guy is lying flat on his back, grabbing at his throat and choking.

“My boys ran. If shit’s going down, you don’t want nothing to do with it. Too easy for a cop to pin the blame, you know. Only Jules stayed—I guess girls get less shit planted on them.

“I wanted to run, but I couldn’t. There was no telepathy kicking in or anything. I didn’t need telepathy. I could see it in his eyes. The pain. He was dying. All these white folk are shouting and panicking, but they’re all just standing around. Ain’t no one helping him. I have to. I don’t know why I care about this fifty-year-old white guy, but I do.

“I reach down and touch his arm; and that’s when it hits me. I didn’t read his mind or nothing. There were no thoughts, no words bouncing around, just knowing. He’d been drinking, but he wasn’t drunk. He’d tripped on the doorframe and fallen into the side of a table—and it struck him in the pharynx. Now there’s a word I don’t know, but he knows it. The force crushed his windpipe. He can’t breathe. But he’s a doctor, see, a surgeon at Mount Sinai.

“Give me your pen, I say to the waiter standing next to me. He hands me the pen as I grab a steak knife from the pavement. In my mind, I know it’s not sterile, but that’s not my thought and it’s not his either, but it’s based on his experience as a surgeon. I know what to do. He’s fading. His mind is slipping, but it’s all there, decades of experience for me to draw upon. I just know, but I don’t know how. I ain’t never been to college.

“I bite the end of the pen, break through the plastic, and spit the nib and shit on the sidewalk. I’m left with a hollow, clear tube. I wipe the knife with a napkin and lean over him, trying to cover him from sight so no one can see what I’m doing. People are going to freak out with this shit. You don’t need to be a telepath to know that.

“Jules is still with me when this woman freaks out and starts hitting me with her handbag. Jules pulls her away. She knows. And me, I perform a tracheotomy on a sidewalk covered in old chewing gum. With my finger, I touch at the bridge of the sternum. I don’t know what the fuck a sternum is, but he does. I cut through the soft skin. Epidermis, that’s what he knows, but to me it’s just skin. Blood pools, but I cut deeper. I’m confident. I know I have to cut deeper, through the thick cartilage leading into his windpipe, but I have to be precise. Cause too much damage and blood can run down into his lungs. I want just a small hole, just large enough to push the pen through so air can flow.

“Now the woman or wife or mistress or whoever she was, she’s screaming in my ear. Fuck, it’s hard to concentrate with some high-pitched bitch yelling just inches from your head. Shut the fuck up, I yell. I raise the empty pen high above my head, keeping one hand on the bloody wound in this guy’s neck, and strike hard, jamming it deep into his throat.”

Lisa’s mouth was open. She’d lost all composure while listening to Subject X tell his story. This is not what she had expected from the interview.

“And he gasps. There’s blood and shit everywhere, but he’s breathing again. By this time, there’s a crowd gathered around, and he’s blowing blood bubbles. Damnedest thing I’ve ever seen, but he’s alive.

“These two big white guys grab me by the shoulders and haul me off the dude. Jules yells at them to stop, but she ain’t up for a fight, and I don’t blame her.

“The first guy slams me into this parked car. The alarm goes off. All the lights start flashing as the second guy smacks me in the solar plexus. What the fuck is a solar plexus, I’m thinking as the wind is knocked out me, but the doc and me, we’re still connected. Jesus, that shit is confusing. And the guy that hit me, I got enough contact to make a connection with him too, but it’s faint. I can see inside his mind. He’s a fucking Green Beret. In his mind, I’m a dead man.

“I raise my hands, protecting my head, because I know that’s where he’s going. That’s where he always goes. I don’t know how I know, I just do. It’s not like getting a book off a shelf and looking something up, more like remembering a scene from your favorite movie. Anyway, fists are pumping. He’s beating on me, hitting my jaw, my cheeks, the side of my head. I’m trying to protect my head, but I can’t. I’m crying. It fucking hurts, you know. He’s pounding on me like a gorilla. I’m on my knees and he’s hitting me with fists made of iron, I swear.

“I grab at his ankle and share the pain. Shit, did that work. I barely touched him, but it was enough. His buddy is yelling. Finish him! Finish him! But he just sinks to his knees in front of me. Our eyes meet, and he knows. He’s crying, like me.

“See, y’all are afraid of the Tells, but you don’t get it. We’re the ones with something to lose.”

Lisa felt a tear run down her cheek.

“I work on a construction site,” X said, changing the subject, but Lisa desperately wanted to know what happened to the surgeon, what happened to the soldier, and to X himself once the police and paramedics arrived at the restaurant. X wasn’t telling. He wanted to move on to something else.

“So one day, we’re sitting on the overhang of an unfinished roof, watching people walk by on the street while we eat lunch, and this girl crosses the street toward us.

“She’s like you: drop-dead gorgeous. Long blonde hair. Hourglass figure. She’s busting out of her top like Clark Kent ripping open his shirt. One guy whistles and everybody goes nuts. We’re all looking. Guys are calling out. Hey baby, whatcha doin’? You wanna sit on my what? My face? Guys are laughing their asses off, and then she lets us have it. WHAM!

“Honestly, I don’t know that she knew what she was doing, but in that moment, we all felt it. Smacked me in the head like a hurricane. Nothing was said, but we all knew. We had thought it was fun. It wasn’t. It was humiliating. Degrading. An ambush. I felt dirty. Nothing could wash me clean. This verbal assault on her was horrible, horrifying, but we were the ones that had done it. I felt like I was naked in front of her. I was ashamed.

“Thing is, she didn’t know she’d done that. She didn’t know she was a Tell. Her head dropped and she rushed past the construction site not looking at anything other than the cracks in the pavement.

“No one said anything about that afternoon, but the wolf whistles stopped. A couple of guys transferred in from Manhattan a week later. Some other hot chick walked by and one of these new guys yells, show us your tits! The carpenter next to him turns to him and says, Grow up! The new guy was like, That was funny, right? Nope. Nobody thought it was cool anymore.”

A voice spoke into Lisa’s earpiece.

“Lisa, what is wrong with you? Take charge of the interview. Lead him. Get him talking about the bill before Congress.”

“Ah,” she began, still reeling mentally from what she’d heard and trying to peer past the blinding lights at the dark silhouette sitting opposite her. “What is your position on the Telepathy Act?”

Subject X stiffened in his chair.

“The oppression of minorities is the natural, predictable outcome of majority rule. Tells are just the latest minority in a long line of fearful, ignorance-based prejudice.”

Lisa was confused. This didn’t sound like Subject X at all. It was his voice, but the mannerisms of speech were entirely different.

“Slaves, women, blacks, Hispanics, gays—you’d think the aging white Anglo-Saxon Protestant men that run this country would have figured it out by now. Same pattern, same template, same stupidity applied to some other minority. They say that how you treat those most vulnerable and powerless in society either validates or condemns your morals. It should be clear by now that this country is morally bankrupt.”

“Ah,” Lisa began, turning her head slightly to one side, surprised by the transformation she’d witnessed. “Congress has women.”

“They’re part of the aristocracy, the ruling patriarchy.”

The change in speech patterns took Lisa aback. If she didn’t know better, she would have sworn Subject X had switched seats with someone else.

Lisa’s producer whispered in her earpiece, “You’ve got him on the ropes. This is good. He’s hemorrhaging hate. The audience will love this.”

Lisa ignored her producer and spoke from the heart.

“If the bill passes, telepaths will be required to reveal themselves or be subject to internment on detection. Does that worry you?”

“Why the hell do you think I called you here?” X replied. “Of course it worries me, but call it what it is. They’re not proposing ‘internment,’ they’re proposing imprisonment. They’re going to throw us in prison indefinitely and without trial. What do you think of that? Do you think that’s justice?”

In her ear, soft words were spoken with venom.

“Go for the jugular. Bleed him dry.”

Lisa wanted the producer to stop goading her. This wasn’t a game. This was a man’s life. Coming into this interview, Lisa had steeled herself to be a mercenary, but she hadn’t expected to meet such a complex individual. On some level, she felt she could relate to X. She tilted her head slightly, and reaching up, she discreetly removed the earpiece from beneath her hair and dropped it on the concrete floor.

“No,” she replied, wondering who was interviewing whom. “No, I don’t think it’s just, but I understand the fear these people have. Not every Tell is going to behave like you. Some of them are bound to abuse their power and take advantage of others.”

“What?” X replied with anger. “Like a white man born into privilege using his natural smile and good looks to get ahead? Don’t you get it? Culture is stacked against us. Doesn’t matter if you’re black, Hispanic, female or gay, you will never earn as much as a white man.”

Lisa felt adrenaline pumping through her veins. “For someone that’s sensitive to racial issues, you seem to have an undue concern for those of us with fairer skin.”

As those words slipped from her lips, Lisa realized she’d identified with Anglo-Saxon men, and yet she knew the truth of what X was saying. She’d gotten her start as a reporter because she was cheap. Salaries in the news profession were a fiercely guarded secret, but it wasn’t hard to figure out what the anchormen were being paid when they drove Audis.

“It’s not the color that’s important,” X replied. “It’s that white is on top. And that’s the real issue here. Who’s on top? The Telepathy Act is a feeble effort to maintain the status quo, to retain power.”

This was good, she thought. She could work with this.

“You want us to understand telepaths,” she said, wanting to recover her momentum within the interview. “But you have to understand our concerns.”

“Your concerns? Do you know what happened at that restaurant? They thought I’d stabbed that doctor. Fucking cops kicked me so hard they cracked my ribs. That Green Beret, he knew, he pulled one of the cops away as I lay there in the gutter with my back up against a fucking car wheel taking kicks to the chest. And what did he get for his troubles? He got busted as well. I spent four days in the hole until the doc tracked me down. He knew. He said he didn’t want to press charges. He explained that I’d saved his life. Do you think they believed him?”

Lisa swallowed the lump in her throat.

“Hell no,” X continued. “And do you know why? Because all they see is this wafer-thin sheet of skin. They see the color. Damn, I wish they were telepaths. I wish they could see beyond these dark eyes. But no. If you’ve got blue eyes, blond hair, a pretty smile, and nice makeup, you get a helping hand from society. If you’ve got torn jeans and a grease-stained shirt, you get a punch in the guts.”

Lisa squirmed in her seat, feeling uncomfortable at having been drawn into his narrative with the comment about her appearance.

“But that’s Norms for you. And I have to understand your concerns? Fuck off! Your concerns are nothing more than blind prejudice.”

Although she couldn’t see his face, Lisa could see X leaning forward with his head in his hands. He was crying. The variety of emotions coming through in the interview surprised her. Anger, anguish, fear, frustration, defensiveness, despair—he moved so quickly from one to the next.

“We’re scared,” she said, and by we, she meant her and the TV crew around her, and beyond them, the general population of America watching in the comfort of their homes.

X sat upright, facing her. His voice was deep. The pacing of his speech slowed. He sniffed, and she could see him wiping the tears from his eyes as he spoke.

“So Doc. He’s nice. He’s still got a bandage around his throat and he talks with a voice like Barry White when he springs me from jail. He tells me I did a good job saving his life, but that he’s on antibiotics for a mild chest infection. I laugh and tell him it’s the only time anyone’s thanked me for knifing them. He looks worried, and I smile, saying, just kidding—I’ve never stabbed anyone. I shouldn’t have to say that, but Norms, right? They never see beyond the skin, even after they’ve had a glimpse behind the veil.

“Anyway, Doc takes me home for dinner to his apartment overlooking Central Park. Place is stunning. Marble floors. Baby grand piano in the dining room. I ask who plays. Damn thing plays itself. I say, no way. Doc shows me. He controls it from his iPad and sets it to play something by Beethoven—something about a moonlight song. The keys go down as each note plays. It’s a haunting piece, played by a ghost.

“His wife is nice, but the kids, they look like they’ve seen a zombie or something. I guess the doc doesn’t bring too many homies around.

“Dinner is delicious. We have a glass of wine. Don’t taste much different from what Jules likes, but I bet the price tag is different. Afterwards, he and I stand on the balcony looking out over Central Park and he asks, are you reading my mind? No, it doesn’t work like that, I tell him. It’s not a light switch you can turn on or off.

“He tells me it must be pretty cool, as no one can lie to me, but he doesn’t know. People lie to themselves all the time. I knew this one guy, popped a clerk in a 7-11. Guilty as Lucifer himself. But in his mind, he’s innocent. In his mind, he’s the victim. He was provoked. It was an accident. He didn’t mean to kill the clerk. He was just trying to scare him. If only the clerk had handed over the money. It’s all bullshit, but he believes it. That’s the thing about the mind. It’s not like a library. It’s like an art gallery, and there’s some pretty weird Picasso shit going on in there.”

Lisa couldn’t help but smile.

“So what about you?” X asked. “What do you think?”

“Me?”

“Yes, you.”

“Ah,” Lisa began. “Reporting is about gathering facts. My opinions don’t count.”

“Sure they do,” X replied. “All the people in their homes, they look up to you, they want to know what you think. That’s why we called you here. Not just to hear from me. To hear from you.”

“I think you’re fascinating. I came here expecting to meet a criminal, but I’ve found a hero.”

“Ha,” X cried. “Now you’re making me blush.”

Lisa couldn’t help herself; she had to ask. “If the act is passed, will you register?”

“No.”

“And when they come for you?”

“They’ll never find me,” X replied.

“How can you be so sure?” Lisa asked.

Through the high-set basement windows, she could see the flicker of distant police lights competing with the coming dawn. Flashes of light painted the dark alley behind the hotel in flickers of blue and red. There were voices yelling. Boots pounded down the stairs leading to the door behind X.

Subject X seemed calm. He said, “Turn on the lights,” as several police officers began pounding on the steel door behind him.

Lisa turned and looked at her cameraman. For a moment, he lowered the camera and stared back at her, bewildered as the wheels of a police squad car crunched on the loose gravel outside the basement window. The officers continued pounding on the door, demanding to be let in.

“Go on,” X said. “Do it! I’m not afraid of nothing.”

Lisa stood up and reached for the light switch. Her finger rested on the aging plastic, and she felt as though she was betraying him, selling him out like Judas, but she had to know. She had to see his face.

The banging on the door took on a distinct change of tone. Someone was using a battering ram, striking methodically at the hinges. The base of the door popped off the frame.

Lisa flicked the switch. The neon lights overhead flickered, stuttering as they pushed back the darkness.

There, sitting opposite her, was an elderly white man dressed in a business suit. His blood red tie had been immaculately set in place high against his starched white collar. His thin grey hair was neatly combed. Wrinkles lined his face. Tears ran down his cheeks.

“Congressman Withers,” Lisa whispered, recognizing the Speaker of the House. Taped to his chest was a message, written in black felt marker:

Reject the Telepathy Act.
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The Elm Tree

by E.E. Giorgi


One

The stretcher shot through the hospital’s pneumatic doors.

“Sixteen-year-old female,” one of the paramedics announced, bolting out of the ambulance. “Wrapped a noose around her neck and jumped from a tree. No pulse, no BP.”

God, she’s practically dead, thought Dr. Celine Bent, jogging beside the gurney. She pointed to Room Two, where the rest of the code team waited by the machines, ready to start a well-rehearsed race against time. The girl was promptly shifted to the table, her clothes stripped off, and the Ambu bag replaced by a mechanical ventilator.

Celine took her place by the table and began chest compressions. “Has she been started on an epi drip?” she asked.

“Right as she coded,” one of the EMTs replied, wheeling away the stretcher. “She’s been down for twenty minutes now.”

Sixteen, she thought, pressing the girl’s sternum with the heels of her hands. Black, tangled curls framed a triangular face, the dusky hue of death slowly draining away its glow. Below the jaw line, angry strips of skin revealed where the bindings had tightened and strangled her.

They compressed, then shocked, then compressed again. The air was charged, the silence broken only by the lilt of the ventilator and the beep of the machines.

“Celine. We’re at thirty-five minutes,” the code supervisor said.

Celine’s arms were starting to ache. Minutes crept by.

“Ten minutes into asystole,” the code supervisor said.

Celine looked at her team. The cart nurse shook his head.

The respiratory therapist heaved a deep breath and bit her lip. “Did she leave a note?” she asked.

“The EMTs didn’t mention,” somebody at the back of the room replied.

They’re giving up, Celine thought. She’s only sixteen.

You don’t give up on a sixteen-year-old.

“Thoracotomy tray,” Celine said.

The charge nurse flinched. By the ventilator, the therapist swiveled on her stool, her frown voiced by wheels squeaking on the linoleum floor. “Celine, are you sure—”

“I said, thoracotomy tray,” Celine insisted.

The tray was brought in, scalpel and spreaders clattering against stainless steel. Two nurses rolled the girl on one side and draped her.

“O negative?”

“Just came in.”

Celine’s eyes strayed back to the charge nurse. “Prepare a clamp and a suctioning catheter. I’ll need a large incision to get in.”

She’s only sixteen, she thought again, brushing her gloved finger along the ribcage, counting, two, three, four, five. Fifth rib. She faltered, the tension in the room palpable. In any other hospital, only a cardiologist would’ve dared the procedure, not an emergency doctor. Too young to let go. Hell, thoracotomies had been part of her training.

She rested the scalpel below the left nipple. Now. The incision came smoothly, the skin easily unzipping in the wake of the blade. She inhaled, then went back with a deeper stroke, penetrating the layer of muscle this time. The smell of blood filled her nostrils, the pads below the incision quickly turning crimson. A pink half moon of lung emerged between the ribs.

“Spreaders.”

Gentle, she thought, cracking open the ribcage—yet the procedure was far from gentle. She was breaching a sacred place, tackling the thin line between life and death. A temple that should never see the light. She forced her hands inside, her fingers prodding the softness of the tissues. Careful, now. This heart is young, with so many beats yet to deliver.

Come back to me, Celine pleaded, delicately compressing the heart between the flats of her fingers. Press, release, press, release, she thought, as if rehearsing a memorized prayer.

Lulled by the litany, she closed her eyes and gave in to the rhythm—press, release, press, release—until a grainy fog blanketed her eyes and the smell of burning candles filled her nostrils. She saw a hand, strong, fierce in its quest, resting on the girl’s milky skin, intruding its way into her ripeness. Celine’s pulse quickened, fear gripping her.

Not my fear. The girl’s.

Celine’s hands froze. Her eyes sprang open.

The candles were gone, replaced by the ICU smells of blood and antiseptic.

“Still in asystole,” a nurse said, a note of dismay in her voice.

Celine inhaled. “Let me try one more time.”

The minute her hands started moving again, the fog came back. The wavering of candlelight, the scent of aromatic wax. A slow chant making its way to her ears.

When she realized what was happening, it was already too late. She tried to fight it back but found herself unable to, her hands drawn inside the chest of a young girl, and her mind escaping, as if sucked out of her body, whisked to different shores. Press, release, press, release, her own voice desperately clinging to the routine, finding it harder and harder to follow…

Candles burning and incense, the clinking of metal in the background, the sound of steps resonating in a wide hall. A chant, or maybe a lament, a litany of hummed notes repeated over and over. Celine shivered and staggered back. Darkness draped her eyes. Where am I? She heard heavy breathing and the erratic thumps of a heart under strain—was it her own heart or was it somebody else’s?

“Run!” a young voice hollered. And so she did, the frenzy of her lungs hissing in her ears. She ran through wide, wooden doors and out into the night, the chant trailing off behind her. “Run!” the voice pleaded. Chilled air whipped her face, her wheezing condensing in halos. Pain shot up from her lower abdomen; tears burned her cheeks.

“Run!”

Yet she had nowhere to run to, nowhere to hide from the shame.

What have you done to me?

“Dr. Bent.”

She staggered back. Drawn away from the girl’s chest, her hands felt cold.

“Dr. Bent, shall we call the code off?”

“The girl,” Celine cried. “Did we get a rhythm?”

The code supervisor touched her shoulder. “Celine. It’s been forty-five minutes in house, sixty en route. She’s been dead for an hour now.”

“No, let me keep trying, let me—”

“It’s time to call the code off.”

The charge nurse motioned to the doors. “You need to talk to the parents, Doctor.”

Celine looked at her bloody gloves, then at the gaping incision in the girl’s chest.

“No. I can’t. She’s—she’s pregnant.”

And I know who did it, she wanted to add, but somehow her voice faltered.

Strong arms held her from behind. Whatever happened next, she couldn’t recall, as her head lolled back, and her body gave way to a deep, murky sleep.

Two

In the sun, the walls of the church glistened as if made of ivory. The high pinnacles and steep roofline reminded county Sheriff Albert Contardo of a gothic cathedral. It looks hostile, he noted, gazing at the building’s towering height. He craned his head up, surveyed the intricate canopy of branches above him, and then stared back at the church across the street.

She died facing the church.

All around was a blanket of uneven snow, combed by golden tufts of weeds and broken by the occasional boulder, a fallen log, or the sinuous drips of a wild animal’s track. Only a few scattered houses were visible in the distance, most hidden in the folds of the landscape or tucked at the foot of the mountains, within strips of silvery aspens.

This was the landscape sixteen-year-old Lily Andrews saw every day. Every day the same faces, the same routines.

Three months after Lily’s suicide, the small town of Mariposa Springs was still in shock. When the news that she was eight weeks pregnant leaked out, people had started talking. In a small, rural community like theirs, an unwed pregnancy was the ultimate shame.

Bigots, Contardo thought. It’s called statutory rape, and it’s a felony.

Lily had been the model child. Homeschooled. No boyfriend. No red flags in her life. Whoever had done this to her had to pay. Yet the town had sealed itself in a shield of silence, all blame deflected to the girl and her family.

“Such a tragedy, isn’t it?”

Contardo startled, his eyes darting to the lanky figure dressed in black standing by the church door. “Oh. Sorry, Father. I didn’t see you out there.”

Father Brown smiled. “I was expecting you.”

Contardo crossed the street and walked up to him, huffing through patches of snow. “I’m glad you got my message.”

As the pastor held the door open for him, Contardo took his hat off and pointed one more time to the tree. “Why—why do you think she chose precisely this tree, so close to the church? There are plenty of trees closer to her house.”

Father Brown’s thick brows shot up. “She wanted to be rescued. We found her so quickly because she chose this tree.” He heaved a deep sigh. “So unfortunate that by the time she arrived at the hospital, nothing could be done.”

They walked down the aisle through rows of empty pews, their steps echoing against the vaulted ceiling. Dim lights wavered through high windows, and thick pillars threw long shadows against white walls.

“Mind if I finish cleaning up while we talk?” Father Brown said, stepping up to the altar table.

Contardo squeezed the brim of his hat. The smell of cold marble and candle wax hit his nostrils like an aftertaste too strong to be forgotten. “Oh, no. Not at all.”

Brown smiled and pointed to one of the front pews. “Have a seat. Please. The Lord’s house is your house, Sheriff.”

“Right.” Contardo stared vacantly down the aisle, a deep sense of loss gripping his stomach all over again. As if it just happened. He heaved a deep breath, blinking away memories of carnations tossed on a white coffin, of hushed regrets and unspoken words, of Annalise’s tears dripping on a red baseball cap…

Lily Andrews. You’re here to discuss Lily Andrews.

Father Brown lined a row of silver chalices on the altar table. He unfolded a white cloth, picked up the first chalice, and started polishing it. “What is it you wanted to talk about, Sheriff?”

Contardo watched the pastor’s long, almost feminine hands work their way along the rim of the chalice. “I’m sure you heard Lily Andrews was pregnant when she died.”

Father Brown nodded gravely. “Two innocent lives lost.”

“Well, I’ve got some good news and some bad news. The good news is that DNA evidence clears Mr. Andrews of having fathered his own grandchild.”

The pastor froze, his mouth half-open in disbelief. “Goodness gracious, how could you even—Carl adored his daughter. He’s such a great father to his children.”

Contardo bobbed his head. “Of course. I’m sorry. I should’ve mentioned it’s standard procedure. We have to look at family members first.”

Father Brown set the chalice back on the table and moved on to the next one. “I understand. What are you going to do now?”

Contardo rocked on his heels, carefully choosing his words. “That’s my bad news. The investigation is back to square one. We need to collect more DNA samples.” He studied the pastor’s face, so focused on his task. “Father, I was wondering if I could have your cooperation on this.”

Father Brown raised his head. “Of course. How can I help?”

Contardo stepped up on the altar and left a flier on the table. “I would like you and all the male members of your church council to come to the station for a DNA sample.”

Father Brown considered the request. He skimmed the piece of paper Contardo had left on the table while his hands methodically worked the edge of the chalice. “Sheriff, you’re not insinuating that one my councilmen…”

Contardo gave out a small chuckle. “No, Father, of course not. But there’s nowhere else to look. Other than home, Lily spent most of her time right here. In this church.” He looked up, blinking at the light from the arching windows. “I just need to exclude this second hypothesis, and then…” He sighed. “I’m afraid I’ll just have to close the case.”

Father Brown set the chalice down with a clonk. “All right, then. I’ll share your thoughts with my council. But I trust my parishioners. And I can’t force them to come if they choose not to.”

Contardo nodded. “I know, Father. I trust your good judgment.” He forced a little smile and quickly dismissed himself. Nightmares from the past were trying to catch up with him and the smell of candle wax was becoming too oppressive for his strained lungs.

As he walked past the pews, Father Brown called him back.

“You never come to our Sunday service, Sheriff.”

Contardo turned around. “We had a disagreement, God and I, twelve years ago, Father,” he replied.

Once again Father Brown indulged him with his broad smile. “God will find his way back to your heart.”

Contardo bobbed his head, feigning some kind of assent, and shouldered his way out of the doors.

His eyes took a moment to readjust to the bright light outside. He gazed one more time at the bough that had witnessed Lily’s death, then walked back to his Chevy Impala. Black crows were circling the sky, gliding gracefully in the wind. They could see everything from up there. They could see and be detached. He couldn’t afford the luxury.

As a public officer, people were part of his job. He met them, talked to them, questioned them, looked into their lives and routines. Around election time, he shook their hands and strived to gain their trust. Yet there were times when he had to peek into their darkest secrets. He had to be a role model and an intruder, a counselor and a pain in the neck, and always, always, a practical shrink. He sighed, started the engine, and made a U-turn back into the street.

* * *

A concerto of howls, growls, barks, and yelps welcomed him as he pulled into the Andrews’ property grounds. Contardo counted at least six mutts of different sizes and colors jumping behind a chain-link fence. He parked the Impala behind a rusty pickup truck.

The house was old, with blotched wood siding and chipped window trims. A row of aspens bordered the back of the property, their skinny tops fraying the sky. A forgotten metal pail rolled on its side. A pair of clotheslines hummed in the breeze like the out-of-tune strings of a lonely guitar.

Contardo stomped up the porch stairs, old planks whining under his boots, and rapped his knuckles on the door. He was fairly sure the mutts behind the metal fence had already announced his visit, but he also knew the homeowners weren’t eager to talk to him.

Eight miles away from the outskirts of Mariposa Springs, tucked between the Rio Grande Valley and the Gunnison National Forest, lay acres of farmland scattered with isolated compounds, all very much like the Andrews’. Bungalows and trailers sprawled across grazing fields and grassland, blanketed in snow for nine months of the year and surrounded by the blue outline of the Rocky Mountains. Most lived on farming, while a few ran small businesses—the occasional gas station and convenience store along the one road that crossed the land. These were reserved people who rarely came to town, and whose diffidence translated into a reciprocal and untold mistrust.

A few minutes went by before the door finally opened. “Have you come to apologize?” Mr. Andrews said, his right eye peeking from above the chain guard.

Contardo removed his hat. “I have, sir. May I please come in?”

The reply caught Mr. Andrews by surprise. The deep furrows etching his forehead relaxed a notch.

“Let the sheriff in, Carl,” Mrs. Andrews said, from inside the house.

Mr. Andrews’s jaw twitched. He nodded, pain still fresh in the grooves of his face. He closed the door, slid the chain, then opened it again. Contardo brushed his boots on the doormat and stepped inside.

The house smelled stale and musty, of old paint chipping off at the baseboards. The furniture was spare, the home décor reduced to a minimum. Three children poked their heads through the stair railings and stared. Contardo smiled and said hi. The kids ran away.

Mrs. Andrews stood by the kitchen door, holding a teakettle. She mumbled a shy “How do you do?” then turned away to set the kettle on the burner.

“I told you Lily wasn’t pregnant,” Mr. Andrews said, standing in the foyer. He was tall and angular, and his shoulders drooped as if trying to adjust to a world too small for his size.

Contardo inhaled, frustration already flushing his face. He gestured toward the kitchen and, without waiting for an invitation to do so, walked in and sat at the table.

“Your daughter was pregnant, Mr. Andrews,” he said. “A medical test confirmed it.”

He knew neither parent could grasp it. The day he first met the Andrews, Contardo had to explain to them what an autopsy was and why it was needed in order to understand what had happened to their daughter. No matter how many times Contardo repeated that sex with a minor was a serious offense, punishable by the law, he couldn’t convince the Andrews that Lily was the victim, not the one to blame. The only thing they were open to hear was that it was all a mistake. Their daughter couldn’t have been pregnant.

Contardo ran a hand through his thinning hair, pondering what to say next. “Mr. and Mrs. Andrews,” Contardo began. “You said you never found a suicide note.”

Mr. Andrews sat at the table across from him. “You searched her bedroom. You didn’t find anything either.”

Contardo brushed a finger along the brim of his hat and nodded. He remembered pacing in the small room painted in antique pink with purple and yellow daisies clustered around the headboard. Above an old cherry wood desk, the name Lily had been painted in capital letters, next to two shelves cluttered with girly knickknacks: a ceramic doll, a teddy bear, a flowery piggy bank shaped like a house. Sheer curtains hung from an iron rod with curly ends, casting a suffused light into the bedroom. A bookcase displayed readings that struck Contardo as young for a sixteen-year-old: Winnie the Pooh, Pippi Longstockings, Anne of Green Gables, Little Women. A Bible, an outdated world encyclopedia, an atlas, a grammar book, and a dictionary were all the sheriff had noted that could have been school texts.

“I told you,” Mr. Andrews insisted. “Lily had no reason to take her life. She—”

“Lily was devoted to our Lord,” Mrs. Andrews chimed in, standing by the stove.

Contardo inhaled. “Right.”

The kettle whistled. Mrs. Andrews brought three mugs to the table, along with a jar of loose-leaf tea. As she pushed the jar across the table, Contardo touched the back of her hand.

“Was Lily very close to Father Brown or any of the church council members?” he asked, locking eyes with her.

She startled. Her hand retreated like snail’s antlers.

“Our pastor?” Mr. Andrews interjected. He dropped a spoonful of tea into his mug. “Of course she was close to him. We all are. Father Brown is our spiritual guide.”

“He’s been so wonderful,” Mrs. Andrews said softly, pouring hot water into Contardo’s mug. “Comforting us from the pain.”

Contardo nodded. “Was Lily ever called to the church by herself? Was she ever alone there?”

Mr. Andrews stiffened. “What do you mean?”

It was insane to even put the question forward. The crazy doctor said it. The same crazy doctor whom the hospital had laid off for fainting during Lily’s resuscitation procedure. Dr. Bent had refused any explanation for her claims, and now, three months later, the chances of getting a judge’s warrant based on the testimony of a doctor whose reputation had been shattered to pieces were close to zero. The hospital had offered to hire her back only if she underwent a psychiatric evaluation. Dr. Bent had refused.

Contardo spread his hands on the table. “Look. I know this is difficult for you. I lost a child, too, and—”

“A boy, right?” Mr. Andrews leaned forward. “Boys don’t get accused of getting pregnant, do they?”

The comment made blood pulse to his head. “This is no accusation of your daughter, Mr. Andrews. Don’t you understand? Somebody hurt her so bad she took her own life. Whoever did this to her must pay, and I’m determined to make sure he does.” He picked up his hat and briskly stood up. “I’m sorry I wasted your time, Mr. and Mrs. Andrews,” he said.

Steam rose from his untouched mug, yet the Andrews didn’t object to his sudden departure. Mr. Andrews walked him to the door. They shook hands, coldly. Contardo left the house, the mutts’ barking and yapping welcoming him back outside.

It was an idea. Just a stupid idea.

Yet he knew, deep inside, that he wasn’t going to let it go.

Three

Celine dragged another box from the bedroom into the living room and stacked it against the wall. She glimpsed a shadow on her couch, yet forced herself not to turn to look. She walked back to her bedroom and lifted another box.

The house was starting to feel empty. She had removed and packed all of her books, knickknacks, and CDs. The walls were naked, yellow halos marking where her picture frames used to hang. Most of her closets were empty, and her linens, towels, and clothes were folded away in boxes. The closet in her bedroom was the last one to tackle, but she felt too tired to do it now.

I still have tomorrow. The movers are coming on Thursday.

The thought drained the last bit of energy out of her. Her eyes strayed to the couch, and sure enough, Ethan was there, in his usual red shirt and torn jeans, eyes glued to the Game Boy in his hands.

Go away. She closed her eyes and squeezed her temples between the heels of her hands. Go away, go away, go away.

When she opened her eyes, Ethan was still there.

She slumped on the couch next to him, tears welling her eyes. Oh my God, what am I going to do now? Where am I going to go?

She’d lost her job, the one thing in life she cared the most for. To think she never even dreamed that emergency care was going to be her life. Ever since she entered medical school, she had pictured herself spending her days in a quiet clinic, counseling on family planning or cigarette cessation, bonding with her patients. It wasn’t until her internship days in the ER that she’d realized what a vocation emergency care was. The most ungrateful of medical jobs, an everyday fight against death. She didn’t pick and choose her patients. No matter who came through her door, rich or poor, polite or arrogant, she had to listen to their complaints and take care of them. Constantly challenged, humbled, defied, and yet very seldom rewarded, it was in these extreme circumstances that Celine realized how needed she was. It seemed like the ultimate realization of the Hippocratic oath, the most intimate meaning of the word “heal.”

And yet she’d almost opted out after three years of residency in Houston, where her night calls were populated by drunks, homeless, drug addicts, and plain desperate souls in need of a listening ear. When her marriage started falling apart as well, Celine thought she had reached the dreaded burnout stage in her medical career. It wasn’t until she moved to Colorado that life seemed to lend her a second chance.

She still remembered the thrill of excitement when she’d bought the house here in Mariposa Springs, and the sense of disorientation those first weeks after she moved, as she walked streets she didn’t know and gazed at faces she didn’t recognize. Months later, the faces had become familiar. The barista at the local coffee shop would flash her a smile and greet her with a heart-lifting, “Will it be your usual latte, Doctor?” The owner of the bakery where she ordered her multi-grain loaf would slip an extra bun in her bag and hand it to her with an old-fashioned, “Bless you, Doctor.”

Little things that made her acclimatize, made her feel home again.

It was all gone now.

The hospital director had been clear. We can’t overrule policy. She’d refused the mandatory psychiatric evaluation after she’d fainted while performing a life-saving procedure. The consequences were clear. She couldn’t keep her job. She had to leave.

How can I start all over again?

“Why wouldn’t you do the psychiatric evaluation?” Ethan asked, his fingers frantically pushing the Game Boy buttons.

Celine stared at him, his boyish features, his long lashes and round cheeks, untouched by the blemish of puberty, or the shadow of a first stubble. “Because of you, Ethan.”

Ethan kept his eyes on the Game Boy. “What’s wrong with me?”

She sighed. “You don’t exist.”

“I did at some point.”

“So you tell me. I’ve never met you. Before, you know…”

“Before I died?”

“Right. Before you died.”

There was a moment of silence, filled only by the hypnotic chime of the Game Boy.

“Imagine me talking to the shrink and telling him I have an imaginary friend,” Celine said. She swallowed, no longer able to blink away tears.

Why am I such a mess?

She gave in to the sobs then and howled, a wave of desperation swooping over her, emptying her, until the catharsis at last took over. Like a soothing hand it brushed its cool fingers over her swollen eyes and closed them.

* * *

The monotonous whir of the fridge awoke her. The house was cold and dark, save for the yellow artificial light washing from the street. Celine sat up and wrapped the throw around her shoulders, a wave of goose bumps rushing down her arms. She brought a hand to her face and felt the salt of her dried tears encrusted on her cheeks. Her tongue felt swollen and pasty, her limbs stiff and unwilling to move. The feeling was all too familiar—a bitter taste of déjà vu.

“Celine.”

She flinched. Ethan was still sitting next to her, his black eyes sparkling in the dim light. He smiled. “Get up, Celine.”

Celine closed her eyes. “Go away, Ethan.”

The boy didn’t move. “Come on, Celine. Get up.”

She waved him away. “I said go!” she snapped. And then regretted it. Too late. When she opened her eyes again, he was gone.

“Oh, God. I’m so pathetic.”

Flipping on all the lights as she went, she dragged herself to the kitchen, turned on the faucet, and splashed cold water on her face. She filled a glass and drained it.

“I’m sorry, Ethan,” she mumbled, shuffling back to the bedroom. “I didn’t mean to be rude. You know I’m not supposed to talk to you. You need to leave me alone.”

She collapsed on the bed, still dressed and on an empty stomach. The clock radio on her nightstand read 12:55 a.m.

“What would the shrink say if he knew about you, Ethan? Huh?” She sank her face into the pillow. “And then of course, I snarl at you, you go away, and here I am talking to you anyways.”

“How pathetic,” she mumbled, her eyelids closing. “How pathetic.”

Four

Annalise Contardo put down the knife and pressed the back of her hand against her right eye.

“Damned onions,” she muttered, tears cluttering her eyes. She stepped away from the cutting board, washed her hands, and dabbed her stinging eyes with a paper towel.

Leaning over the sink, Annalise grimaced and winked a few times, once again swearing at the toxic onions. She was about to set to work again when the sudden glare from the window made her look outside. In the living room, the two yellow Labradors stirred from the couch and ran yapping to the door.

“About time,” Annalise mumbled, as the headlights pulled into the driveway and then died. She glanced at the clock above the door: eight forty—long past dinnertime. She tossed the chopped onions into the pan. They hissed and crackled and released the intense aroma she knew made her husband feel at home.

“I’m back,” Contardo hollered as he unlocked the door, his voice covered by the growls of the two Labradors greeting him. Annalise grunted something to acknowledge his arrival while stirring the onions and pouring in a can of crushed tomatoes.

Contardo slid the gun holster out of his waistband, unfastened his utility belt, and hung it in the closet behind the door. He heaved a big sigh, flopped on a chair in the foyer, and removed his boots. The mildewy smell of his sweaty feet instantly excited the dogs.

“You hungry?” Annalise called from the kitchen.

“Ravenous.” He spent one more minute roughing up the dogs, then tramped into the kitchen and kissed his wife on the cheek.

“You’re late,” she didn’t fail to point out.

He left the kitchen with a snort and shuffled up the stairs. It was part of their evening routine. He’d kiss her, and she’d tell him, “You’re late.” Even though they both knew that an early dinner in the Contardo household was a never-kept promise.

“I’ll wash up and be down in a minute,” he called from the stairs.

By the stove, Annalise followed her husband’s footsteps as they squeaked through the ceiling into the bedroom. She heard the rank insignia on his shirt clink against the back of the La-Z-Boy recliner, the door of the bathroom click, and the water run through the pipes. She simmered, sautéed, stirred, and drained. And when dinner was ready, she turned the TV on and uncorked a bottle of Chardonnay—hell, because that’s how she felt. She poured herself a glass and sipped it while zapping through comedy shows and annoying commercials.

Half an hour later, the broccoli florets had wilted and the noodles were cold and overcooked. Annalise rose from her chair and stomped up the stairs. “That was one hell of a minute, Albert Michael!” she bellowed. As she got to the top of the stairs, though, she spotted the door left ajar. She froze, then slowly pushed it open.

“Oh, Al,” she said softly. She sat on the bed next to him, took his hand and squeezed it. She leaned her head on him, his beard soft and wispy against her cheek. The curtains were pulled open, and the shy rays of a full moon flushed the walls in a milky light. It blanketed the shelves cluttered with old comic books, the boxes of old CDs lining the wall, the model airplanes and racecars displayed on the desk. An old poster depicting a smiling Ayrton Senna next to his shiny McLaren hung from the back of the door, its corners curled into dog-ears.

“It smells old in here,” Contardo said.

Annalise sighed. “Honey. It’s been almost twelve years. You know how I dust and clean this room every day, and yet—”

“No. It’s not that. It’s just old. Everything in here is old. Dead.”

The word hit her like a slap in the face. She stiffened and pulled her hand away. He grabbed it back. “Like Lily Andrews’s room. It smelled old. And dead. Even before she was dead.”

Annalise turned and stared at her husband, his profile a silver outline the moonlight carved out of the darkness. “You’re still thinking about her?”

Contardo dropped his chin. “Those parents. They just—they don’t grieve like us. They’re different.”

“There’s nothing we can do about it, Al.”

“Yes, there is. I want to find out who did this to her. I owe it to her. We never—”

She put a hand over his mouth, his beard brushing against her fingers. “We never found out who killed Ethan.” Tears rolled down her eyes and shone in the dim light. She shook her head. “There are things we have no control over, Al.”

He took her hand, brought it to his mouth, and kissed it.

“It’s okay, Al,” she whispered. “It’s okay if this room smells old. It’s meant just for the two of us.”

“I know.” He drew her closer and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. She didn’t wriggle away this time. She sank her face in his chest, her tears slowly seeping through his shirt. “I know.”

Five

Ethan was jittery. He kept shuffling around the house while bouncing a red ball. Celine knew the ball didn’t exist, and yet its erratic trajectory made her wince every time it threatened to cross paths with the movers.

She couldn’t stand it anymore. She grabbed her jacket and walked outside, pacing as she watched the workers climb up and down the ramp to the truck with their dollies. One of the men was leaning against the porch railing, smoking a cigarette and exchanging a few words in Spanish with the others. He smiled, his teeth yellowed by nicotine and age, and offered her a cigarette. She shook her head no and looked away.

The snow was finally melting in a concert of trickles and drips. Icicles wept from the roofs, gutters drummed intermittently, and braids of water crept along the sides of the streets. The willows’ long boughs were turning green. The aspens were starting to bloom, their first catkins swaying in the breeze like plumage. Shrinking, the piles of snow that had accumulated along the sidewalks now took on the shape of jagged teeth, dirty and gray on top.

Celine looked at her flowerbeds and wondered who would be taking care of them this spring. And then she decided she didn’t care.

A sheriff car pulled to the curb and parked in front of the moving truck.

Celine watched the officer come out of the car, peruse the street, and rest his eyes on the “For Sale” sign in front of her property.

“Careful, ma’am,” one of the movers said, as he and his partner hauled the dining table out of the house. Celine moved out of the way. When she turned back to the sidewalk, the officer was still there, staring at the moving truck. She walked down the driveway and waved.

“Hi. Can I help you?”

The officer took off his hat and stretched out his hand. “Sheriff Albert Contardo. You must be Dr. Bent.”

Something told her not to touch him, yet the hunch felt stupid and childish. She brushed a loose strand of hair off her face, the movers hollering and huffing in and out of her house, and then reached out to shake his hand.

As soon as their fingers touched, everything went black. Beams of light enveloped her from behind and grew larger. She turned. Headlights blinded her, drawing closer and closer. She tried to run, yet her feet were glued to the ground. The headlights enveloped her. She slammed full force against the hood, hit the windshield, was propelled through the air. There was no pain as she hit the pavement and rolled onto the curb. The headlights screeched away, only the reek of burnt tire lingering behind one moment longer.

“Dr. Bent.”

Celine blinked. She brought a hand to her head and realized her fingers were wet with snow. Why was she sitting in the snow?

“Dr. Bent, are you okay? Here, let me help you.” The sheriff stooped down, wrapped an arm around her waist, and helped her back to her feet.

Celine caught her breath, blushing. She inhaled, trying to make sense of what she’d just seen. She couldn’t. “I—I’m sorry, Sheriff.”

“Do you need to lie down?”

She shook her head and pulled away from him, her eyes straying back to the house. The movers had wrapped the couch in blankets and were now lifting it onto the truck. The breeze was light and mild, carrying scents of early spring in the air.

“I just—low blood pressure,” she lied. “I need to go back. Nice meeting you, Sheriff.”

“Dr. Bent, actually… I was hoping I could talk to you.”

Celine cocked her head. “Talk to me?”

The sheriff nodded. “It’s about Lily Andrews.”

She stood three feet away from him, afraid to even brush his side for fear of being whisked away again, sucked into memories, or maybe ghosts that didn’t belong to her.

I can’t, she was about to say, when Ethan appeared next to the sheriff, his eyes pleading. “Please talk to him,” the boy said.

The sheriff picked up his hat from the ground and shook the snow off of it. It must’ve fallen when she fainted because she didn’t remember seeing it on the ground before. He turned it in his hands, made sure it looked okay, then pointed to his car. “Care for a quiet place where we can talk?”

* * *

The elm tree had changed color. Once a spectator of death, its boughs were now covered in tiny green buds waiting for spring. Patches of wet grass emerged from the snow, and the first crocuses poked their heads out to the sun.

Instead of turning into the church parking lot, the sheriff pulled up by the curb on the opposite side of the street and parked the Impala in front of the elm tree. Celine looked up at the intricate canopy of branches, then back at the silver chalice on her lap. “You got DNA from this?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No. That’s a replica. I bought it to replace the chalice I took from the church.”

Celine frowned, still confused. “So the DNA comes from the chalice you stole from the church.”

The sheriff nodded, blushing. “It wasn’t quite stealing. I returned the chalice.”

“You returned it? But it was your evidence.”

The sheriff sighed, his eyes drifting to the elm tree looming outside. “The DNA found on the chalice can’t be used to incriminate anyone, Doctor. That’s why I need your help. I took the chalice illegally because the church councilmen wouldn’t volunteer a DNA sample. On top of that, there were at least four different sets of DNA on the chalice. That’s not surprising given that during each service, all the church members drink from the same chalices.”

“But you just told me that one of the DNA samples found on the chalice is a match. One of the men who drank from it is—” She swallowed, trying to find the right words.

“—is the one who hurt Lily. Correct.” Contardo looked at her. “But you knew this already.”

Celine clutched the replica in her hands, her pulse quickening. “I did,” she whispered.

I was right. What I saw—what Lily went through—it was real. It happened for real.

“Dr. Bent, did Lily talk to you before she died? I understand you weren’t feeling well that day, but when you woke up, you reportedly said that Lily had been raped. You knew before everyone else did. And you said it happened at the church. A witness heard you say that. I didn’t believe it, at first. But when the results from Lily’s father came back negative, I had nowhere else to look. After all, Lily only gravitated between her home and church.”

Celine nodded. “Thank you for looking into it,” she said softly.

“But I need a name, Dr. Bent. I understand you went through a rough time because of this.” He leaned forward, just a notch, just enough for her to peek into his clear eyes lined by time at the corners. “Whatever Lily told you, I need to know. I can use your deposition to force the one who’s responsible for her death to come forward and surrender a DNA sample. Lily deserves justice.”

A gust of wind blew among the branches. The elm tree creaked, its boughs swayed.

He thinks Lily told me. She did, in a way.

They kept saying I was crazy.

I’m not crazy. I saw it happen.

Celine looked into the eyes of the man sitting next to her, clear eyes that spoke of sadness and regret, of happier times and acceptance. And suddenly she saw.

Ethan.

The boy had the same eyes, the same melancholy smile.

“Ethan…” Celine said, staring back at the sheriff. “Ethan was your son.”

The sheriff winced. Then he smiled again, softly, and looked away. “Ethan,” he repeated, the name so soft on his lips. “Yes, everybody in town knows. A hit-and-run, many years ago. He was about to turn thirteen.” He inhaled, looked at the kids playing by the pond. “We never found out who did it. I had my men stop all the vehicles in the county, check the tires for possible matches with the skid marks on the pavement. I called other stations in nearby counties, sent out fliers.” He shook his head. “Nothing. Someone stole Ethan from us and we’ll never know who.”

They sat quietly for a moment, the silence between them filled by the hum of the running engine.

She swallowed, looked down at the sheriff’s hands, his skin rough and chafed by many harsh winters. Slowly, she put her hand forward. “Don’t—say anything,” she whispered, and gingerly brushed her fingers against the back of his hand, closing her eyes.

She saw the headlights, coming toward her all over again.

No, Ethan. Not you. Not now.

Focus.

Focus on Lily.

Everything went black again. The headlights were gone. It was cold. She heard quick breathing—it was her breathing, her own heart pounding against her chest. She shivered, the cold biting into her skin. Slowly, darkness faded away and the tree came into view looming high above her, a last sprinkle of stars twinkling between its branches. Young hands brushed against the bark, fingers searching, nails scraping against the rough edges, all the way up where the main branches met and then forked out. Fingers digging deep into the bark, nails bleeding, scraping, her heart racing faster, desperately…

Celine jolted backwards and sucked in air.

The sheriff instinctively reached out to her. “Dr. Bent.”

She groped for the door handle and yanked it open. “I need air,” she said. “I need—I need to show you something.”

It was still there, tucked deep inside a groove inside a hollow branch. Lily’s suicide note. You couldn’t see it from the ground. Lily had climbed up to the top of the tree to hide it.

Hugging the tree trunk with one arm, the sheriff donned latex gloves and delicately teased the note out of its hiding spot. He dropped it into a clear plastic bag, secured it in his wallet, then clambered back down.

“My deputy swore he’d looked in every nook and cranny of the tree,” he said. “This is what you get for running a small town with no real forensic expert.” He brushed bits of dead leaves off his jacket, then pulled out the plastic bag and handed it to Celine. “It’s a bit humid. And smudged.”

Celine took it. The pastor is Satan, it read. Satan is in me now.

She shivered, even though the temperature was mild and the air bore the anticipation of spring. “It doesn’t have her name on it.”

The sheriff tucked it back inside his wallet. “We can use her notebooks to match her handwriting. It’ll work. This gives me enough material evidence for a search warrant.” He turned to look at the church across the street. The doors were closed, the walls white and cold. He motioned back to the car and they silently drove away, the words that lingered between them too heavy to be spoken.

The moving truck was still in front of her house, the men milling about with their dollies.

The sheriff pulled over and squeezed the steering wheel. “Is there anything I can do to make you stay, Dr. Bent? I can talk to the hospital director, explain the situation—”

She shook her head and smiled. “You’ve helped me more than you can imagine.”

You just gave me my sanity back. My life.

He nodded, his eyes—Ethan’s eyes—clouded by what they now knew. “You do understand that if you choose to undertake that psychiatric evaluation, your testimony in court would be much stronger.”

Ethan materialized in the back seat, flipping the red bouncy ball between his fingers. “Do it, Celine,” he said, his eyes sparkling.

She gave the sheriff a polite smile. “I’ll think about it.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

She stood on the front lawn and watched him pull away, the smile still clinging to her lips and not letting go. Her eyes fell on the “For Sale” sign, gently swinging from its pole.

I can always rent for a while. Or find a new home. One with new appliances this time. “And a sunroom,” she said out loud. “I want a sunroom this time. What do you think, Ethan?”

“What about a swing?” Ethan asked.

“Of course,” Celine laughed. “A swing, too.”

She felt the stares of the movers and didn’t care.

“You didn’t tell him about me,” Ethan said.

“What do you want me to tell him?”

Ethan dropped his chin. “That I love him. That it wasn’t his fault.”

A red ball bounced off the sidewalk and into the street. It thudded along the curb and settled at Celine’s feet. She picked it up.

“Your ball, Ethan,” she said, with a smile.

But Ethan was nowhere to be seen.


A Word from E.E. Giorgi

A while ago, after reading The Surgeon, by Tess Gerritsen, I became fascinated with emergency medicine. I went to the library and borrowed half a dozen collections of true ER stories, written by emergency doctors and nurses. Some were hilarious. Most were heartbreaking.

What appalled me was the selflessness of physicians who had pledged to treat all and everyone: the nearly dead, the hypochondriac, the rich, the poor, the desperate, the lonely. One story in particular remained with me long after I’d returned the books to the library. In a last, desperate attempt to save his patient’s life, an ER doctor performed a thoracotomy and opened the patient’s chest to manually “restart” the heart. What happened next left him completely baffled: every time the doctor compressed the heart and made it beat, the patient’s eye sprang open and stared at the ceiling. As soon as the doctor stopped, the patient closed his eyes. Imagine what this doctor must have felt, holding a dying heart in his hands, knowing that the minute he let go, the life of his patient would be lost forever.

“The Elm Tree” sprouted from the thoughts and emotions spurred by those stories. I’m honored that it is now part of this collection, next to the work of authors whose writing I greatly admire. I am greatly indebted to Ann Dominguez and Juneta Key for their invaluable feedback, and to Samuel Peralta and David Gatewood for making this anthology possible.

I am a scientist by day, a writer by night, and a photographer in whatever spare time I have left. My debut novel, CHIMERAS, is a 2014 Readers’ Favorite International Book Award Winner in the category “murder mystery” and a New Mexico-Arizona Book Award Finalist. A complete list of my published works—mostly thrillers and science fiction mysteries—can be found on my blog. My short story “Lady Lilith” is available for free to anyone who subscribes to my newsletter.


Stability

by Theresa Kay


The light flashes green and the door slides back, allowing me into the walled courtyard behind my room. Twenty steps take me to the far side, and another ten take me from one corner to the other. The metal wall towers over my head and then curves inward, but it’s open at the top, just a hint of sky visible from below.

I tilt my head back, letting the sun caress my cheeks for a moment before taking slow, methodical steps around the perimeter. From corner to corner, one side to the other, I walk with one hand outstretched, my fingers flirting with the metal wall but never so much as grazing it. I’m not allowed to touch it. If I do, the alarms will go off. They say it’s for my protection, but they say a lot of things and they’ve been known to lie.

It isn’t long before a soft tone alerts me to the fact that my morning recreation time is almost over. I make my way back to the recessed doorway and wait for the light again. When it changes from red to green, I step into one of two rooms I’ve spent most of my life in. This room contains a couch, a small table, a single shelf, and a viewing screen mounted on the wall. The other holds the raised platform that serves as my bed, as well as a shower stall and a toilet behind a screened-off section. Plain walls. Plain fabrics. Plain everything. As if they think I’m not capable of processing any sort of outside stimulation.

I’ll admit, when I first arrived here I welcomed the cold sterility of my quarters. At that point, my telepathy had nearly driven me out of my mind. I was only six and I’d spent the previous two years on my own, desperately trying to shut out the voices in my head. They never explained how they found me, how they knew what I was or anything beyond that they had a safe place for me. A quiet place. It didn’t take much to convince me to come willingly.

Eleven years I’ve been here—over a decade. Would I have made a different choice had I known that their “quiet” meant I’d be kept isolated from nearly everyone—that is, when they weren’t poking me with needles or attaching sensors to my head to study me? Maybe, but I probably would have been dead before I turned ten.

The doctors take precautions against my abilities. Besides drugging me to dull my powers and assure my compliance, they’ve been trained to police their thoughts, and they’ve all been fitted with the special chip behind their ears that allows them to block me out. At least that’s what they believe.

It started about three months ago: little snippets of thought slipping through the cracks in their locked-down minds. The first time it happened, one of the techs delivering my breakfast had dropped a fork. Out loud he merely sighed, but mentally, he cursed. Loudly. I jerked, and the doctor who’d been in my room to draw blood gave me a strange look, accompanied by what could only be described as a mental sneer, all while he smiled jovially on the outside. They’d always been pleasant to me, but that was my first hint that maybe these doctors weren’t quite as kind and giving as they appeared.

I’m not the only resident here, though I am the only telepath. I’ve caught glimpses of others being led through the hallways by doctors I don’t recognize, but I’ve never been allowed any contact with them. Any time I’ve asked about them, Doctor Price has waved it off, told me it was nothing for me to worry about. At first, I listened. But now that I’m able to catch little snippets of his thoughts, the presence of the others concerns me, or at least their purpose here does. And the more I’ve learned, the more I’ve come to realize I need to get out of here—and soon.

Yesterday, as one of the lab assistants was leading me back to my room, someone brushed against me in the hall. Not a common occurrence, but it happened. What was different this time? The girl whispered five words into my head: Tomorrow. Don’t take the pill. I spun around to question her, but she and her handler had disappeared around the corner.

I spent most of the night debating whether or not to listen to the strange instructions. This morning, I hid the pill under my tongue and spit it into the toilet once they were gone. I don’t know what effect it will have, but what’s the worst that could happen? There hasn’t been much of a difference so far, but my mind is clearer, and for the first time in a while, the reality of my situation is beginning to seep through the fog.

“Good morning, Cora.” The soft voice breaks me out of my thoughts. “Did you enjoy your recreation time?”

I plaster a smile on my face and turn toward the man standing in the doorway of my quarters. “I did, Doctor Price. Thank you for asking. How are you today?”

He gives a good-natured chuckle. “I’m quite well. Are you ready for some new tests?”

New tests? No one said anything about a change in routine. No matter; I push the alarm to the back of my mind and give him an inquisitive look. “What kind of tests?”

“Nothing too uncomfortable.” Silly child.

It’s a fight to keep my face and voice steady, but I manage. “Okay then.” I flash him a close-lipped smile. “I suppose I am.”

He pats my shoulder and gestures to the doorway. “After you.”

The narrow hallway stretches before me, seeming much longer today than it has at any other time I’ve walked it. Perhaps because, although I can’t make out exactly what Doctor Price is thinking, the tone of what I’m getting from him is worrying. His thoughts are filled with terms like “gestation period” and “disposal,” and underlying them is a greedy curiosity that’s centered around whatever tests they have planned for me today. It isn’t anything new. I’m already fairly certain what they have planned for me eventually, but today there’s an urgency to his thoughts that hasn’t been there before.

The lab room he leads me to is different from the one in which the tests are normally performed, and a guy in a lab coat whom I don’t recognize rushes out the door, barreling into Doctor Price.

Doctor Price narrows his eyes and purses his lips. Idiot.

The younger man babbles an apology and glances up at me from beneath tousled blond hair, then darts his gaze back to the floor and sidesteps around us to hurry down the hall. Even if I weren’t telepathic, I’d be able to pick up Doctor Price’s agitation as he watches the man go and then, his head tilted to the side, types on the keypad beside the door with short, jerky movements. I stare after the man too. There’s something…

The door opens with a hiss and Doctor Price yanks me into the room. “I thought I said—” His grip tightens on my arm, finally pulling my attention away from the now-empty corridor.

A tall, slim man in a business suit is standing on the opposite side of the room. He cocks one eyebrow and lowers his chin in a slight nod. “Price.”

“Slate.” What the hell is he doing here? Doctor Price’s fingers tighten further and I inhale sharply.

The man’s pale, blue eyes swing to me in cold assessment. “Is this her?”

“Yes.”

He straightens off the wall and strides across the room, then takes my chin in one hand and lifts it so I’m looking directly at him. “Rather young, isn’t she? Are you sure she’s a good candidate?”

Doctor Price stiffens. “She’s the only one we know of with this particular mutation who has survived to maturity. There are no other candidates.”

Releasing my chin, Slate turns his attention to Doctor Price. “What do you plan to cross her with?”

“We have two specimens. I thought to fertilize an egg with each one and see which combination led to the most viable… product.” He clears his throat.

“Viable meaning stable, correct?”

“There are so many variables. I cannot say for certain.”

The man’s lip curls. “Then how do I know this isn’t a complete waste of resources? I’m taking over, Price. Starting today. In fact—”

“You can’t do that!” Doctor Price finally drops my arm and I take two steps backward. “I’ve put my entire life into this project.”

I continue moving away until the wall brushes against my back. This had always been an eventuality. From the moment I started picking up their thoughts, I’ve known it was coming. But now that they’re openly discussing it, now that they’re planning on moving forward with it today without even pretending to give me a choice in the matter… Could this be what the girl yesterday was warning me about? How could she have known?

My palm finds the release switch and the door opens. I quietly slide out while the two men continue arguing inside.

Once I’m back outside, I spin around and head down the hallway. I’ve never been anywhere other than my quarters alone before, and that’s where my footsteps lead me. I know the code to open the door, I have for a while, and I’m raising my hand to type it in when a realization washes over me: This might be my only chance. If I just go back into my quarters, like the obedient little girl they expect, there will be no stopping them.

A glance to both sides confirms that the hallway is empty. Away from the lab room I just left is probably a good start, so I head that way. I reach the intersection where the guy in the lab coat disappeared, and I pause. What now?

I peer around the corner. Long hallways stretch out in both directions without a single indication of an exit. Indecision holds me in place while my heart pounds in my chest. Which way will take me out? And what if I choose the wrong one?

There’s no time for this! Already, the muffled rumble of the two men arguing in the lab has decreased in volume. It won’t be long before they notice my absence. I go right just as I hear a door sliding open somewhere behind me.

At first I walk. Then the sound of voices sends my pulse rocketing up, and I can’t hold back from running. My bare feet pound against the tile as I go down one hallway, then another. I take random turns, no longer caring which direction is the right one, just that I’m moving. There are no more hesitations at intersections, no more indecision, only this primitive urge to get away.

Unused to physical exertion, my lungs can’t keep up with me. A stabbing pain forms under my ribs, shooting through me with each breath, and the edges of my vision go blurry. I round yet another corner and screech to a stop with my palm pushing against the wall. Sweat drips down my back and my inhalations are choking gasps.

Just when I’ve gotten myself back under control, the hallway goes dark for a moment before the emergency lights flicker on. It’s quiet, though. No sounds of pursuit. No alarm. What is going on?

There’s barely time for me to puzzle over it before the voices begin to filter in. It starts with only one, as a whisper, but soon others join in and the volume rises. Louder and louder, until it seems like twenty people are screaming directly into my mind. I cup my hands over my ears and squeeze my eyes shut. Something’s happened. The blockers have stopped working. The thoughts of every person in the building are flooding into me and there is no shutoff switch, no safety valve… and no relief.

They’re in the animal lab… GODDAMMIT!

I slide to the ground.

… the hell is security?… It’s a left up here…

I curl into a ball.

Shut the fucking door already!… This way… lockdown?… get those doors open NOW!

I dig my fingers into my scalp.

… gun… the hell is this?

And then there’s blissful silence and I’m alone in my head.

I open my eyes and find myself looking up into a pair of unfamiliar brown ones. Wait… not so unfamiliar after all. He’s the guy who bumped into Doctor Price earlier. He’s one of them. I push myself up and scramble back, yanking my hand away from his. The instant our hands separate, the voices slam back into me.

His mouth moves and he reaches for me again, wrapping his hand around my bare upper arm when I won’t allow him access to my hands. At his touch, the quiet returns and my eyes widen. He gently squeezes my arm and waits until I look up at him. “Please, let me help you.” He shakes his head. “I tried to catch up with you before the others cut the power, but you were too fast. We weren’t expecting a Reader. It’s a damn good thing I’m here.”

“I don’t understand. Who are you?” I tilt my head and study his face.

“We’re here to get you out. Well, not you specifically, since we didn’t know about you, but anyway, my name’s Liam.”

“I’m Cora. The voices… how did you…” I glance down at his hand on my arm.

“I’m a Null.” At my blank look, he continues, “You know, I can negate other Psi abilities…” His eyes widen as he trails off. “You have no idea what I’m talking about.”

I shrug and bite my lip. “I wasn’t aware there were others with abilities like mine.”

“There aren’t,” says Liam. “Readers are very rare—you’re the only living one I know of. Hell, you’re the only one I’ve ever met. But there are other abilities. Kinetics. Empaths. Techs. Pyros… we’re all Psionics.”

“Psionics?”

His brow furrows and he shakes his head. “There’s a mutation that enhances our genetic makeup and allows us to do a little something extra with our brains. As of ten years ago we were awarded the same rights as normal citizens, but…”— he sweeps his free hand outward— “…that just means they experiment on us in secret in places like this. I don’t get it. You should know these things. How long have you been here?”

I ignore the question and my mind spins with these new revelations. If what Liam says is true, their deception was deeper than I’d thought. They’d always pretended I was special and unique. That there was no one else like me in the world. Twisted lies tightly wound around partial truths. And they might not be the only ones.

If there were no other telepaths, if this mysterious “we” wasn’t expecting one, and if he’d never even met one…

“How did you know you needed to catch up to me?”

“I felt you.” Redness creeps into his cheeks. “Er, I mean, I felt your power signature. Back there outside the lab room.”

“Is that why I thought something was strange about you? Was that your power signature?”

“Probably.” He shuffles his feet and shifts his gaze up and down the hallway. “We need to get out of here. That is… Are you coming with me?”

Am I? The idea of escape had taken root when I’d first learned of their plans to… breed me, but I’d never truly thought I’d ever get out of here. It had all seemed impossible. Now, everything is falling into place, and it might be my only chance. I took a leap this morning by trusting the girl in the hall, and maybe this was what the word tomorrow in her message referred to. Escape. Freedom.

I eye Liam’s hand, still wrapped around my arm. It won’t be total freedom, at least not unless I can find a way to control my power on my own, but it’ll be better than being here. “I’ll go.”

It’s another twenty minutes of slinking down hallways, peering around corners, and pausing at doorways before Liam breaks into a jog and then punches an access code into a nearby door. He pulls me inside and the door slides shut behind us. The room is small and clearly not an exit. Perhaps a storage room of some sort? As my eyes adjust to the dimness, I glance around and am startled to see two people standing in the far corner. Probably not as startled as they are to see me.

A tall girl with reddish hair steps forward, her eyebrows arching upward when she takes in Liam’s grip on my hand. “Who’s this?”

Liam doesn’t get a chance to answer.

A dark-haired boy in ragged clothing edges away from the wall and glares at me. “That’s Price’s pet Reader.”

Pet? I recoil from the animosity in his words and back toward the door.

“She was raised here in the lap of scientific luxury. While the rest of us fight to stay out of this place, she’s been sitting around being pampered by these assholes.” The boy’s lips curl up in a sneer and he sidles forward.

“Shut it, Bastian,” says Liam. “She’s clearly terrified. No need to make the situation harder than it is.”

“And just how hard is that? Just what do you think’s going to happen here? You gonna bring her home? Hold her hand all day? What would we do with a Reader? They’re unstable by nature, and that one in particular… is nothing but a puppet. How do you know she’s not some sort of spy? We already have a mole problem, and now you’re going to invite the enemy in.” He snorts.

“Back off.” There’s a warning tone in Liam’s voice.

Bastian laughs—a ragged, mocking sound. “Back off? You weren’t the one locked up here, poked, prodded, and used as fodder for experiments.” He turns to me. “Do you even know why I’m here, little pet? Do you know what they do to us?” As he gets closer, the shakiness of his hands, the paleness of his skin, and the bruises on his arms come into focus.

I find my voice and stutter out, “No. I don’t.”

Another awful laugh that really isn’t. “Of course not. Your leash was much too short, your glasses so rose-tinted they’re opaque. They didn’t do those kinds of things to you. You’re much too valuable.” He leans closer and my back bumps against the wall as I move away. “The specimen I provided was good enough for you, but they wouldn’t dare let you associate with the riff-raff.” He taps a finger on his chin, and a thoughtful look passes over his face, then morphs into a leer. “It’s a shame. After seeing you in the flesh, I think getting my jollies off in you instead of a cup might have made everything else worth it.”

My body goes cold and I blink back the burn of tears. Bastian might think I’m a pet, but I’m just as much a prisoner as, apparently, he was. My hand flies out, striking his cheek. I’m left with a smarting palm and a perfect view of the shocked look that takes over his features.

“Do you think I wanted any of this? Do you think I volunteered to be an incubator for them?” I snap.

Bastian narrows his eyes. “Of course you didn’t volunteer, but no one saw you doing anything to try to get out of it. From what I’ve heard, you’ve been nothing but a good little pet trotting along after your master. How did you know to be out in the hallway today?”

Liam moves to step between us, but the girl grabs his sleeve. “He’s got a point, Liam. This whole thing is a little fishy if you ask me.” She turns to me, one hand on her hip. “It’s interesting how the only specimen that would give them what they want would probably have to come from Liam. And it’s awfully convenient that you just happened to run into him. You wanna tell us how that came about?”

“There was a girl, yesterday. She ran into me and—”

“What girl? What’d she look like? What was her power signature?” Bastian’s rapid-fire questions leave me no time to answer.

“Back. Off. Bastian.” This time Liam sends a glare at the girl before stepping in front of Bastian. “She’s one of us. Even if they were nicer to her, she wasn’t here voluntarily either.”

“Whatever,” mutters Bastian. He moves back to lean against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest and his gaze on the floor.

I appreciate his defense of me, but Liam isn’t entirely correct. I did come here voluntarily. And I’d stayed mostly out of apathy, whether drug-induced or not. This is not information I care to share though. The girl might not be as overtly hostile as Bastian, but she’s not very welcoming either.

Liam turns his attention back to the girl. “Tasha, what’s the status of Bryan’s team?”

“They located the second set of holding cells and have secured two Kinetics and one they believe to be a Tech, but she’s too young to have come into her powers.” Tasha continues rattling off additional information about grids while tapping away at the screen secured to her wrist. She pauses, then looks up at Liam with wide eyes. “We only have about seventeen minutes before the power cuts back on. We need to be well clear of this section by then.”

Liam nods. “Tell Bryan we were delayed, but we have his brother and we’re headed out. They should do the same.” While Tasha’s fingers fly over the screen, Liam turns to Bastian. “I need you to take her so I can have my hands free.”

Bastian doesn’t move. “Why should I?”

Liam’s shoulders stiffen. “Because I’m the leader of this team and I told you to.”

“How do you know I can even do it? I’m an Empath, not a Null.”

Exasperation leaks from Liam’s mouth in a noisy exhalation. “At the very least you should be able to keep her calm enough that we can get out of here without any further problems.” He squeezes my hand. “As soon as we’re out, I’ll take over.”

“Fine.” Bastian straightens off the wall and crooks his finger at me. “Here, kitty kitty.”

Liam leans over to whisper in my ear. “It’ll be fine. He’s had a rough time, but he’s really not a bad guy.”

I steel myself and release Liam’s hand. The difference is immediate. The voices don’t start off in a gradual trickle like they did earlier. It’s full volume from the moment our fingers separate. The screeching noise pounds inside my head and I squeeze my eyes closed as a stifled moan makes its way out of my mouth. I’m frozen in place, the few steps to reach Bastian an impassable distance, while my mind struggles to defend against the onslaught of unwanted visitors.

A hand wraps around mine and the volume lowers. A subtle warmth journeys up my arm and spreads through the rest of my body. Contentedness weaves itself around my anxiety and pushes it away until I’m left strangely calm, the voices no longer concerning me at all. I could even fall asleep…

“Pull it back.” Liam’s sharp voice cuts into my bliss.

Bastian snickers and the warmth fades somewhat. “Sorry. I wasn’t expecting it to be that easy.”

I know he means it as an insult, implying that I’m easy, but as his power levels out, I get an impression of his thoughts, and they’re not what I expect. Anger, yes, that’s definitely present, but there’s also a bit of guilt for what he said earlier. Bastian’s not happy about being here and certainly isn’t thrilled to be my new keeper for however long, but, surprisingly, the rage inside him isn’t so much directed at me as it is the entire situation. He saw what happened when I was left alone with my powers and, while he might not fully trust me, he’s no longer of the opinion that my life’s been as easy as he’d thought. This whole Empath thing is a little strange.

I wonder if I could… I gently push further into his mind and am rewarded with an image of two dark-haired boys playing in the grass. The younger boy rolls a ball across to the older one. The ball rolls back and then lifts off the ground and sails over the first boy’s head—without being touched. The older boy is a Kinetic.

His little brother scowls at him. “No fair using powers, Bryan!”

That little boy is Bastian and this is his memory. I’ve never delved into someone’s memories before. The most I’ve ever done is read pieces of thoughts. What if…

GET OUT OF MY HEAD!

I jerk, and my eyes fly open to find Bastian’s hazel ones inches from my face, narrowed with irritation.

“Oh sorry… I…” My lips curve into a soft smile. “I didn’t know it would be that easy.”

The corners of his lips twitch and I pick up something that might be amusement from him. Or is he sending it? Where exactly does the line fall between our powers? My questions will have to wait. Bastian pulls me over to where the others are gathered by the exit.

Liam opens the door and tilts his head around the doorframe, glancing from side to side. “It’s clear.” He walks out and motions for the rest of us to follow.

We move quickly, staying close to the wall, with Liam in the lead and Bastian and I last. The calm from Bastian ebbs and flows as we walk. Its steady presence never completely blocks out the noise, but instead forces it into the background. For good reason. There’s not much room in my head. It seems my telepathy plays off the Empath power, and any other voices are drowned out by the intensity of the emotions I read from Bastian. He doesn’t mean to do it. All he’s trying to send is calm, but I’m picking up on so much more.

Somewhere ahead of us, a door swishes open. Liam’s hand jerks up and everyone stops. Tasha makes a few movements over her wristscreen, then holds it up to Liam. He nods and gestures toward us. She creeps along the wall until she can grab the collar of Bastian’s shirt and pull his ear down to her mouth.

I can’t hear what she’s saying, but my reluctant escort is clearly unhappy with it. He sighs and jerks his chin down in a nod. Tasha presses something into his hand and then moves back up to Liam while Bastian pulls me back the way we came.

“Come on. We have to take the other way out,” he says.

“The other way?”

He looks back over his shoulder and gives me a lopsided smile. “Yeah. The laundry chute.” I wrinkle my nose and he laughs. “No other choice. Tasha and Liam can shoot their way out, but I’m not exactly in fighting condition right now. Especially not with only one hand. Unless you feel like fending for yourself?” He wiggles his fingers as if he’s going to let go. My stomach lurches and I clamp down tighter on his hand. “Relax, I was just kidding. I can be a cold bastard, but I’m not completely heartless.”

I chuckle, but it’s forced. I could tell he was joking, but it’s not instinctual for me to trust this strange blend of emotions that don’t belong to me, and I’m having a hard time separating his from mine.

After a few more turns, he stops and consults whatever it was that Tasha gave him. Some sort of map? In the next hallway, he knocks softly on the wall as we walk. Two thirds of the way down, one of the panels swings inward.

“Looks like this is it,” he says. “You ready?”

Stepping forward, I tap at the panel and lean into the hole for a better look. The slope isn’t that sharp, but the passage is pitch black… and awfully narrow. “How are we going to… I mean…” I lift up our joined hands. “How far down is it? How long will I be… ?” Fear clogs my throat. After what I’ve experienced today, the idea of doing anything without someone to anchor me is daunting.

For a moment, Bastian looks like he’s going to make another smart remark, but then his face softens. “Don’t worry. It’ll be a tight fit, but we’ll make it work.” He moves his gaze to the floor. “I get it, you know. Well, kind of. The mind-type powers are burdens… at best. I can’t be around big crowds, or all the conflicting emotions will drive me nuts. I’m not much use to anyone; even my brother gets sick of me most of the time. In fact, I’m surprised he risked letting Liam join in on this convoluted rescue mission. Liam’s ability is even more rare than yours, plus it’s actually useful.” He laughs and shakes his head. “Yet Liam still ended up ditching the person he was supposed to rescue. Tasha’s got him wrapped around her little finger.”

“You mean they’re together or something?”

“Or something.” He looks up at me and raises his eyebrows. “You weren’t holding out hope for Liam, were you? He’s a good guy, but a bit dense. He and Tasha have been dancing around each other for years.”

I shrug. Honestly, I hadn’t given Liam much thought at all. He’s an attractive guy and his ability is useful to me, but there’s no spark there. “No. Getting a boyfriend is the least of my concerns.”

“Who said anything about a boyfriend?” There’s a teasing glint in his eyes, but there’s also heat behind his smirk, and what could only be lust rolling off of him.

Fire climbs up my neck and into my cheeks. I break my eyes away from his.

“Well then, let’s do this.” Bastian pulls himself up and dangles his feet into the darkness beyond the panel. He tugs on my hand and glances down at his lap. “There’s only one seat on this ride,” he says with a wink.

The trip down the chute is shorter than I expected, but in those brief seconds when we’re curled around each other, both of our powers go a bit haywire. Unintentionally, I shove into Bastian’s mind again, dragging along whatever emotions he’s feeling and creating some sort of mental feedback loop. I’m so used to the drugged lethargy I’ve experienced most of my life, the rapidly shifting emotions are odd, but not exactly unpleasant.

We land in a pile of fabric. Bastian lets out a grunt at the impact, his arms wrapped tightly around my waist. His hold keeps me from rolling off to the side and breaking our connection, so I’m left lying on top of him with my face burrowed into his neck. Before I can pull away and get my bearings, the smell of clean sheets and laundry detergent catapults me back into his memories.

A teenage Bryan sits on a couch facing a girl as she removes her shirt. The girl flips her long blond hair over her shoulder and giggles as a pink rose floats up to her nose. The flower runs slowly down her face and neck to rest between her breasts. Bastian, who looks around twelve, peeks around the corner and quickly backs up. But not quickly enough.

The girl grabs her shirt, holding it in front of her chest, and glares over her shoulder. “I thought you said the little creeper wasn’t home.” She shudders. “Ugh. I can feel his disgusting lust vibes. I can’t do this. I’m outta here.” She pulls her shirt on and flounces out the door.

Creepy. Disgusting. Shame and embarrassment twist around the edges of the memory, only getting stronger as Bryan stands and admonishes Bastian for not staying in the laundry room like he was told and, even worse, not keeping a lid on his powers.

The scene shifts and the boys age. Bastian looks much like he does now, though cleaner and bulkier. It must be a memory from not too long before his capture. Bryan looms over him, yelling something about Bastian being a worthless piece of shit. Ungrateful. Loser. Useless. The words keep flying, and Bastian stands there with an unaffected look upon his face. He’s gotten control of his powers, and Bryan cannot feel the devastation flowing from him, but I can. What’s more is I can get somewhat of a read on Bryan—and he means every word. If this is truly what he thinks of his brother, then why did Bryan come to rescue him?

I’m violently shoved away, both mentally and physically, as Bastian pushes my body off his and breaks the connection between us. The voices don’t even have time to gear up again before he curses and grabs my hand. His voice is shaky when he says, “Don’t do that again.”

The flow of emotions from him vacillates from angry to embarrassed to something else and back again while he struggles to pull his powers under control. I resist the urge to reach out and reassure him, knowing that he needs time to level himself out and that my help would not be welcome. My forays into his head have created a forced sense of intimacy between us that can only get more awkward if I press the issue.

My powers aren’t the same as his, but I understand some of what he went through. It was quite clear that most of the doctors here found my abilities creepy, though, thankfully, my teenage hormones had never been broadcast to everyone around me. I may have been lonely, and I would never have gone along willingly with their planned breeding program, but I was mostly treated with clinical disinterest, nothing like what Bastian seems to have experienced even from his own brother. I’m finding it hard to believe I won’t be considered an even bigger freak once I leave here.

And that thought terrifies me much more than it should. Isn’t freedom what I want?

“What’s it like out there?” I ask.

“Out where?”

I fling my hand upward in a sweeping gesture. “Outside. In the real world. It’s been years… since I came here.”

He gives me an odd look. “I guess it’s okay.”

“Are there really no other telepaths… Readers like me?”

“Not sane ones.” Indecision flickers across his face, and he glances down at our joined hands. “You saw what it was like for me when I was coming into my powers. Psi abilities normally reveal themselves around seven or eight. It’s easy for a child to learn to control a physical power, like the Kinetics, but it’s much harder for Empaths. Other Psi only have to worry about what they’re doing. Not only did I have to learn to control what I was doing, I had to learn how to handle the impressions I get from other people. For a Reader… mental stability is pretty much an impossibility. Their powers come in much younger, and they aren’t able to learn any sort of control at that age. They just get overwhelmed with everything around them and eventually…”

“Will that happen to me?” My question is barely a whisper.

“I don’t know.” He swings his legs over the side of the laundry bin and hops down to the floor, tugging me along behind him. He walks across the room to the door, then pauses. “For what it’s worth, I’ll do what I can to prevent that from happening to you. I know I’m not as effective as Liam, but what I do helps, right?”

I nod. “Thank you. I know they weren’t kind to you here, and I appreciate your help.” It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell Bastian that his brother’s wrong, that he’s not any of the things his brother thinks he is. Instead, I change the subject. “If you can transmit your power to others, why is it that you and Liam both had to touch me before your powers had any effect?”

Bastian shrugs. “Maybe because you need a stronger connection to help balance yours out?” He presses the panel to the right of the door and it slides open. As we exit, he glances down at the map, or whatever it was that Tasha gave him, and jerks his head to the left. “This way. We’re almost out.” He grins and winks at me. “Next stop: outside.”

The next five minutes pass in a blur, my mind stuck on that single word—outside—and what it might mean for me. Bastian leads me down one hallway and then another until we reach a large, high-ceilinged room.

“This is where the laundry trucks pull in.” He points to the wide rolling door at the end of the room. “With the power off, I might need your help to open that.”

Excitement with an anxious edge bleeds off him and into me. He speeds his steps, eager to be out of here and back wherever the other Psi are—home. But something feels off to me.

This has all been just a little too easy, the timing too convenient, and the escape itself too simple.

“Wait,” I say. I stop walking, and Bastian shoots a confused look at me. “There’s something…” I trail off and shake my head. “Something’s not right. We shouldn’t open that door.”

“What?”

“We can’t go out there. I just—”

“I told you I’d look out for you. You’ll be fine.” He squeezes my hand. “I promise.”

My heartbeat picks up and I shake my head. “No, it’s not that. I can’t explain it. Please, you can’t go through that door.”

“I can’t go through the door?” It takes a moment for the shock on his features to morph into a forceful anger. “Nothing but their puppet after all, huh? Or maybe just too weak.” The emotion rolling off him spikes into rage and he narrows his eyes. “No… not weak at all. Was it your job to get into my head? Or maybe… to snag Liam for their little experiments. That’s why you were asking all those questions. That’s why…”

Horror. Disgust. Betrayal. Each one cycles over his features and batters against my mind like physical strikes.

My mouth is open to deny his accusations when he drops my hand. I fall to my knees and the voices crash into my head. Pressing my palms against my temples, I force my eyes open. The warning is there, a silent scream in my head, but all I can do is watch as Bastian strides across the room, finds the manual door control, and starts to turn the crank. The door creaks and shudders on its slow ascent. And the thoughts that Bastian’s power had been muffling, the thoughts of those directly outside the door, only get louder as the barrier rolls up.

Too late, he sees the black-booted feet on the other side of the door. One man slinks through the opening, then another and another, each of them training a gun on Bastian as they rise to their feet. Somehow, in spite of all the noise in my head, I get my muscles to work and drag myself across the floor toward him.

In their thoughts I can hear the orders these men received. It’s me they want, and he’s expendable. There’s more, so much more. More lies. More tricks. More betrayal. But I don’t have time for all that now. Bastian’s been a jerk and quick to think the worst of me, but I refuse to watch him die.

At a gesture from one of the armed men and some command I cannot hear, Bastian lowers himself to his knees, his hands behind his head.

I grit my teeth and push the voices as far to the sides as I can, then reach out to Bastian. It’s too loud. I can’t find his mind among all the others, and I can’t narrow down the field. Changing tactics, I search for an emotion, something I’d only get from an Empath, something to guide me to him. The sadness tinged with resignation is not what I expect, but I latch on to it and finally connect with him.

Tell them. Tell them you can buffer me. Tell them! My last bit of strength goes into the words I shout into his mind, and I crumple onto my side with my cheek resting against the concrete and my eyes trained on the confrontation ahead.

Words are exchanged. Guns lower, rise, and lower again. Slate arrives, then Price. And Bryan, too.

How I wish Bastian could have been spared the knowledge of his brother’s part in this. Bastian was the bait, and just like he’d thought, Liam was the prey. But me? I wasn’t supposed to be here. It was a mistake that I was warned to prepare. A fluke that Liam met me in the hall and was therefore led to find me. Pure chance that I ended up here to witness Bastian realizing his brother’s betrayal.

It was Bryan who’d been selling the locations of known Psi to Slate. Bryan who told Slate about Liam’s ability, one even more rare than mine. Bryan who suggested they capture Bastian, so he’d be able to justify this so-called rescue mission. Bryan who got Liam to come along. Bryan who didn’t deliver.

And it is Bryan who Slate shoots through the head without a word.

Liam, Tasha, and the three rescued Psi got away, but I won’t be escaping today. Neither will Bastian, and without any other test subjects, he is no longer expendable. They won’t be killing him today.

If they expect my cooperation, they won’t be killing him at all.

I know the truth of what’s out there, and the truth of what’s in here. I’ll give the doctors what they want—for now. At some point there will be another chance for me—for us—to escape, and I will wait patiently until then. My only hope is that it comes before Slate achieves his goal, before I bear the stable Reader he’s so desperately hoping for. The one who, if under Slate’s control, could jeopardize not only the other Psi, but anyone who tries to stand against Slate’s plans. No matter what, I cannot let that happen.

At some point, the power returns, and the overhead lights flicker on… as my consciousness flickers off.


A Word from Theresa Kay

Let me start by saying I am immensely grateful to be involved in this anthology alongside so many great writers who also happen to be genuinely nice people. Always quick to offer support and encouragement, this group is full of talent and I’m honored to be a part of it.

Even though I’d wanted to be a writer since I was a kid, I never thought I’d actually do it.

And I almost didn’t.

After almost a decade off from writing, I would have never written my first novel if it hadn’t been for NaNoWriMo. Over the course of thirty days, I wrote just over fifty thousand words. Even though it was pretty awful (and will never see the light of day), writing it allowed me to prove to myself that, if I put my mind to it, my childhood dream was still possible.

“Stability” is actually set in the world of one of my other NaNo projects. When I was offered a spot in this anthology, I jumped at the chance to write this piece that had been roaming around in my head for a while. It didn’t go as easily as planned, and there were a couple of false starts, but I hope you enjoyed reading the end result.

You can find out more about me and my books at www.theresakay.com.


Dreampath

by Elle Casey


Sleep and I… well, we’re friends. We’re more than friends. Or maybe I should say we’re enemies, since sleeping has been the main cause of most of my problems in life. Certainly it’s caused me difficulties. And then again, it’s brought me the greatest joys, too. I guess you could say our relationship is complicated.

See, for most of my twenty-five years of life, I was the kind of person who would rather sleep than go to work. I’d rather nap than hang out with my friends at the local bar, and I’d rather have a nice fat dream about a bunch of things that didn’t make any sense than stay out dancing and partying all night.

Call it laziness, call it chronic fatigue if you want, but no matter what its moniker, I can hardly complain when it’s also the reason I’m sitting here today telling you this story. So I guess that’s why I say Sleep and I are friends.

It all started on Thursday, September eighteenth. It had rained for twenty-four hours straight. Days like that, I call them Harry Potter days, because the sky is so gray and dismal it almost seems like it will always be that way, that we’ll be stuck in this forever dim light and eternal damp cold until the end of the world comes and snuffs out the human race and erases all its traces forever. Those are my favorite days to nap. The invitation to snuggle down deep into my sleeping cave is impossible to resist.

I fell asleep to the sound of rain slashing against my window and wind howling and buzzing through the power lines that run outside my house. Hearing those otherworldly sounds, I could imagine that aliens were real, already here, and busy doing things to secure their eventual takeover. It would have been freaky had I not been tucked into my soft, warm bed, surrounded by my impenetrable-by-cold goose down quilt. Let them come, I thought. Just don’t wake me until it’s over.

I remember thinking at some point during my slumber that I needed to get up for work soon. I had the night shift at the local grocery store, stocking shelves. This was the one job I had no problem keeping since it allowed me to work even in the middle of the night. My boss was also the owner of this small, family-owned place, and lucky for me, he was very flexible. He didn’t really care how or when the products got on the shelves, just that they did before things ran too low. It was the perfect situation for a serial napper like me. I had a key to the place and the freedom to make a schedule around my naps. There aren’t many girls who work as grocery store stockers, but then again, I’m not like most girls anyway, so it makes sense for me.

My dreams came in waves that day, some of them making sense, most of them not. Bits from one dream floated into the next, segues that upon waking I knew would make me question my own sanity.

Many nights I dreamed that I could fly through the sky, but only high enough to barely reach above the earth; I had to struggle not to skin my chin on the asphalt as I glided by. Sometimes I could breathe underwater, but there was nothing there in the sea with me to appreciate it. Millions of gallons of saltwater, and I was the only one in the entire ocean to breathe it. Everything was awesome, yet just a little bit disappointing at the same time.

Nothing in my dreams seemed strange as I was experiencing it; it was only later with the clarity of wakefulness that I’d see how weird and sometimes twisted they really were.

I had two heads! In my dream it was great. There were now two mouths to speak from instead of just one, and with two sets of eyes to see with, nothing would get past me anymore. Upon waking, it scared me to imagine myself with two brains’-worth of crazy to contend with, not to mention the looks I’d get from all those one-headed people.

So this day, during my nap, I knew I had to get up. I somehow knew it was time to wake, time to get to work, but something in my head was weighing me down, refusing to let me out of my dreamworld.

I was just about to drift back into another dream when a voice shouted in my head, loud enough to startle me. I distinctly remember my leg jerking and my foot hitting the wall next to my bed.

“Help her!” the voice shouted.

I was confused at first. Help who? I asked… myself. Actually, I wasn’t sure who I was asking. It wasn’t me, was it? I couldn’t tell.

“Help her! She’s going to drown!” came the voice again, this time a little more desperate-sounding.

My heart rate picked up. Someone was drowning? I wasn’t sure where I was anymore. It was dark and cold. I could hear a creaking, like a submarine making noises as it glides through the deep ocean.

Who is this? I asked, tentatively. Even though I was dreaming, and I knew I was dreaming, so pretty much anything could happen, it was a little embarrassing to actually be having a conversation like this. Normally, weird things made perfect sense during my dreams, but not this time.

“Oh my god, she’s going to drown! Do something! Go get something to break that window and give it to her!” shouted the voice. She was pissed. Maybe at me.

A flash of memory overtook me. I’d bought a new set of tires at the local Pep Boys last week, and as part of the deal, they’d given me a window puncher; at least, that’s what I called it. It was some sort of device they told me I could use to break out a window if I were ever trapped in my car. I’d stuck it in my purse and forgotten all about it.

Do you mean that window-puncher? From Pep Boys? It struck me as strange that I would expect this dream-person to understand what the hell I was talking about. And then it struck me as stranger still that I believed there was this other person somehow in my head.

“Yes! Get it and give it to her! It’s very important.” The person paused before continuing, and I say the person because I couldn’t even tell if it was a man or woman. It was just a voice that had no quality to it other than a sense of urgency. I know that makes no sense, but even after all this time, I still can’t describe it any better than that.

“Don’t forget. Don’t forget. She needs that. Find her. Give it to her. Don’t forget. Don’t forget…” As she said the words, chilly water started washing over me, and when I tried to breathe through it like I always had before in my dreams, my lungs filled with an icy coldness that I can only describe as dread.

I sat bolt upright in bed, screaming my head off.

Try as I might, I could not brush off the feeling of doom that overshadowed my night. I started in the cereal aisle and worked my way into the canned goods section, opening up, emptying, and breaking down cardboard boxes filled with things the good people of Marathon Key, Florida would be purchasing tomorrow to stock their shelves before any more of this tropical storm could dump itself on our heads.

There was an alert that kept playing on the radio, telling people that we had at least another twenty-four hours of storms to suffer before we’d see any sunshine. Normally, I’d celebrate this fact; it meant no one would be giving me a hard time about bunking down and watching endless Bones reruns punctuated by catnaps. But today it just made me anxious. I kept thinking about that voice in my head… the one telling me I had to rescue that girl, whoever she was. I hated that this dream in particular felt so real.

When it was time to go for the night, I picked up my purse and threw the strap across my chest. It was way too big and had things in it from God knows where. I had a hard time throwing things out, so I just accumulated. My friends joked that if the zombie apocalypse ever came, I’d survive for weeks with what I’d find in there.

After locking up, I had to sprint to my car to avoid being completely drenched by the rain. As my bag swung against my side, a heavy metal object banged against my hipbone. I had to clamp my bag against me with my elbow to keep it from giving me a bruise.

Once I was inside the car and safely out of the storm, I dug around inside the bag to find out what I’d accumulated that felt like a weapon. My hands wrapped around something cylindrical and metal. When I pulled it out, my blood ran cold.

It was the glass-puncher that the sales guy at Pep Boys had given me.

I stared at it for a few long seconds, wondering what the hell I should do with it. Find the girl, the voice had said. Give it to her. She’s drowning!

I scoffed at my crazy brain, knowing that when I told my friends about this voice I’d heard, they’d once again go on and on about how nutty my dreams are. They always said they couldn’t remember their dreams, so to them, I was a freak; not only did I dream, but I dreamed big, outlandish stuff. Some of them probably secretly thought I made it all up.

I put the glass-puncher in the glove compartment, proud that I’d lightened my bag by ten ounces or so.

All I could see through my tiny windshield were fat raindrops splattering over everything in sight. My wipers were going to be little help in this mess, which meant I was going to have to drive home at half the speed limit to even be able to see.

I started up the engine and turned out of the tiny parking lot to head home. I went this route every day, whether I worked or not. It was the one road that led to everywhere on our tiny island, and I knew it like the back of my hand: three miles of two-lane roads, a small bridge over the water, another two miles of two lanes, and then my small little street that led to my apartment that led to my bed. It took me eight minutes on a perfect day; today, I figured it would take me at least fifteen.

I should have had all of my attention on the dimly illuminated road ahead of me, but part of my brain was occupied with the thought that I needed to find this person who was drowning, to give her this glass-breaker.

Ridiculous, I thought to myself.

Suddenly, two bright lights pierced the darkness and hit me right in the eyes. I was blinded by them, but then a sound came too and made me think that I was either about to be eaten by a dragon or abducted by very large aliens.

I had only a split second to react.

I screamed.

And I jerked the steering wheel to the right, trying to avoid the freight train or whatever it was that had appeared in my lane. My spindly tires bumped over uneven terrain and my car pointed sharply downward.

Never in all the years that I’d driven this route had I noticed a hill, and yet there I was going down one. And then there was a splash and my car stopped moving for the briefest of moments before it was suspended, weightless, floating…

So many things rushed through my mind at that point. The first was a question for myself: Could this really be happening?

It was quickly answered by the sensation of cold water covering my feet and quickly rising up to my calves.

“Oh my god!” I screamed. My voice sounded like it was stuck inside a tin can, which it pretty much was considering what I was driving that day. “I’m in the water!”

I said it and then realized it was true, in that order; somehow my rational-thinking brain knew what was happening before my conscious mind did.

I knew exactly where I was then, as the reality of my situation sank in. I was in the small cove of water that I normally drove over at least twice a day, sometimes more often. Never had I stopped on that bridge or even given much thought to what was there below me as I used it to cross from one Key island to another. Now I was literally in it. Floating, but not for long; my car was quickly filling with cold, black salt water. The beams of light from my headlights were going wavy as they sank below the surface.

“Help!” I screamed, banging on my side window. “Help! Someone help me!”

But there was no one there to help me. The sound of that giant truck—not an alien spaceship—had faded into the distance. Who knows if the driver had even seen me at all? I was all alone, floating out to sea, slowly sinking into the water.

I scrambled to free myself from the seatbelt, but it was stuck. Screaming in frustration, I yanked on it over and over, but it wouldn’t give.

I had been meaning to have someone look at it for me, to fix this stickiness I’d sensed in the buckle, for weeks, maybe months; but I’d been too busy working and napping to do it.

I hated myself in that moment for being so lazy. To think I’d die from my own laziness—it was too ironic to bear. I’d always thought the safest place for me to be was in my bed, and now it turned out it was going to kill me. I swore if I ever got out of this alive, I’d stop napping as a hobby and find something else to do with my free time.

Pulling on the top part of my seatbelt, I was able to get enough slack in it to pull the waist part out. With about ten inches of space between the belt and my body, I was able to wiggle out of it. I ended up with two pulled muscles in my arms and a cramp in my back, but I was free.

The water had reached the level of my seats. I was drenched from the waist down, and it was pitch dark because my headlights had stopped working.

I pressed my hands against my side window. It felt like ice. My breaths were coming quick, shallow, as panic came again. I was free but not free. Able to move, but trapped. The car bumped into something and lurched to a halt. Then it began to turn. Somehow I knew that as bad as my situation was, it was about to get worse. I had to get out of there. Water was coming in faster, and I was going to run out of air very soon.

I grabbed the door handle and tried to push the door open, but the pressure outside made it impossible to even budge it. I screamed and pushed and screamed some more, but it was all wasted effort.

“Try the window!” I yelled to myself, slowly going crazy as death knocked on the outside of the car. The sound of my vehicle moving along the ocean floor reminded me of a submarine.

As I frantically pushed the automatic window button, I took a deep breath and held it. I had a feeling the water would rush in and steal all my air before I’d have a chance to grab any of it for myself. I sat there for three precious seconds, waiting for the window to go down and all the air to disappear, but it never happened.

“Damn you, electric windows!” I screamed. I punched the window but only succeeded in smashing two of my knuckles. I cried in pain as I slumped down into the passenger seat.

“Help, I need help,” I whimpered, feeling all around me for my purse. If I could just find my phone, I could call someone, I thought.

I felt the material of it, the comforting heavy canvas, but just as I laid a hand on it, the car lurched. And then up became down and down became up. The entire vehicle flipped over and I fell up, banging my head and shoulders on the roof of the car.

My purse disappeared somewhere in the chaos.

The car rolled again.

More water came in and splashed all over.

“HELP ME!” I screamed in a voice I’ve never heard myself use before. It was filled with the awareness that I was about to die, with the knowledge that no one would ever find me as my car and I tumbled out to sea.

Help her.

My heart skipped a beat as the memory washed over me. I suddenly recognized the voice from my dream. The voice that was coming out of my mouth now was the voice that had spoken to me last night in my sleep.

The water rose to my neck, and I kicked out in fear, hitting one of the front seats.

Help her. Go get something to break the glass and help her!

The memory of that voice and those words overwhelmed me. “It’s me!” I shouted to no one. “It’s me! I’m the girl!” My heart raced triple-time as I realized I had the means to escape this mess, if only I could find it in time.

I took a deep breath and dove under the water, feeling around my car to find the glove compartment. My foot had caught the headrest of one of the seats, so I swam down to that area and found a door. Feeling along the edge of it, using the inner handle to pull me along, I came to the steering wheel. From there I could reach over and open the glove compartment.

I was worried about all of its contents floating out and disappearing into the void, so I only cracked it open. My lungs were burning with the effort of holding my breath, but I couldn’t take the chance of stopping now. The car was still moving and could flip again at any time, and now I had the small door open, everything inside it exposed.

I let go of the steering wheel and kicked hard, for some reason expecting to have all this freedom to move. The top of my foot smacked against the window, sending blinding sparks of pain up my leg.

I cried out and sent a stream of precious air bubbles up to the surface.

Using the glove compartment as a handle, I pulled myself toward it, mindful of my now-aching foot. My free hand felt inside and, after pushing a soggy owner’s manual out of the way, closed around the hard metal object that the voice in my dreams had told me to find for the girl.

I pushed up to the top of the car and found just a few inches of air left. I took three long breaths before I dunked my head below the surface again. Feeling my way to the driver’s side window, I placed the device against it and waited.

I realized then that I had no idea how to work it. I was going to die because I hadn’t bothered to even look at the thing before I’d thrown it into my purse.

The agony of my regret was almost too much to bear. I started to freak out, and accidentally sucked in some water.

I started having a seizure. I’m not sure that it was an official, medical seizure, but my body was thrashing all around and I could no longer tell where I was. It was dark and cold and my chest was on fire, the lack of oxygen sending me over the edge.

And then the voice came.

Put it on the window and push.

My struggles ceased, and I floated to the top of the car. There was still an inch of air left, and I gulped as much of it as I could before I let myself be swallowed by the sea again.

I wasn’t alone. The voice was with me again. It brought me a sense of peace that made it possible for my brain to start working again.

My hand moved slowly into position, the water making it hard to maneuver as quickly as I wanted to. I felt with my free hand to be sure I was actually resting the puncher on the glass.

Hurry. Push hard. Wait until you feel the kick, and then push the rest of the glass out and swim away. Hurry! You don’t have much time left!

I did what the voice told me to do. I pushed so hard it floated me in the opposite direction.

Use your feet for leverage! Push!

I put one foot on the opposite door; the other floated freely, too damaged to be of any help. My hand trembled with the force it was using to punch the glass free.

Just when I thought I was going to have to give up and sink to the bottom of the ocean, the glass gave way.

There was a muffled thump, and then the car moved, floating sideways, sinking even farther down.

I pushed the sheet of fractured glass out of the way and wiggled through, desperate to breathe, desperate to rid my lungs of the carbon dioxide that was suffocating me.

A stream of bubbles left my mouth without conscious effort. I couldn’t tell which end was up, but my body began to float and I followed its direction. Within seconds my head was breaching the surface of the water and I could breathe again.

Waves crashed over me and salt blistered my lips, but I was alive. I was alive!

The lights from a nearby home running a generator guided me to the shore. It didn’t take me long at all; my car had sunk in less than ten feet of water. I slogged up onto the small beach held together by a mass of tangled mangrove roots and sat down for a few minutes to gather my thoughts and just breathe. My lungs had never felt anything so glorious as the air that went into them that night.

I tried not to think about it, but the memories of that voice, that person in the sinking car with me telling me what to do, wouldn’t leave. Who was she?

I knew that she was a girl. And I knew that she sounded exactly like I did whenever I listened to myself on a video. Could it have been me? But how had I known that I would need to escape through glass earlier today? How was that even possible?

I made it into town by limping and hitchhiking. The woman who picked me up toward the end of my journey was a nurse headed into work after being paged for emergency staffing purposes, and she made sure I was given a quick pass through triage directly into the ER.

Every single person who came in to see me while I was there—and there were a lot of curious medical professionals around that night—said it was a miracle that I’d survived. My foot was broken in two places and my hand in three. I needed ten stitches for the cut above my right eyebrow that I hadn’t even realized I’d suffered until someone pointed it out to me. One of my ribs was broken and my left knee swollen.

My boss came to see me the next day, just before I was discharged. When he asked me how I got out of the car, I told him that I’d used the glass-puncher that the Pep Boys guy had given me.

He laughed and said that he’d always just thrown them away.

I smiled and said, “Don’t do that anymore, okay?”

I didn’t tell him or anyone else about the voice in my head, the one that had told me to help the girl. Because I realized, after all the confusion cleared away and I’d had some time to think, who it was who’d saved my life that day.

It was me.

That voice was my own.

My name is Kelli Erickson, and I am a dreamer and a telepath. I can communicate with my future self, with my past self, and with other telepaths who know how to send and receive. But that’s a story for a different day; today, I have a nap to take, and these days, I don’t consider naps to be the work of lazy people. Today I consider them going to work.
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Tortured

by Nicolas Wilson


One: Peter Ferguson, HR DivHead

I woke to the sensation of hands at my throat, and the panic that brings. I thrashed and kicked to free myself before my eyes shot open, ripping me from my troubled sleep. The hands remained, crushing my windpipe. They were my own, and I forced my grip to slacken until I could breathe again.

My fiancée, Cassie, stirred in the chaos. “You okay?” she asked.

“No,” I told her. “That nightmare.”

“The alien. Sam.” She winced, and I could see it, even in the dark. “The one you tortured.”

Her tone cut me. “Yes,” I whispered. She couldn’t understand why I’d done it. She wanted to. But every time I tried to explain it, she came away from it a little less in love with me. It’s why I’d been keeping the details of the dream mostly to myself.

“Want to talk about it?” she asked, in a tone that told me she’d rather go back to sleep. But it was the third time this week that I’d woken her. I didn’t want to talk about it, but maybe I needed to.

“I’m afraid,” I told her.

“The captain put you in the infirmary,” she said.

“I know. But I tortured his girlfriend.” I touched her cheek. “I can’t blame him for his reaction.”

“I can,” she said huffily. But we both knew it wasn’t that she suddenly agreed with what I’d done, she just didn’t agree with him, either.

“But it’s not him I’m afraid of,” I said. “He… said his piece, even if he said it with his fists. No. I’m afraid of the alien.” But I wasn’t afraid of her because she was alien—I’m not a xenophobe—so I corrected, “The telepath.”

“Why is that scary?” Cassie asked.

“We still don’t know the limits of it. She says that on her planet they don’t force people to do what they want; she’s not even sure if they could. But even if that’s true, we still don’t know for sure that she can’t control humans. We can’t know. I don’t think I’m having nightmares. I think… I think she’s trying to kill me telepathically. Trying to make me strangle myself in my sleep.”

“Have you tried to talk to anyone?” she asked.

“The captain would have me filleted for even bringing her up. The wound is too fresh, too raw. And SecDiv…”

“I was thinking more along the lines of someone from PsychDiv.”

“Oh. No. I…” She thought I was crazy. That hurt my pride, but I also couldn’t really argue the point. It was a perfectly valid theory. “Hadn’t thought about that.”

“Well, you should. Because if anyone can tell you if your brain is being tinkered with, it’s them.”

“And,” I admitted, “if I’m just being crazy, they’d be able to help me with that, too.” I was dangerously close to pouting. Maybe I just needed to go back to sleep. “I’ll call the doctor in the morning.” I rolled over far enough to kiss her forehead. “Goodnight.”

Two: Vipisana “Sam” Samatha, refugee from the planet Abhijñ

I couldn’t sleep. Watching through Peter’s eyes as he kissed his wife goodnight didn’t soothe me. I wanted to understand why he would do what he had, or perhaps—since that seemed adequately explained by fear and paranoia—how. Were all humans capable of that level of cruelty? Was I surrounded by monsters?

Every time I closed my eyes, I re-lived it; I could once again feel the cold, mechanical hands of the ship, the Nexus; I experienced, as if for the first time, the pain I had felt when it probed the holes it had bored in my flesh. I didn’t blame Haley, the ship’s computer: she was under orders from Pete. Oddly, I felt it more strongly now than I did then. While it was actually happening, I had barely registered the pain and torment; I was too obsessed over Drew, and whether or not he would survive his wounds.

He did. And when he retook his post as captain, he beat the living hell out of Peter. I watched it happen, through both their eyes. At first it felt cathartic, but I quickly understood that it was a balm for a burn: it helped, but it wasn’t a cure.

Perhaps most frighteningly of all, I wondered, too, if Peter was correct. I had watched as he’d choked himself, watched as Drew beat him. But perhaps I’d done more than watch. I never made a conscious decision to push either man to violence. But I didn’t understand my effect on a human mind any better than the Nexus’s scientists did. What if I was controlling them, however subtly? What if Peter was right?

The thought terrified me more than the ship’s instruments had when they cut through my skin, or the electricity that was used to burn my muscles until all I could do was cry. What if I was manipulating them—maybe all of them? What if Drew had never wanted to share his quarters with me? Or his bed?

I couldn’t lie there any longer, wondering if I was even welcome, so I kicked out of bed violently enough that Drew stirred. “Everything okay?” he asked.

“No,” I told him. “I need to take a walk, to clear my head.”

“Sure you don’t want company?” he asked.

“It’s not that kind of problem. I need space.” I kissed him on the forehead. “Thanks for understanding.”

“Let me know if you change your mind,” he said. I think he was extra concerned, because it wasn’t the first late-night stroll I had taken. And some of the others I’d taken while sleepwalking. Maybe it was from the insomnia, I couldn’t guess, but I’d had entire conversations with members of the crew that I later couldn’t remember, including, apparently, one that Sasha, out of Engineering, had interpreted as flirtatious. She’d admitted it to Drew, because she didn’t want him to think that she was trying to steal me away.

I was concerned, too. If I could unconsciously converse with crewmembers, or walk the ship, could I unconsciously try to make a man kill himself, too?

That question kept me up all night. I couldn’t sleep, even after my walk.

More than once I reached out to Peter’s mind. He was dreaming of me, dreaming I was forcing him to slice through his wrists with a scalpel. I tried to force the me in his dream to stop, or to get his dream-self to stop, but in the end all I could do was watch. I wanted to take it as a comfort that I couldn’t even control his unconscious mind. But all it really meant was that I wasn’t consciously aware of how to do it. And worse, it underscored the fact that I wasn’t sure I actually wanted his suffering to stop.

I kissed Drew when he left in the morning for a meeting. I tried to take a nap once he was gone, but I couldn’t shake Peter’s dream, couldn’t stop obsessing over it. So I decided to find someone to talk to.

I felt like Drew, bursting in on PsychDiv during her office hours without an appointment. But unlike Drew, I knew exactly what she was up to today, and that she actually hoped someone would interrupt her, rather than leave her to start organizing notes for a book she was certain she still didn’t have a unifying thesis for. She was right, too, and not just procrastinating, for what that was worth.

I approached her door, and the heads-up display from the ship’s systems showed me her name and credentials in blue. I waited for the system to recognize that I wanted inside and open an intercom into her office. An instant later, a green light appeared over the door, accompanied by the text, “Intercom Open.” “Dr. Albright?” I asked. “It’s Sam. I was hoping we could talk.”

“I thought we didn’t have another session until Friday,” she said tentatively. “But I’m not doing anything important. Come in.” The doors opened, and I walked inside. Maggie smiled warmly. “Please, have a seat.” She pointed to a chair. I moved her reader off of it and sat down. “What’s troubling you?”

“‘Troubling’ is probably a good word for it.” I frowned. I wasn’t sure how to proceed.

“Is this about what Peter did to you?” she offered, because that was what our sessions had largely focused on, at least since the incident.

“It starts there,” I told her. “But it gets worse. Because he’s become convinced that I’m trying to hurt him, telepathically. And I’m starting to worry he’s right.”

“We’ll come back to that in a second,” she said. “How do you know what Pete’s thinking?” She was trying hard not to sound judgmental; human communication was still new enough to me that I probably mightn’t have noticed it, had she not reprimanded herself for it mentally.

“The same way I know that that question came out more harshly than you intended. My species communicates primarily through telepathy; aural communication is a vestigial tail. So when you and I talk, I hear the intent behind your words as clearly as if you had spoken it aloud. But I also know well enough not to judge you for them. I stowed away on your ship; I have to adapt to the Nexus, not vice versa.”

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“You needn’t be.”

“Well I am, anyway. I’m a therapist; I’m supposed to be a professional.”

“Professionals are allowed to think and feel,” I told her. “You’re welcome to your reactions. And for what it’s worth, telepathy makes empathy nearly automatic. I understand your reaction, as well; you’re used to your thoughts being a refuge from a world you can’t control.”

“I get that you can’t stop yourself, in conversation,” Maggie said. “But have you tried avoiding Peter, at least for the interim, so you don’t have to hear what he’s thinking, or be worried you’re influencing him?”

“It isn’t that simple,” I said. “Because of what he did to me, I obsess—over him, over what happened. And when I do, I think about him, picture him in my mind’s eye, and I feel his thoughts. It’s as unconscious as breathing.” I exhaled slowly, precisely. I had started meditating again. It was the one positive thing to have come out of my torment. My mind stilled enough that I made a connection I might not have. “Maybe that’s why I wanted to see you. To ask if, unconsciously, a person could try to kill someone.”

“I don’t like to speculate,” she said, which wasn’t strictly true. She just believed it was unprofessional.

“I understand that we aren’t talking about a diagnosis,” I said. “Just talking about the realm of possibilities. I want to know if I’m going crazy.”

“Crazy? No. Crazy people don’t worry about their sanity. Anxiety over stress is usually a positive indicator of sanity.” She took in a breath and held it while she pondered. “This is always kind of a crapshoot, because the differences between your physiology and human physiology are significant enough that figuring out what applies is a matter of trial and error. But you could—and I would emphasize could—be developing a divergent personality. I’m not sure if that’s something your species has experience with, but essentially, the trauma of being tortured, and continuing to live on the same ship with your torturer, could be great enough that you—the you you’ve been your entire life—aren’t capable of coping with it. So you develop a separate identity that can—one with different enough tools for dealing with stress. The sleepwalking, and all of that, could—could—be the manifestation of an alternate identity.”

“Do you think… would it be possible for this divergent identity to control people?”

“You’ve always maintained in our sessions that you can’t control people. But… if that limit is based on personal restraint—in particular a learned, socially influenced boundary—then it’s possible. It’s possible that an uninhibited personality could have different abilities than yours. Provided that the limit is mental, and not physical. But that isn’t to say I think it’s likely. In a society as large as Abhijñ, there were bound to be jerks, people who wouldn’t have bowed to societal pressures, who would have used that kind of ability for gain. And eventually some of them would have been found out. So if you never heard about anything like that, there’s probably never been a member of your species who could control others’ minds. But that’s all just speculation. I’d rather hear what you think the limits are to your telepathy.”

Something about the question made me feel self-conscious. “Do you believe Pete?” I asked, and my voice trembled.

“I don’t have enough information to believe anything, in either direction. But the reason I asked was… I think you believe Pete, or at least, you’re anxious that he may be right. It’s an anxiety I think we should explore. So why don’t you talk to me about the limits of your telepathy?”

“On my world, it’s mostly replaced verbal communication. Occasionally, usually when we fight, we’ll speak, to try and not broadcast the dispute to everyone nearby. But most communication is done telepathically. It’s simpler.”

“But you can also read one another’s thoughts. Doesn’t that also complicate things?”

“I think it led to a society that’s more… repressed. We paint over our anger. Like if we can just tell ourselves often enough that we aren’t upset, it’ll be true.”

“Are you upset about what Pete did to you?”

“Of course.”

“Do you think you’re repressing any of your feelings about it?”

“I don’t know. I’m scared. Hurt. And it’s hard to… breathe, sometimes. I tried to make him, make him see what the machines were doing to me. Tried to make him feel it, while it was happening, so he’d make it stop. He didn’t. So he’s either a monster, and I’m right to be afraid, or he was always wrong about me, which just makes him a different kind of monster.”

“He did terrible things to you. You have every right to have and to express whatever you’re feeling because of it. But I don’t want us to get lost in the weeds, either. You were telling me about communication on Abhijñ.”

“Okay.”

“Were there ever bad people on your planet? Someone who tried to make war, or…”

“Not that we talk about. But there are… inconsistencies in our histories. I think we once warred, like any other people, and that the temple, and telepathy, taught us immutable empathy.”

“Immutable?” she asked.

“We stopped eating meat once we could hear the pain we caused animals, no matter how humanely we tried to slaughter them. Some plants, too, and microbial colonies, were sentient enough that we could hear them protest being picked, plucked, or cooked.”

“What about sociopathy?”

“We have it, technically. But the reason a sociopath is harmful among humans, is that they don’t internalize human morality—they simply play along so others don’t realize that they’re different, and potentially dangerous. Sociopathy in humans is difficult to catch. But in my culture, everyone notices when someone doesn’t act conscientiously. In the beginning, we weren’t very accepting of sociopaths. They were ostracized, beaten, a few times killed. But we came to realize it wasn’t a choice; they were born feeling differently. So we helped them along. You can’t make a sociopath feel. But you can tell them to be more understanding of the people around them.”

“What about murder?”

“Passions inflame,” I said. “We experience anger and hate in much the same way humans do. Most of us find ways to express it, because we can’t not. But even when those emotions bubble over into violence, most assaults and murders are solved within minutes of the crime being committed.”

“Most?”

“In our history we’ve had a handful of serial murderers. People capable of… no, not capable. Incapable. They were telepathic mutes. No one could hear their thoughts. Most of our killers have been telepathically deaf; the popular theory is that, because they were incapable of expressing themselves healthily, of being part of the collective, they sought a less healthy means of expression.”

“But so far as you know, no one in your species has ever been able to control someone else’s mind?”

“No. But what if I’m the first? Or what if human brains are built differently enough that… It’s probably paranoia,” I told her. “But that doesn’t make me any less anxious.”

“I understand,” she said. “And if it’s something you’d like to test, we could set up time outside of our sessions to do that. During our sessions, I think it would be more productive to focus on your anxieties, foremost. But so far as you’re aware, there’s never been a member of your species that’s been able to control anyone, let alone control en masse?”

“Right.”

“Does that thought give you any more peace?” I hesitated in answering, and she continued. “Because history says that what you’re concerned over has never been possible.”

“Unless I’m a mutation.” A freak, though I knew better than to say the word to a psychiatrist.

“Possible, but statistically unlikely. Sam,” she touched my hand, “you’re one of the most empathetic people I’ve ever had sitting across from me. I don’t believe you’d hurt anyone, not even subconsciously.”

“I want to,” I said.

She squeezed my hand. “I want to, too,” she said, and smiled. “What Pete did…” She shook with anger. “We’re better than that. As a species, and especially as a vetted slice of some of the best and brightest our species could send into space.” She sighed. “We’re supposed to be better than that. And honestly, if Drew hadn’t kicked his ass better than I could already, it would be excruciatingly difficult not to physically attack him for what he did to you. Anger doesn’t make you a monster; particularly not anger in reaction to a violation that big. But if you’re asking my professional opinion, do I think you could be attacking a member of our crew? No, I don’t think so.”

“I wish I could share your certainty,” I said.

Three: Pete

“I wish I could share your certainty.” Sam’s voice trembled, and I couldn’t help but feel for her.

I was smart enough not to believe the act, not because I thought she was lying, but because diligence demanded I verify it first. And ultimately, it didn’t matter whether she was intentionally attacking me, or whether Maggie thought she was capable of such a thing.

What mattered was that she was attacking me.

That was why I’d called in a favor from the MedDiv Head. He gave me a link to Sam’s HUD, so I could see what she saw, hear what she heard and said. It was a violation, watching her session with PsychDiv, but no more so than her inserting her fingers into my brain, putting my own fingers around my throat.

And what if I wasn’t just her revenge? What if I was the beginning? If I were a psychic alien bent on taking over the ship, I would attack the skeptics first, remove them. Then I’d have free rein with the rest. I shuddered at the thought of her controlling Cassie, hurting her because of the inconvenience I had caused Sam’s plan in its infancy.

I wanted Maggie’s certainty, too. Nothing Sam had done definitively proved either that she was controlling us or that she couldn’t.

Maybe that was why I liked Maggie’s hypothesis. Because it meant that Sam could be convincingly empathetic while also being a threat.

Cassie scheduled me for an appointment with Maggie in the morning. As I walked toward her office, I couldn’t help but replay her earlier session with the alien. She had sympathy for her. Was she being manipulated? Or did she genuinely care for her? I wanted to know. And I also knew she was going to resist, too.

That was why I wasn’t surprised by the sour expression on Maggie’s face when I walked through the door.

“I’m not sure it’s a good idea for me to treat you,” Maggie said. “Sam is also my patient. And we’ve discussed at length your… treatment of her. I’m not sure I can remove myself from that when speaking with you. You might be able to get more unbiased work from one of my subordinates.”

“I appreciate your candor,” I told her. “But I think that’s why I’d prefer to meet with you. The problem, I suspect, is a shared one, so the solution is probably going to be joint, too—almost like couples counseling. It makes sense we’d both be talking to the same therapist.”

“My expertise isn’t in couples counseling,” she said. “But my concern is more that I won’t be able to give you a fair hearing, so if that’s a concern you’re willing to waive—”

“I am,” I said, and realized too late that I had interrupted her.

“So long as we make progress—healthy progress—we can try that. But if things take a turn towards the unhealthy, I’m referring you to another doctor. That’s at my discretion, and I won’t hear arguments to the contrary.”

“That sounds fair,” I said. “I think Sam’s trying to kill me.”

“Is this an accusation?” she asked, and it was immediately hostile. “Because this isn’t SecDiv.”

“No,” I said. “Because I can’t be sure she’s trying to do it consciously.”

“Then what makes you think she’s trying to kill you at all?”

I thought about telling her the truth—that I’d bugged Sam’s HUD and watched their session—but I knew that would only turn her against me. “I think our bond has started to go both ways,” I lied. “That she’s spending enough time in my head that I feel her, too.”

“Or, you’re delusional,” Maggie said.

“Or that,” I said, and smiled indulgently. It was certainly a thought that had crossed my mind.

“How has she tried to kill you?” she asked.

“I keep dreaming of that day, when I had her interrogated.”

“Isn’t ‘tortured’ a better word for it?” she asked.

“A more loaded word, though they both point to similar means and ends. Every time I wake up from the dream, my hands are around my throat. But it’s the dream that terrifies me, because the details aren’t quite right. I wasn’t there—in the room. I was willing to do it, but I worried that, if I saw it being done, I might lose my resolve. And it needed doing. For the safety and security of the crew.”

“Do you really believe that?”

“I do.”

“But do you believe it was the right thing to do?”

“It needed to be done.”

“That isn’t what I asked. Do you believe it was right for you to do what you did to Sam?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted.

“I’m going to posit something, an alternative explanation. What if it isn’t Sam that’s trying to kill you? What if it’s your own guilt? That’s not an accusation, understand. But the both of you have unresolved emotional issues surrounding your decision to torture her. Isn’t it possible that you’re the one putting your hands around your throat?”

I thought about that. “I don’t know,” I said.

Four: Sam

I felt bad when I saw into Pete’s mind and noticed he was talking to Maggie. It was a violation. But then, so was what I’d heard. He had bugged my HUD, and listened in on my session.

I continued to listen, seething. I wanted to hurt him. I wanted every sympathetic member of the crew to line up and help me hurt him.

At the end of my last session, Maggie gave me an exercise, designed to help me relax.

The idea was to reach out mentally. Not telepathically—just to empathize with Peter. To feel his frustration, his fear. I imagined watching my leader choose an alien—a telepathic one, at that—over his crew, putting her safety ahead of ours, endangering our entire stated mission. It made me angry, but it also made me fear that he’d been compromised—that he wouldn’t be making those mistakes if she hadn’t gotten to him. I imagined biding my time, not knowing how much deeper she’d insinuate herself while I was powerless to intercede.

I imagined finally having an opportunity while my leader was ill. And I didn’t have to imagine the terror Peter felt. He was sick at the thought of hurting me. But he did it because there was someone else on the crew, someone he cared about more than himself, more even than his own morals.

But that wasn’t the exercise. I set my jaw and concentrated harder. I imagined that moment, and those conflicting emotions, and imagined I decided that for the betterment of the crew and the person I loved, I had to hurt someone—someone who might be completely innocent, aside from being different. I felt physically ill. But I thought of Drew, I thought of someone else threatening him, and I knew I’d do terrible things to keep him safe.

I went one step further. I pictured Peter strapped down on that table in my place. I imagined not Haley operating, but me. I imagined picking up the scalpel, making several incisions, then coldly bandaging them around intrusive instruments, one to inject a painful fluid, one designed to deliver a shock into his central nervous system. I didn’t linger on the instruments; I took no pleasure. But one by one, I used them. First the shock, until he wet himself. Then the chemical, and he screamed until his voice was gone. But I could still hear him screaming in his own head, even though only silence escaped his prone lips.

It continued until we were both numb from his screaming, from the pain that made up our entire shared existence. We couldn’t lie to each other in that moment. So I asked, the way he had asked me, though my question wasn’t the same. “Why?”

He tried to speak, but couldn’t, and wept instead. But deep in his mind, I felt the words echoing in the hollow dark: “Because I had to.”

I don’t know if the answer was Peter’s. It was possible I was projecting my own reasoning onto him, and perhaps his ideas were more sinister. I tried to read as little as possible, because I understood that by human standards it wasn’t polite to pry. But the answer was enough.

I opened my eyes, and I was back in my cabin, sitting cross-legged on my bed. I reached out to Peter telepathically. And I saw myself, instead. For an instant I thought I was dissociating, watching myself diverge. But that wasn’t it. Peter was watching me, from a camera inside the cabin. My inclination was to grab my chin at him, but the gesture would have been lost on him.

Rage bubbled up in my mind. I wanted to hurt him. If my subconscious was trying to hurt him, after this, I wasn’t sure I’d get in its way.

I turned to the camera and said, “Peter, we need to talk.” He played dumb and didn’t respond.

I called him up on comms, where he couldn’t pretend not to hear me. “Peter. No more games.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” he said. I pinged his location on my HUDmap. His dot appeared, inside his office, then abruptly disappeared.

“That would be an example of the games I don’t want to play with you anymore. No more lies. No more deceit. We need to have it out. Face to face.” I probed the ship telepathically. Four hundred souls might not seem like many, but it made it harder to sift through and find him. Or it would have. His panic shone like a beacon. He had left his office, and was moving swiftly away.

“How can we have it out when you’re trying to kill me?”

“I’m not,” I said, and felt guilt at the deceptive wording, because even now I couldn’t be sure that some part of me wasn’t.

“Not consciously,” he said. “But that doesn’t mean it isn’t you doing it.” That told me how much of my session with Maggie he’d listened in on. That upset me, but I swallowed it, not least because I heard him mute me, and knew he was going to call SecDiv.

She called me a moment later, and her picture appeared on my eyescreen. “Elle?” I asked, because it was what Drew called her, and most of what I knew of her came through him—despite what we shared.

“HR’s on the other line. Not the first time, either. He thinks you’ve been trying to make him hurt himself.”

“I haven’t.”

“I know.”

“You believe me?”

“I know you, Sam,” she said. “Nearly as well as Drew. I don’t think you would hurt him. And I also know that if you were going to, he wouldn’t be in a position to call me. Just… don’t let him hurt himself, either.”

“I’ll try.”

“And let me or Maggie know if you think you need help resolving this.”

“I will.” I appreciated the offer, but I also knew this wasn’t the kind of thing we could handle in front of prying eyes. We were both too exposed, too raw—and we were the only ones damaged enough to see the other through the trauma.

And I saw him, as clear as I would with my eyes. He was pounding his way through the barracks. He wasn’t thinking lucidly, just moving in a panic, trying to buy more time. He didn’t want to hurt me, and didn’t want me to hurt him, but he didn’t see any other way out. So he was trying to run from that conclusion.

But I knew where he was, and where he was heading, and it was a simple enough matter to cut him off. I had to jog to hit him at the right point, just as he passed the cafeteria. He was moving quickly enough that he bowled into me and we both rolled.

I was up first, and he froze on the floor when he realized I was standing above him.

Five: Pete

“You can’t run from me forever, Peter,” she said from above me, and I closed my eyes. This was it.

“One of us is trying to kill you,” she continued, “and I don’t honestly know which of us it is. But I don’t want you dead—and neither do you. So I think the only way out of this is through.” She held out her hand and helped me stand. “Please, sit with me. Talk.” She gestured to the cafeteria.

“Drew once told me it was traditional in his family to settle grievances over a cup of cocoa. We could try that.”

“Okay.”

We stepped inside, found a table. I picked through the menu on my HUD and ordered two cocoas.

Several awkward moments later, Rickman from HomeDiv brought us a pair of mugs.

Sam pulled hers close to herself. I stared at mine.

“How do I know it isn’t tainted?”

“What?” she asked.

“If you could telepathically tell Rickman to put something deadly in our cocoa, how would I know?”

“You can decide which you want to drink,” she said, and pushed hers forward.

“Unless it’s something toxic to humans, but not to you.” She licked where her lips would have been if her species had them.

“I don’t suppose there’s a way, definitively, to know. But I think that’s the overarching point. We can’t know which of our dueling mental problems is the cause of you trying to strangle yourself. So we have to move past them. You hurt me.”

“I did,” I said. “And I’m sorry.”

“I know. And I forgive you.”

“You do?” I asked.

“I’m not saying I’m over it yet. Even understanding why—in a way that I don’t think anyone else on the ship does, or maybe even could—it’s hard to move past. But I’m trying. I want not to be angry over it anymore.”

“But doesn’t letting the anger go come before forgiveness?”

“No. Forgiveness is the conscious acceptance of sorrow or regret for an action. It doesn’t delete residual anger. But forgiveness is also a promise to try and move beyond our differences. You tortured me. And that has tortured us both ever since. I don’t want to hold on to this hate, or for you to hold on to your regrets, or we’ll both be worried into early graves.”

“Some of us sooner than others,” I said, and unconsciously rubbed my throat.

“But that’s the point. Whether it’s my rage or your guilt that’s causing you to self-harm, the way to defuse both is with acceptance and forgiveness. And neither can be achieved without trust.”

She pushed the glasses toward me. I took the one nearest, the one Rickman slid to me in the first place, and took a sip. “It’s good,” I said.

She took a sip from hers. “It is,” she said with a smile. “I’ve never had cocoa before.”


A Word from Nicolas Wilson

“Tortured” is set amid the events of Nexus, the first book in The Sontem Trilogy. The trilogy continues in Book 2, Sins of the Past.

I usually like writing from a point of view. It’s how we see the world, and it gives characters subtler opportunities for expression. But given that Nexus was tied to one main character, we never really got to see how the torture that took place in that book affected the rest of the crew. And that bugged me. And it bugged Sam, and it bugged Pete. So I’m glad this anthology has finally given me the opportunity to tell their part in that story.
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The Locksmith

by Susan Kaye Quinn


Chapter One

The mind is a puzzle, just waiting to be unlocked. Or re-locked, as the case may be.

The girl sitting in the chair in front of me is cute: long, shiny brown hair, little freckles that she’s probably outgrowing, and wide blue eyes that are staring straight into mine. Her name is Sarah, and she’s a mindjacker like me—well, not exactly like me, but she would fit in at my high school just fine. She looks my age, maybe a junior, but she’s probably older. Marshall doesn’t like underage jackers in his Clan—says we get in too much trouble. He made an exception for me, but only because of what I can do. Sarah’s just a normal jacker, at least for the moment. She looks like the kind who’s sweet to everyone, has a pet cat named Meow-Meow, and knows how to hide really well in the regular mindreading population.

Too bad I have to hurt her.

“Come on, Zeph,” Marshall says to me. “Get on with it.” He’s looming behind her chair, intimidating her with his six-foot-two frame, as if being a powerful mindjacker in his own right and hauling her into the Clan’s decrepit warehouse at six in the morning isn’t enough reason to completely freak out the girl.

Sarah. Her name is Sarah.

I try to remember their names. It seems like the decent thing to do.

“You want this done fast, or do you want it done right?” I ask. It’s a rhetorical question, because there’s no speed or finesse involved in what I do. It’s either on or off, done or not-done. But Marshall is the leader of a Clan of thuggish and brutal mindjackers, not a rocket scientist, and besides, he doesn’t really understand what I do. I barely understand it myself. I just know I can lock Sarah’s mind tighter than the datafiles at the Pentagon. Which would be a great target for a jacker with an impenetrable mind, a keeper like Sarah is about to become, but that isn’t actually going to be her mission. I don’t know the details of her real mission—it’s not my business to know.

I’m just the locksmith.

“I want it done now,” Marshall barks at me over her head.

Sarah flinches. Her delicate hands wrestle with each other in her lap.

Marshall pulls out his phone and activates the holographic mindware interface. Must be checking his busy calendar. “She’s gotta meet up with the corporate guys in an hour.”

“Corporate guys?” I ask. Marshall’s sending the girl in for corporate espionage? I resist the urge to shake my head at all the ways that’s going to fail.

“Yeah.” He puts away his phone, then scratches his chin, like it’s using all his brain power to explain this to me. “They were supposed to contract out a keeper from Clan Molloy, but those guys imploded last week.”

I frown, trying to think if I know anyone in Clan Molloy. Their territory is on the seedy north side of Chicago New Metro and ours is in the Northwest Suburbs, but the Clans cross paths every once in a while. Not that I get friendly with other jackers, but there are a few who aren’t complete jerks.

“What do you mean, imploded?” I ask.

“Like boom, the whole Clan is in FBI custody.”

I whistle low. “Someone rat them out?” Now I’m really trying to remember who I know in Clan Molloy. And if they know where I live. And if the FBI is tormenting that knowledge out of them as I’m sitting here doing Marshall’s dirty work.

“I don’t know,” he says. “I think maybe they had a mole.”

I give a nervous laugh. “Right? I mean, how can a whole Clan go down at once without someone on the inside?” I’m not a mole for the FBI, but I’m always skating the edge with Marshall, so if someone was going to be pegged for being a mole, it would probably be me. I’m odd man out in the Clan, given what I can do, and the other jackers keep their distance. Not that I blame them. I wouldn’t like a guy who could lock me inside my own head, either. But the minute I stop being useful to Marshall is the minute the rest of Clan decides to take their I never really liked that guy tensions out on me. Even if I could leave unscathed, I can’t afford to be without Marshall’s protection. Staying out of the FBI’s clutches wouldn’t be too hard—those guys are messed up in what they do to jackers, but they’re also fairly inept. I’m more worried about another Clan finding me. Because there are worse Clans than Marshall’s. A lot worse.

“Doesn’t matter,” he says gruffly, ending the discussion with a wave of his hand. “Just means we get to step in and give the customer what he wants.”

Right. The corporate guys. “It’ll take at least an hour for her to recover,” I warn him. Marshall should know this, but maybe he’s forgotten. It’s not like I do it that often, and he’s a busy guy, what with all the thuggery and petty crime he’s involved in.

Marshall lowers his voice. “Just get it done, Zeph.”

Fine. Enough messing around.

I look back to Sarah. Most of the color is gone from her face. “Is this going to hurt? Because no one said anything about recovery.” She bites her lip.

Marshall’s giving me the look, like it’s my job to close the deal with Sarah. She’s not from our Clan, which means he recruited her from another one just for the job. Or maybe she’s on loan, voluntarily or not. He could have scouted her straight out of school, for all I know. But whenever he brings someone for me to lock—or worse, unlock—he never gives them all the details. Says he likes to keep things on a need-to-know basis, but the truth is most wouldn’t sign up for this if they knew the price. Not that they always get a choice. Like that guy last month who backed out on one of Marshall’s schemes and ended up with half his mind erased, the rest scrambled, and a new tendency to drool when he talks.

I shudder. I don’t want to see anything like that happen to Sarah. So I sigh and lean forward in my chair, hands clasped, elbows on my knees, giving Sarah my best it’ll be okay look… even though it won’t.

“I won’t lie to you,” I say, totally lying to her. “It’ll hurt a little, but not for long. You might have a headache for a while afterward. But once I’m done, no one will be able to jack into your head. So there’s that. Plus you’ll be all set for the job.” I glance at Marshall, because I have no idea what the specifics of the job are, but he’s nodding, so I continue. “Then you’ll come back here, I’ll undo it, and everything will be back to normal.” That part at least is true. Assuming she comes back. They don’t always.

She’s quaking a little, but she nods, and looks to Marshall. “Then I get paid, right?”

“Just like I said.” Marshall folds his beefy arms.

Sarah hesitates, like she’s going to question him further, but then she doesn’t. And she really doesn’t need to worry about that part. For all the illegal activities he runs, Marshall’s strangely honest. He’ll hold up his end of the bargain if she does.

Sarah turns back to me.

“Ready?” I ask. Because it’s nice to ask. They’re never ready.

She swallows and nods once more.

I reach out with my mind and brush her mind barrier, just to give her a little warning, and to get a sense of how hard this one’s going to be. The scent of sun-baked strawberries fills the back of my throat. Her mind-scent is probably the same flavor as the lip gloss she wears when she goes out on a date with her boyfriend. I’ve always wondered if those lip glosses taste the same as they smell, a little too-sweet and artificial, but mouth-watering nonetheless. I wouldn’t know—never had the chance to kiss a girl. Not for lack of wanting, mind you. I’m as red-blooded-straight as any other seventeen-year-old male. Just never met a girl jacker who would have anything to do with me, and kissing mindreaders is all kinds of wrong.

Focus, Zeph, I tell myself.

I should have grabbed a coffee or something before coming in.

I close my eyes and push on through Sarah’s mind barrier. It isn’t very tough, but reaching deep into any mind is a creepy sensation, like shoving your hand into a bowl full of raw ground beef. It gives, but there’s serious interference between the two mind fields. I have no idea why that translates into the sensation of cold meatloaf gushing between my fingers, but it does. The mind is a strange thing.

I’m not a tremendously strong mindjacker, and she shoves me back out pretty easily.

I open my eyes again and try not to chastise her. “You need to let me in.” Strictly speaking, this isn’t true. I can lock her mind without having to be on the inside, but I’ve been hiding that little tidbit from Marshall, and I’d rather keep any small advantage for as long as I can. Never know when you need something like that in your back pocket. Besides, Sarah’s here at least somewhat voluntarily. I don’t know all the specifics of the deal she made with Marshall—sometimes he’ll threaten—but it sounds like he’s cut her in on the deal, whatever it is. Either way, Sarah shouldn’t be working against me.

“Sorry,” she says. The hairs on her arms are raised. I know it’s not pleasant for her either, but it’s about to get a whole lot worse. No need to prolong it more than necessary.

“It’s all right,” I say, trying to keep my voice soothing. “Just relax, let me in, and we’ll be done before you know it.”

She nods and closes her eyes, taking a breath and letting it out through pursed lips.

She’s extra cute when she does that. Makes me feel about ten times worse for what I’m about to do. I close my eyes again, not because I need to relax, but because I don’t want to see her face when I lock her.

I reach for her mind field again, and this time, I slip in no problem. Deep inside her head like this, I can hear all her thoughts, feel all her emotions. That overbaked strawberry scent hits the back of my throat again, and the basic information about her pops up like a digital display in the front of my brain. Sarah Zuckerman, nineteen, freshman at Harper College. I ignore all that and stretch my mind field presence inside hers. It expands, like the fingers of my mind flexing outward, until my mind field basically fills the same space as hers. I could do the reverse, surrounding her field from the outside, floating above the contours of her mind barrier rather than mushrooming out from the inside to coat it. It doesn’t matter. What I’m doing is syncing up my mind field with hers and feeling out the parameters of it. Like taking a sonar map of the surface of the moon. Her map is unique, just like she is. And once I’ve got a fix on it, that’s when I can shift things, move them around. Smooth the bumps, raise the minuscule peaks, dig the valleys a little deeper. Changing the map alters her mind field’s capabilities. I don’t know what each peak or valley is for; I’m just operating by feel. It’s like I’m a safecracker, only I’m turning the tumblers in her brain until each clicks into place and locks her mind down.

She screams.

Even though I expect it, my whole body jolts. I’ve got a good grip on the chair, so fortunately I don’t fall out and give myself away with how much I hate this part. The screaming lasts about ten seconds, until the last tumbler falls into place, and then I’m done.

She stops screaming.

I open my eyes.

Tears stream down her pretty face, and I have that sick feeling I get every time. Like what I’m doing is so wrong there’s no right-thing I can ever do in the world to make up for it. Her face is still scrunched with the pain. It’s not as bad now as it was when I was locking her down, which is why she’s not screaming, but I’ve left her with a killer headache. I don’t know why it hurts, exactly, but it’s not hard to imagine: I just changed her mind field into something different. There must be some kind of effect from that. Some pushback from the brain. Or maybe it triggers one of the pain centers for some reason. Like I said, I don’t really understand how it works. I just do it.

Then her face goes slack, and she starts to tip sideways.

I’m out of my chair so fast it falls backward, but I manage to catch her before she goes head-first into the concrete floor.

What in the sweet mercy… ? She’s thin, and not too tall, but she’s dead weight in my arms.

“What in the… what did you do, Zeph?” Marshall asks, his mouth gaping at me.

I have no idea, and I’m freaking out. “I don’t know! This has never happened before.” I struggle to keep hold of her and lift her back into the chair.

Marshall isn’t helping, he’s just standing there, staring. Sarah’s body is completely limp—I can’t even get it to stay upright in the chair. The seat is just a flimsy plastic thing on metal feet, and suddenly it slides out from under us. I nearly drop her, but somehow I slow her fall enough to ease her to the floor without thumping her head.

I’m still cradling her in my arms. “Sarah!” I can hear the panic in my own voice. “Sarah, wake up.”

I hold her with one arm and use my other hand to pry open one of her eyelids. All I see are the whites, and it jolts me. My stomach heaves, and I yank my hand back. Oh my god, please don’t be dead.

“Is she okay?” Marshall looms over us.

“I don’t know!” My voice has hiked up a whole octave. I put two fingers to her neck, trying to find a pulse. They taught us how in first aid class freshman year, but it’s a complete blur to me now, and I have no idea what to do. I feel something pounding in my fingertips, but I can’t be sure it’s not my own heart echoing there. But then she moans and moves away from my touch. Relief flushes through me. I pull in a full breath for the first time since she keeled over.

“Sarah.” I pat her cheek gently. “Sarah, you need to wake up.”

She moans again and scrunches her face. Her eyes slit open, and she peers up at me. I’m still holding her close in my arms. She hunches her shoulders as she flails around, trying to escape my hold. I try to let her go without letting her fall. She ends up on the floor, scuttling away from me on all fours, not turning her back, in case I might hurt her. Again.

My heart is pounding so hard it actually hurts my chest. I’m so relieved she’s alive, I almost feel sick from it, but at the same time… what in the world did I just do?

I climb unsteadily to my feet, and Sarah does the same. Standing up seems to spike her headache, because she gasps and clutches her head with both hands.

Finally Marshall springs into action and hurries to her side to keep her from tipping over again. “Okay, all right, all done. You’re going to be fine now.”

He holds her upright with one beefy arm around her shoulder, then picks up the chair from the floor and sets it upright for her. She sits down, but just doubles over, holding her head. That’s what she should be doing. That’s the normal reaction: splitting headache, maybe a little nausea. An hour’s rest, and it will pass.

Passing out is definitely not on the symptom list.

Marshall gives me a look like I should clear out. And for once, I agree.

“I have to get to class.” My voice sounds wooden. My feet aren’t moving yet—I’m still staring wide-eyed at Sarah as she clutches her pretty brown hair and cries softly. I’m afraid she might fall over again if I take my eyes off her.

“Go, Zeph,” Marshall says, not unkindly. I think he’s speaking softly for Sarah’s sake. “But I want you back here after school. I’ve got another job for you.”

Somehow that punches me in the gut even harder than watching Sarah cry. I’m sure I’m making some kind of horrified face, but Marshall is back to looking at Sarah and doesn’t see it. My gut twists in a soup of emotion.

What did I just do to this girl?

Sarah. Her name is Sarah.

I swallow and force my feet to move. I grab my backpack on my way out the door.

Chapter Two

I cruise into Fremd High School just as the whisper-soft bell signals the start of class, but it’s like walking into another world. The real world, where everyone reads minds and is perfectly normal with normal lives and normal problems. Like which prom dress to buy. Or who to have on your synchronized mindware team at the gameplex. Or how to pass Latin, the dead language that’s not dead anymore, because mindreaders are weird. The students in the halls of Fremd don’t know anything about the hidden underworld of mindjackers I belong to.

And keeping it that way is job one when I’m here.

Now that the bell’s rung, the halls are deathly quiet. Of course, they were silent before that, too, and the complete lack of audible sounds other than the occasional sneeze will continue all day long. As much as Marshall is a thug and a thief and a person I generally don’t like—just like most jackers, because really, none of us are to be trusted, not when we lie about everything we are and everything we do—even with all that, at least with him I can talk out loud. Here, in the regular mindreading world, the silence is oppressive. Unless I’m linked into their minds, pretending to be one of them. But now, since everyone’s gone to class, and the neatly carpeted halls are empty, the silence reigns.

I hurry to first period Latin just so I don’t have to linger in the creepy vacuum of sound. Mrs. Holt has already started her lesson, because she thinks all students are terminally slow and she has to use every second to save us from being left behind.

Now that I’m in thought-range, I link into her mind. Sorry I’m late, Mrs. Holt. I keep the linking light, so she thinks she’s just receiving my mind waves, like the rest of her twenty-three students. At the same time, I link a weaker echo of that thought to the rest of the class, so no one’s the wiser to the jacker in their midst.

Take a seat, Mr. MacKay. She doesn’t even turn from the board.

A twitter of laughter flits through the minds of the class, but they barely look up from their scribepads, already working on the lesson sheet Mrs. Holt has cast to them. I try to be easy to ignore. Just background noise in the cacophony of thoughts rippling through the classroom. If they had any idea they weren’t just sensing my thoughts, that I was actually jacking into their heads… well, they wouldn’t be quite so focused on their Latin. Linking thoughts is the weakest form of jacking—not much different than mindreading—but it’s still jacking. I could just as easily make them all stand up, strip down, and dance naked around the classroom.

Not that I’ve actually considered that.

Often.

When you’re done with the worksheet, cast it back to me. Mrs. Holt’s mindwaves wash over the classroom. Even Eddy Jenkins in the back can hear her thoughts, but that’s about as far as they’ll reach. I can jack a lot farther, but I only worry about linking within the standard mindreading range. I grip my backpack and work my way past the rows of chairs. Then I see an open seat behind Tessa McIntyre. She doesn’t notice as I slide into it; she’s bent over her worksheet, her left-handed scribblings wandering all over her scribepad. A quick brush of her mind tells me she’s doing those doodles she likes to make. She probably finished the worksheet before most of the class even sat down. She’s just that smart and fast.

I know a lot about Tessa. More than I probably should.

I dig out my scribepad and attempt to catch up.

Since thought waves have a sort of universal translator built in, language isn’t a barrier for the in-person stuff. And once people got used to that, they started moving toward a common written language, too. Latin is increasingly winning out as the most-used. Why Latin? Again, mindreaders are strange. But it’s required for college, so that’s all I need to know. Marshall’s just waiting for me to get out of school so he can set me up as a full-time hoodlum, but I’ve always thought of college as the best way to go. Forget jackers. Immerse myself in the mindreading world. Full-scale, full-time pretending. See if I can stand to make a life that way. It wouldn’t be bad with someone like Tessa.

I’m still working on the finer points of that plan.

I try to focus on the worksheet.

Veto, vetare, vetui, vetitus. To forbid. To prohibit.

We’re just conjugating for warmups, but it’s like the universe is reminding me to stay out of Tessa McIntyre’s head. Most readers’ thoughts are boring synchronized drivel or rumor-mongering group-think, but Tessa is… different. It’s not just that she’s cute, although she’s definitely that, too. Long reddish-brown hair. Big brown doe eyes that have this crazy mix of intelligence and innocence. She stares off into space a lot, which gives me a chance to check her out. And her skin is this amazing ivory-pale-white with a hint of color in her cheeks… like she’s perpetually blushing, only I know she doesn’t wear makeup. She thinks a lot about how the beauty of a thing is more about the unique form of that thing, and how makeup is stupid and pointless because it just covers that up that unique quality.

I definitely linger in Tessa’s head way more than I should.

I finish my worksheet and cast it up front to Mrs. Holt. We’ve moved on to translating Julius Caesar’s Commentaries. Mrs. Holt is giving her usual play-by-play historical sim, recreating the scene in her mind as she imagines Caesar would have lived it, complete with visuals and emotional subtext. She’s pretty good at it, better than most teachers, and her students are captivated by the experience. And Mrs. Holt’s version of Caesar is pretty hot, if the sighs and thoughts of the girls in class are any indication. She clearly enjoys her source material.

I tune out Mrs. Holt and check out what Tessa’s working on so hard.

She’s drawing fairies with delicate wings in some Japanese art style. I like it when she draws. What comes out on the pad isn’t always connected to the thoughts roaming around in her head. In fact, sometimes it’s wildly different, like a little window into her soul. I keep that thought to myself, broadcasting only the expected thoughts about Mrs. Holt’s breathless reenactment of Caesar’s war campaign.

It’s not like Tessa’s the cutest girl in school. There are all kinds of hot girls in my classes, and I could date any one of them I wished… if I were the kind of guy who thought “mind control” was the same as “dating.” This is why kissing readers is just wrong: even if I’m not jacking a girl explicitly, at a minimum I’m linking into her head and lying to her about it. Lying about who I am and what I am. Solid relationship material there.

This is also why I keep to myself as best as a guy can in a high school where everyone reads minds. Usually there’s not much temptation to get involved with readers—most of them are far too into that synchronized group-think thing that sends shivers up my back. But, once in a while… there’s a girl like Tessa.

An image of Sarah-the-mindjacker pops into my head. She’s the only girl I’ve ever actually held in my arms—and it was because she passed out. Worse, it was something I did to her. I still don’t understand what happened. I’ve locked a dozen people before. Unlocked them, too. Nothing like this ever happened. The whole thing gives me a sick feeling inside, like when I first discovered I was a jacker. I was just a kid, hoping for the adolescent change into a mindreader to happen, just like I hoped Stacey Jenkins would kiss me sometime before seventh grade ended. One minute, my mom is interrupting my holo game to yell at me about setting the table for dinner, and the next… she’s passed out on the floor. At first, I didn’t even know I did it. I was crying over her—a blubbering, freaking-out mess—and then she woke up. Only that time I felt it. Like a wish come true, only with more electrical brain activity. A storm in my brain had blown out my mother’s lights… until I turned them back on.

It was out of control and scared me witless, just like with Sarah today. I thought I might be one of the demens—those people who go through the change into mindreaders and end up crazy on the other side. But a few days later, I got scouted by a Clan leader, and I quickly learned all about being a mindjacker. Donovan taught me things. Like how to reach into a man’s mind and slow down his heart until it simply stopped. And how to erase a woman’s memory so she doesn’t even know her own family. Who teaches a kid stuff like that? Donovan’s more ruthless than Marshall could ever dream of being. He made me do things I’d rather forget, but it was during one of his more brutal lessons that I finally discovered I could lock. And that was my ticket out. I locked him into his own head and got as far away as possible.

The end-of-period tone breaks the classroom’s thoughts from their translation work, and the normal chaos of closely held mental conversations takes over—random thoughts about lunch or plans later in the day or panicked attempts at finishing the work. I pull back because they won’t notice me gone from their minds now, and I like focusing on Tessa. I don’t link anything in particular to her—don’t want to draw her attention by standing out from the crowd—but she’s slow to pack up her stuff, and I’m in no hurry to get to my next class.

English next, she thinks. No time to draw. Maybe in third period. That golden-scaled dragon with feathers was so pretty, but I don’t do well with feathers— She glances my way and catches me staring at her.

Hi! I link the spastic thought to her quickly. Because being caught obviously thinking something that the person next to you can’t hear? That’s how jackers get found out. Man, I’ve got to be more careful. I really like your pictures. I mean, drawings. Your art. Sweet mercy, I’m ramble-linking.

She stares at me, unblinking. You were looking at my art?

Well, yeah, I mean—

But you weren’t thinking about it.

Uh-oh. Yeah, I was. I try for the bald-faced lie. Readers don’t lie, so she should buy it. I was thinking how great—

No you weren’t. Her stare is cool.

Oh man.

I can tell, she thinks.

I try not to look panicked.

When people look at my art, she thinks, I can tell. You weren’t. She’s giving me this stone-cold stare. She knows something is wrong.

No, no, no. Please don’t make me jack you. But I keep that thought to myself and take a breath. I… um… Man, I’m totally scrambling. Well, this is kind of embarrassing. But I sort of wait until you’re not here to peek at your work. I could jack her if I had to. I can erase all of it from her memories. No one else is paying attention to us, so it would just be her. But this is the closest thing to a conversation I’ve had with her, and… I don’t really want her to forget it.

She frowns, and it’s cute. Really cute. Strangely, she doesn’t think I’m stalking her, she just thinks my words don’t make sense. Which of course they don’t.

How can you peek at my work when I always have my scribepad with me? She frowns as she tucks the scribepad into her satchel.

It’s true. She doesn’t let it out of her grasp. I go big with an epic lie. You do sometimes. Probably don’t remember is all. Like last week in math you left your seat for a minute. And a couple weeks ago in Latin, Mrs. Holt called you up for something.

You’re in my math class?

I am, indeed, although clearly she’s never noticed. I have three classes with her: first period Latin, fifth period math, and… Yeah. I’m in your biology class, too.

She cocks her head to the side. Eighth period?

Uh huh. I’m not really stalking her, I tell myself. She’s just… different. And I notice different. Because no one really notices me, and I have to keep it that way, but it gets pretty freaking boring sometimes.

You’re kind of strange. Her thoughts aren’t mean. There’s no sour aftertaste in her mind-scent to indicate fear. In fact, her steady wildflower field mind-scent is calming to me somehow. It ratchets down my panic. Not least because she seems to have bought the lie.

Yeah, I’m little weird. There’s a twitch in my shoulders that I hope she doesn’t notice. All I can think is, You have no idea, Tessa-the-wildflower-girl. But I keep that thought to myself, too.

Do you want to walk with me to my locker? she thinks in that straightforward way that mindreaders do. Unlike jackers, there’s no secrecy with readers. No lies. All the embarrassing stuff is right out there, along with the honest heartfelt things. They’re like kittens that way, all innocent and vulnerable. Well, the nice ones, anyway. Like Tessa. The evil ones are like Satan with a side order of nasty.

Sure. Sounds good, I link back. Somehow agreeing to walk with her makes heat rise up in my face. I stuff my scribepad in my backpack and scramble to follow her. It occurs to me that I’ve never actually done this before: walked with a girl between classes. I shake my head at myself when Tessa’s back is turned. What am I doing?

Do you like fairies? Tessa’s thoughts are back to that random rumble I like. I draw a lot of fairies. I like the way they’re human but not quite. Maybe that’s why you like my art?

I follow her out into the hall, careful to link an echo of my thoughts to everyone nearby. Don’t want to get caught again. Well, no, I’m not really into them, but the way you draw them is… mesh.

Mesh? She frowns at me over her shoulder, like I’ve morphed into something even stranger than she originally thought.

Yeah, mesh. How can she not know what mesh is? Nice. Cool? I like it.

She squints at me. I know what mesh means.

My pulse picks up again. Well, sure. Of course. It’s the style of your art, I think. It’s different. What do you call it?

She smiles and relaxes. It’s a pre-Change Japanese style. You’ve probably never heard of it.

The Change was almost a hundred years ago, when pharmaceuticals in the water flipped everyone into being mindreaders. I don’t know if there were mindjackers in the beginning, but somewhere along the way, we started popping up in the population, too.

See? I link to her. Pre-Change art. How mesh is that?

She gives me a small smile, and it makes my heart do this weird convulsing thing. She’s always got a serious or daydreamy look on her face—I’ve never seen her smile before.

Man, am I in trouble here.

I bite my lip as we reach her locker. I should just make up some excuse and walk away now. Before I get any more entangled in Tessa and her art and her life. She opens the door of her locker, and it’s papered with her drawings. They’re mostly bright and pretty, except for one on the door. It’s a picture of her with wings—I can tell by the reddish hair and the dark-brown oversized eyes. She’s crying in the picture, and there’s a ring of glaring faces all around her.

I recognize the scene: it’s what readers do when they want to harass someone. They circle around and beat them up with their vile, Satan-like thoughts. I cringe just looking at it—it conjures a pain that worms deep inside me. Tessa catches my expression, then gets a strange look on her face. I quickly realize I’m busted again, my expression not matching my blank-to-her thoughts.

I flick a look to the picture, trying to cover for it. Did they hurt you?

She frowns, but lets it go. No. She pulls a paper doodle pad out of her locker and closes it. I was just a changeling. They thought they could drive me demens. I keep the drawing as a reminder that it didn’t work.

The ache in my chest stabs a little deeper.

That’s messed up, I link to her. Do they still do it? Harass you, I mean? I want to scour her memories, find the pravers who hurt her, and jack them into vandalizing the school’s office, or some other crime that will get them tossed out. Only I don’t want to go digging through Tessa’s memories—I’d be no better than the guys who hurt her in the first place. The anger inside me is… unexpectedly fierce. I take a breath and let it out.

It’s always a mistake to get involved with mindreaders, Zeph.

Reminding myself of this doesn’t actually help.

Tessa hikes her satchel up higher on her shoulder. No, they don’t bother me anymore. I ignore them, mostly, and they just kind of ignore me back. Guess I’m not worth the trouble.

We start walking toward her next class.

Why can’t all mindreaders be sons and daughters of evil? Why do some of them, like Tessa, have to be cute? And brave. And different.

She’s worth the trouble, something deep inside my chest tells me. But it’s wrong. Starting something with her would be… just too hard. And dangerous. I can still feel Sarah’s body in my arms like a lead weight—and she’s a jacker. A reader like Tessa would be utterly defenseless against any jackers who decided they wanted to come after me, for any multitude of grievances. Plus, hanging with Tessa would mean lying to her constantly. I might be able to live with that—I do it all the time—but she doesn’t need a hidden underworld of criminals in her life. I shake my head. I don’t want people like Donovan, or even Marshall, anywhere near someone like Tessa.

We reach her English class. She smiles at me again. Thanks for the walk. See you in math?

Her smile twists up my insides. Yeah, I link back. But I’ve already decided: when I get to math, I’m not sitting next to her. I’m going to ignore her, just like everyone else does, and sit as far away from her as I can. And keep out of her head as much as possible.

She smiles her goodbye, and I stand there, watching her go.

Jackers and readers: we’re like lions and lambs. Forget the parable, I tell myself. They don’t lie down together without someone ending up as lunch.

I hurry away from her and toward my next class.

Chapter Three

I successfully avoid Tessa for the rest of the day. I’m a sufficiently large enough jerk to her that I don’t think she’s going to offer to show me her art again. Or let me walk her between classes. I tell myself this is for the best… about a hundred times on the long walk home.

I linger behind the crowd, so the sidewalks are empty and I don’t have to link to anyone. The skinny suburban houses are filled with mindreaders, but the building ordinances keep the identical gray-and-cream-colored homes spaced far enough apart that the readers don’t have to listen to the thoughts of their neighbors. Or the moody high school kid walking down their sidewalk. For me, it’s a chance for some clear head space. The wind ruffles the leaves, and an occasional autocab rumbles by, but it’s mostly quiet. A squirrel makes a temporary racket by hurtling through the blanket of fall leaves that have dropped with the cooling Chicago weather.

By the time I reach my house and use my passkey to get into the garage, I’ve nearly convinced myself that I’m some kind of hero for being a jerk to Tessa and keeping her out of my life. I pass through the kitchen and see a muffin massacre on the table—Olivia, my eleven-year-old sister, plowed through the snacks pretty fast in my absence. Which makes me wonder how long I dragged my feet on the way home: Olivia usually arrives the same time I do.

“Hey, Livvy!” I shout. “Where you at?”

I listen for her response as I toss my backpack on the couch. No answer.

I go scouting for her. I’m supposed to watch Liv after school, until Mom and Dad get home on the train from their corporate jobs downtown, but Marshall wants me to come in today, so we’re going to need a different plan.

“Liv!” I take it up a notch. There’s no excuse for her not to answer, other than she thinks she’s too big for babysitters. Which means she’s good for keeping it a secret when I skip out on babysitting duty. Mom and Dad are both mindreaders, but Livvy hasn’t gone through the change yet, and they won’t be able to read her thoughts. Which Liv and I work to our mutual advantage as much as possible.

“Livvy, I’m serious, where—” I round the corner to the living room and stop in my tracks. She’s working the living room holo game like mad, dancing as she fights through hordes of tentacle creatures. She must have the wireless buds in her ears, because when she sees me she nearly jumps out of her skin and lands back on the couch like she’s having a heart attack.

I can’t help cracking up.

She pulls the earbuds out. “Oh my god, Zeph! You scared me to death!”

“I scared you?” I glance at the pile of tentacled splatter-corpses on the screen. “You’re fighting hideous creatures from the deep, but you’re scared of me?”

“You’re much uglier.” She sticks her tongue out at me.

“Thanks, champ.” But I smile. She’s about as big as a midget, but she’s got all the attitude I could hope for in a little sister. And she’s one of the few people I don’t have to jack. We talk out loud. We keep secrets from everyone else. I’m seriously dreading the day she goes through the change and becomes just like the rest of them.

Livvy pauses her game with a flick of her wrist. “You gonna play? Alien Tentacles Invasion. I modded it to play pre-Change, but standard play is mindware interfaced. We can do both.”

“You know, someday Mom’s going to figure out you hacked the game console. Besides, don’t you have homework today?”

“Nah. I finished it in gym.” She shrugs.

Which is possible; Livvy’s smart. But she’s also a slacker when it comes to school. I give her a skeptical look, but I’m not going to press it.

“Listen, can you do me a favor?” I ask. “I need to go meet some guys. Can you tell Mom I was here, playing Reader City all afternoon with you? I’ll get back before she comes home.”

“What’s in it for me?”

I choke. “What? Seriously, Liv?”

“I’m thinking I deserve something for my trouble.”

I shake my head. “When did you become Uncle Harlow?” He’s the crazy uncle who’s always wheedling some favor out of our dad.

“There’s an expansion pack I was thinking about: Tentacles II.” She gives me her best fake-winning smile.

“Mom doesn’t even want you playing Tentacles I.”

“Precisely.”

I heave a sigh, like I can’t believe the hard bargain she’s driving, but I have to work to keep the grin in check. Besides, I have a pretty big stash of unos in my room. Marshall pays me every once in a while, and it’s not like I spend my money on dates or anything.

“Okay,” I say, like I’m totally giving into her. “But if Mom finds out, we’re going down together.”

“Deal.” She digs her fallen earbuds out from the couch cushion, pops them in, and goes back to fighting holographic aliens.

I shake my head, fish out my phone, and call up an autocab. When I joined Marshall’s Clan, he gave me a tally card loaded with cash so I could get to the warehouse when he wanted me. Works for me—it’s easier than taking the bus. When the autocab arrives, I program the autopath and ease back in the seat for the ride. It’s pretty short—Marshall’s territory in the Northwest Suburbs isn’t that big. His warehouse headquarters is an abandoned consignment store with storage in back. It’s not large, but then, it’s not like anyone lives there. And the fifty or so jackers he has in his Clan don’t usually all meet at the same time. For security, he says, but I think he just likes to keep us separate in case we want to conspire against him.

The jacker at the back door knows me and lets me in. There are a lot more people inside than when I left this morning. Which immediately makes me suspicious. And nervous. They’re all mid-twenties guys, muscular, a few with tattoos. There’s one girl in a heavy trench coat, also mid-twenties. They’re like a small mindjacker army, probably two dozen in all, and they’re scattered around the storage area, in clusters of twos and threes, in between the racks of clothing and stacks of furniture left behind when the store closed.

I do my best to play it cool and stride right up to Marshall. He’s talking with a guy almost as big as he is, and I vaguely recognize him as one of Marshall’s right-hand men. I think his name is Jackson. They’re not talking out loud, but they’re obviously having a conversation—which throws my alarm level up another three notches.

Jackers don’t mind-talk unless they’ve got something to hide.

“Hey,” I say, interrupting whatever they’re discussing. I’m hoping I can get in and out of whatever’s going down here as fast as possible. “Marshall, my kid sister needs me back home. How about I come back tomorrow, and we can do whatever you need then?” I throw a quick glance at the other jackers around the room. My arrival hasn’t stirred up too much interest. Then I realize they’re having wordless conversations, too. My heart’s beginning to thud audibly in my ears.

“Have you seen the news, Zeph?” Marshall asks, his face grim.

What? I blink. “Um, no. Been at school all day, then came straight here.” I glance again at the other jackers. A few have handheld screens, obviously watching some tru-cast. “What’s up?”

Marshall and Jackson exchange a glance, and probably a linked thought or two. Sweat starts to break out at the back of my neck.

Marshall folds his arms and stares down at me. He’s trying to intimidate me. Not a good sign. “What did you do to that girl this morning, Zeph?”

“Sarah?” I ask, my throat getting thick. “I told you, I don’t know. I mean, I just locked her, like you asked.” Something’s gone wrong. Really wrong. I glance at the tru-cast-watching members of the Clan. “Why? Did the operation go sideways? Is it on the news or something?”

Marshall frowns. “No, that’s something else.” He shakes his head, frowning at his feet and chewing his lip. I’ve never seen the guy nervous before, not like this. It unnerves me.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

He sighs and lifts his chin to Jackson, who’s been watching us this whole time, holding back. Now Jackson takes off for the front of the storage area, toward the defunct storefront. Marshall grabs my undivided attention by putting a beefy hand on my shoulder. I try not to cringe under his touch.

“Look, Zeph, you’re a good kid,” he says. “But you did something to that girl, and if you know what it is, you need to come clean and tell me right now.”

Holy mother, help me. “I swear, Marshall, I’ve never seen anyone pass out like that. I mean, is she okay now? Did something happen?”

“You could say that.” He sighs. “We sent her on this gig, just a simple corporate job. She was only supposed to jack the guy with the biometric ID, get into where they lock up their codes, tap it, then get out again. The only reason we needed a keeper at all was in case they had a jacker on security somewhere. Our customer didn’t want any possibility of it being tracked back to him.”

“So… did the lock not hold or something?” I’ve never had that happen either, but something was definitely off with Sarah. Maybe her mind field shifted back after a while.

“No, it held.” Marshall scrunches up his face like he’s still trying to figure it out. “Only when she went to jack the guy, she didn’t really jack him. She… did something else. The guy’s mind is scrambled now. He’s in some kind of coma. Sarah kind of lost it, on camera, in the corporate headquarters.”

“Holy crap.” Panic is reaching up and strangling me now.

Marshall nods. “Yeah. It’s a mess, Zeph, and I don’t like cleaning up messes.”

I swallow. “I swear, I don’t know what happened. Maybe if can talk to her, I can figure out what—”

“The FBI got her.”

“What?” My eyes bug out. My outburst attracts attention from the others, so I struggle to rein it in. “Couldn’t you pull her out or something?”

Marshall’s rock-hard look makes me shrink back. I shouldn’t be questioning him, not like that.

“They got to her before we could.” He lets that sink in. Being caught in the Feds’ net is bad. Really bad. Epic, one-way-ticket bad. But I’m not sure if Marshall reaching her first would have actually been better. Either way, I screwed up, and there are all kinds of people paying the price, not least Sarah. Whatever I did somehow scrambled her head on the inside, instead of just locking it up on the outside. And now the Feds have her… I close my eyes and turn half away from Marshall, rubbing my hand across my forehead. I honestly have no idea what went wrong.

And that scares the crap out of me.

“You got something to tell me, Zeph?” Marshall’s voice is hard, like a stone he’s going to break me with if I don’t come up with the right answer.

I suck in a breath and turn back to him. “I honestly wish I knew what happened, Marshall.”

He squints at me, but I think he believes me. Maybe. “Well, whatever you did to Sarah, how about you make sure it doesn’t happen again?”

I nod, a bit too vigorously. Something past my shoulder catches Marshall’s eye. I twist to see. Jackson’s bringing a kid in from the storefront. A scrawny kid. This kid makes my little sister Olivia look big.

I throw a panicked look to Marshall. “What’s this?”

Marshall’s rock-hard look doesn’t flinch. “This is your next job, Zeph. Don’t screw it up.”

The bottom drops out of my stomach. I look back to the kid as Jackson marches him over. I can hardly believe he’s old enough to be a jacker or a reader—most don’t change until at least thirteen or fourteen. It can happen younger, but this kid looks like he’s in elementary school. Twelve at the most. Or he’s really small for his age.

Either way… I’ve never locked, or unlocked, a changeling before, and now… I don’t even know if I can do it right anymore for an adult.

My stomach ties itself in a knot so tight, I’m afraid I’m going to be sick.

Chapter Four

“C’mon man.” I’m pleading Marshall to let me out of this. “He’s just a kid.”

“He’s not just a kid,” Marshall says, his voice as hard as his muscular arms, which are now flexing in agitation. The kid is seated in a chair Jackson brought for him. He’s so scared he’s not even crying, he’s just shaking like a mouse. “He’s part of that Molloy Clan.”

“I thought those guys were all taken by the Feds.”

“They were—except for this one.” Marshall juts his chin to the kid. “And that other one who’s been on every tru-cast for the last hour.”

I narrow my eyes. “I don’t understand. What’s on the news?”

Marshall grimaces, looks at the kid like he’s got the secrets to the universe trapped inside his head, then lets out a sigh and waves over Jackson, who brings his handheld with him. The screen is small, but it’s easy to see the stylishly dressed tru-cast reporter posing for the camera. Red lines of text scroll across the bottom, her captured mindwaves rendered into words for her mindreading audience. She’s saying something about mindjackers.

Holy… what? Mindjackers are on the news?

My heart rate kicks into overdrive. I jack into the mindware interface on the screen and rewind the program. The metallic taste of the interface tastes especially bitter as I search for more details. I freeze the tru-cast when it pops up an image of two FBI agents, guns pointed at the camera, which shakes slightly, like it’s a handheld. The Feds are in what looks like a hospital lobby, and the words scrolling along the bottom obviously don’t belong to them. Someone else’s words are narrating the image.

It’s like the old days when the first readers were discovered, the text is saying. My mind is whirling. Did somebody out mindjackers on camera? Who would do that? What jacker in their right mind would expose themselves, not to mention the rest of us? As if in answer to that question, the camera swings to show the face of the girl holding it. It must be the camera on her phone. The text identifies her as Kira Moore, but she looks a lot like Tessa—pale skin, pink in the cheeks, long brown hair, only this Kira girl has blue eyes that are blazing in anger. She shifts the camera to capture a bunch of kids in hospital gowns sprawled on the floor behind her, fighting with guards of some kind.

I was kidnapped by the FBI, the text along the bottom is saying, brought here, and then sent to a prison with hundreds of other kids just like me. For no other reason than who I am.

I mentally nudge the screen to stop. I don’t need to see any more. My brain is stunned into a kind of suspended animation, where everything slows down, all sound disappears, and there are only my thoughts banging around inside my head.

This girl just told the world about us. The world. Now everyone knows we exist. From now on, everyone will look slant-eyed at their neighbors, wondering if they’re jackers. In one, brief, clarifying moment, I can see it all unfolding: neighbors turn us into the FBI, who lock us up. Mobs of frightened readers demand the police root us out and hunt us down. Then the experiments begin. The torture. The fight to figure out what we are, so they can stop us. So readers can feel safe again. It’s everything every jacker has been afraid of since the moment we first knew what we were.

How dare this girl put everyone in danger by revealing us to the world?

I slowly hand the screen back to Marshall. My hand is shaking a little, so I make a fist of it to keep it still.

“This girl,” I say, my voice thick. “She’s part of Clan Molloy?”

“That’s right,” Marshall says. “At least, we think so. They were all taken down at once, and no one’s seen them since. But this girl on the national tru-cast? Her school is in Clan Molloy territory.”

“What about this one?” I ask, gesturing to the kid in the chair. He’s still shaking, but he’s gone pale now as well. “Is he part of the Clan?”

“Same territory.”

I frown at him. “What’s he say about it?”

“That’s what we want to know,” Marshall says. “He’s not a keeper, but he’s got a pretty hard head. I want you to crack it open, so we can see what’s inside.”

My stomach twists so bad I nearly gag.

I’m still wrapping my head around the fact that this Kira girl has outed mindjackers to the entire world, making my life, and every jacker’s life, a lot more dangerous. As if it weren’t dangerous enough. And now… Marshall wants me to unlock this kid.

It’s bad enough when I lock someone down—but that’s nothing compared to unlocking them. The brain resists it. Hard. The jackers who come back to be unlocked tell me it feels like I’m literally cracking open their skull with a claw hammer. At least they signed up for it voluntarily. Some opt out and decide to just stay locked. But for the ones where it’s involuntary… Marshall’s only asked me once to unlock a mind that didn’t want to be unlocked. And that was because he was going to drill inside it with five of his friends.

That’s the kind of thing that leaves a person with just pieces of a mind afterward.

I stare at the kid. His eyes are like those oversized ones in Tessa’s picture. The one where she’s being tormented by the other readers, because they’re just plain evil. Only now I’m the one who’s going to do that… and this kid isn’t going to survive to draw pictures about it later to remind himself how strong he is.

He’ll be lucky to survive it at all.

I nod to Marshall and take a seat in front of the kid. But I know, deep in my gut, I can’t do this. My heart wants to pound up through my temples and out of my head. I have a sick, dizzy feeling, like things are spinning out of control around me. I take a shuddering breath and try to tick through what I know. Just the facts.

The world knows about mindjackers now.

I’m a mindjacker.

My family is not.

This kid is going to die if I unlock him.

Marshall is a thug and a jacker.

Marshall knows where my family lives.

If I walk away from this, I’m on my own.

Being on my own just got a lot more dangerous.

They’re like pieces of a puzzle. The contours of the moon, ridges and valleys, dips and peaks, all fitting together to make one contiguous whole… I just have to shift it around, change the pieces, smooth out the bumps, until the tumblers click into place… and it will all make sense again.

Marshall’s waiting for me. Jackson and another of his thugs have come over to watch, presumably because they’ll be drilling through the kid’s mind. Three adults against one kid, plus me, the locksmith to break him open. The kid is about to pass out, he’s hyperventilating so badly.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath, like I’m preparing to do the job. I reach out and lightly brush every jacker mind in the room. They don’t notice. This is another thing I’ve kept in my back pocket: the fact that I can brush minds undetected. I’ve been saving it for a rainy day, and the end of times for mindjackers qualifies as a pretty bad day. I lightly touch every mind, so I know where they all are. My mind field is spread thin among them, touching them lightly, mapping their contours, taking their unique measurements. When I’ve got them all figured out, every one of the twenty-three in the warehouse and the one outside the door…

I start locking them all.

The screams are deafening. I jerk up from the chair at the same time I open my eyes. The kid has fallen off his chair, and he’s shaking so bad on the floor, it’s like he’s having an epileptic fit. But he’s small, so I grab his arm and hoist him up from the ground. I step over Marshall’s writhing body on the floor and haul the kid across the expanse of the warehouse as fast as I can. As soon as he gets his feet under him, I dig out my phone. I’m hailing an autocab before we even reach the door. We push past the fallen jacker guard outside and keep going. I’ll only be able to hold the lock while I’m in range of the warehouse, which means about a hundred feet or so. I go to the very edge of my range, hand still gripping the arm of the kid because I’m afraid he’ll panic and run, and I wait for the autocab.

It takes a really long time. Probably a full thirty seconds.

Marshall’s going to be so pissed.

As soon as the autocab arrives, I shove the kid in, climb in after him, and release everyone in the warehouse. They’ll have migraines for a day, but I haven’t locked them. Just spun their tumblers for a while; they’ll go back to the original maps. I hope. I did it all by feel, and sweet mercy, I’ve never done anything like this before.

I hope I haven’t done something awful, something… different… like I did with Sarah.

I can’t worry about that now.

Now, my only concern is how to stay alive.

Chapter Five

I drop the kid off at his house. I tell him he should watch out for Marshall—that he’s going to come looking for us both. It would be better if the kid wasn’t there when Marshall showed up. The kid says he’s going to tell his parents he’s a jacker, and I hope he does. And that it works out. But I can’t worry about that now.

At home, Livvy’s done playing her game. When I stride into the living room, she’s hanging her head off the couch, reading something on her screen.

“Hey, Zeph,” she says, looking at me upside down. “You’re back.”

I choke up, and there’s a pain in my chest that’s making it hard to breathe, so I just nod and head upstairs. I have to pack before my parents get home.

My room’s a mess. Clothes everywhere, my sheets spilling half on the floor, bits of a toy hydrocar I took apart a million years ago and never put back together piled up in the corner. I grab my backpack, dump out my scribepad, and stuff in a few changes of clothes. I grab a photo frame that’s always scrolling through old pictures. I haven’t updated it in forever. It goes in with the one hoodie I own that doesn’t have Fremd across the chest.

Because I can’t have anyone tracing me back to here.

I grab the stash of unos, and I’ve still got Marshall’s tally card. That should get me to Wisconsin. Then I can jack my way from there. The pain in my chest is reaching critical by the time I come back downstairs. I can’t afford to say goodbye to my folks. I’d have to jack them to let me go, and I don’t think I could take doing that right now. They’ll figure out what happened once they watch the news.

Not least because I’m going to tell Olivia.

I stand at the threshold to the living room, just watching her play some game on her tablet. I wait until she notices me.

She rolls up to sitting the normal way. “Hey, are you making dinner tonight? Or are we waiting for Mom and Dad?”

I swallow down the lump in my throat. “You’ll have to wait for Mom and Dad today, champ. I’m taking off.”

“Again? I thought you were back.” She gives me a cockeyed look, but she’s not terribly concerned.

I shuffle over and sit on the edge of the couch, just on the arm. I want to hug her goodbye, but I don’t think I can. Not and actually make it out the door.

“Livvy?” I start, then choke up again.

She sets down her tablet and sits at attention. “Yeah?” She’s wary now, like she knows something’s up, just not exactly what.

“I’m leaving.”

“I know.”

“I’m not coming back.”

She just blinks, looking at me like I’ve gone demens right in front of her. “Huh?”

“Have you seen the news today?”

She shrugs. Livvy doesn’t really watch the news. I know this.

“When you watch it, you’ll know why I have to leave.”

She glances at the wall screen, but it’s turned off. “What, did you like rob a bank or something?”

I smile. A small laugh works its way past the lump in my throat. I decide I want to hug her after all, so I do. Halfway through the hug, I think she figures out I’m serious, because she’s not letting go of me.

“Livvy, I gotta go,” I say, ducking my head and wrenching away from her.

“But… I don’t want you to go.”

I nod, blinking so I can see while I’m backing away. “Someday I’ll come back.”

She has this panicked and confused look on her face.

That’s more than I can take, so I turn and practically run out of the house. I hail an autocab with my phone by feel because I can’t really see anything through my blurred vision. I’ll take the autocab a few towns over, get out of the suburbs, then catch a train. Go as far as the unos will take me. Then I’ll have to think about how to make it in the world as a reader. I’ll have to forge some papers or jack someone into doing it for me. Find a job or jack my way into that. It’ll be tricky to avoid the Clans, but they’ll likely be lying low as well. I’ll have to be constantly on my guard until I can establish a new identity, build some trust, have a cover that works as well as being just a regular mindreading kid in a high school full of mindreaders.

Because there’s one thing I know for sure: the world isn’t ready for mindjackers.

Not yet. And probably not ever.

They’ll hunt down every last one of us, and the only ones who’ll survive will be the ones who are best at blending in. Being a locksmith won’t keep me alive, but being invisible might.

Once I’m in the autocab with the path programmed in, I do the one last thing that will give me half a chance to survive in this new world where mindjackers are no longer hidden. Where Clans are going to be fighting each other or on the run or hunted down. I’ll need all my jacking skills to be able to pass for a reader, but there’s one thing I’ll need to protect myself from the worst jackers out there: a mind so hard no one can breach it.

I take a deep breath.

I grip the seat of the autocab.

And I lock myself.

No one can hear my screams as the autocab carries me away.


A Word from Susan Kaye Quinn

The Mindjack Trilogy is a story about a world where everyone reads minds, except one girl… who then learns she can control them instead. When I finished the trilogy in 2012, I thought I was done—three novels and three novellas seemed like nice round numbers. I knew for sure Kira’s story had been told, and at the time, there was no other Mindjack character I felt could compete with the Girl Who Changed The World.

And then Zeph came along and unlocked my mind.

It started with a simple request from Samuel Peralta. “Hey Susan, why don’t you write a story for our telepath anthology?”

Telepaths… I might have a few thoughts about those kinds of characters.

The seeds were already sown to write more Mindjack stories—Keeper, a short Mindjack novella, was written more than a year after the trilogy was “done.” And I envision two more novellas, Warrior and Viewer, coming soon, but those are all Mindjack Origins stories—they throw light on the shadowy corners of character backstory that couldn’t be covered in the main books. I had yet to dream up a character who would fit into the world after Mindjack: a world where peace came at the price of unsettling change, and the push of a reset button had wholly transformed the landscape. Any story that came after Mindjack would require a whole new cast of characters. The Telepath Chronicles seemed the perfect opportunity to explore something that was completely new within the Mindjack universe, but which might yet be able to carry forward into that altered landscape.

With that nudge, Zeph and his locksmith power came into being. I purposely wrote my piece for this collection as Zeph’s origin story—this is where he came from before Kira changed the world of mindjackers and mindreaders forever. I won’t be writing the rest of Zeph’s story until (at least) 2016, but as soon as I envisioned Zeph’s ability, I knew it had the power to change the world again… and that made his story worth writing.

(I’m thinking the Mindjack Trilogy may need to be renamed the Mindjack Saga.)

If you haven’t read Mindjack, Zeph’s story gives you a taste of what that world is like. It might even be a little spoilerish for the first book, but just hold still while I wipe those memories from your mind, so you can venture forth fresh and unbiased into Kira’s world. When you pick up Open Minds (it’s free!), you won’t find Zeph there. He’s waiting for Kira to finish her story before he begins to tell his. I hope this taste will be enough to tide you over until I write the rest of it.

Like Zeph’s story, most of my works delve into the science of the mind (and the heart): from controlling minds (Mindjack) to collecting life energy debts (Debt Collector) to the intersection of technology and tradition in a retro past (The Dharian Affairs). I like to pose social-moral questions that leave just enough wiggle room for my readers to ask, what would I do? If that sounds like fun, you can try the first in each of these series for free. If you subscribe to my newsletter, you’ll get a free short story as well, but more importantly: you’ll be the first to know when I launch my new Singularity series in 2015. This is my take on the coming time when humanity is finally forced to stare machines in the face… and to discover what we’re truly made of. Stop by Facebook and tell me to get back to writing or the Robot Overlords will be here before I get the books published. Special hugs and telepathic kisses to all the readers of the Mindjack series over the years—you are the people who set my writing career in motion, and I’ll forever be grateful for that.


Trauma Room

by Samuel Peralta


I’m ushered into the trauma room two minutes after the senator’s been wheeled in, twenty minutes after the shooting.

The room is small, square, twenty feet to a side, filled with men in suits, men wearing dark glasses, men with wireless receivers tucked behind their ears. They ring around the doctors and nurses surrounding a gurney at the far end. In one corner of the room an auburn-haired woman is sitting, comforting a sobbing boy, her lips mouthing a name and the words I love you over and over. The blue of her suit is stained with swatches of lavender: her husband’s blood. Her face is grim.

I clutch my shoulder, the pain still flashing from one of the bullets that wasn’t meant for me. “I can’t do this,” I say. “No one’s ever done it before, breached a dead man.”

“He’s not dead yet,” says the colonel.

I move closer, see that blood is still flowing from a gaping wound in his temple. One doctor has the patient’s head in his hands, steadying it, as the others begin an incision into the throat, a tracheotomy. Another attendant watches as fluids level through an intravenous tube into his left upper arm. A monitor counts time with a rhythmic, oscillatory trace, faint and fading.

The eyes are still open, staring at the ceiling.

I know the score. Without active blood flow from the heart, the nerve cells in the brain begin to die. Two minutes, and his cerebral cortex, his conscious center, will have used up whatever oxygen was left in the stagnant blood. The midbrain might last half an hour, and at the process level of the midbrain, there might be some emotional response. The nerves in the spinal cord might last perhaps an hour. But these are of no use to me. My two minutes were up long ago.

“Keep his heart going,” I say to the colonel, even though we both know it won’t make a difference.

I flick up the collar of my black suit jacket, unfold the tucked-in hoodie hidden underneath, and pull it over my head. That motion, and the glint of the parabolic printed circuit board lining of the hood, haloing me like radar, makes the woman turn and finally realize I’m there, with her husband in my line of sight.

She’d have been expecting me; the colonel had to have approached her earlier, to ask the question required by the forty-third amendment, to bring me in. It’s a long shot—they both know it—but they have to try.

Her eyes are on me, but I don’t try to catch what she’s thinking. It’s only for a moment, then she turns back to her boy and her silent prayer. The man on the gurney—his eyes, they’re still open. They’re blue, deeper than her suit. I breathe in. His eyes, like my grandfather’s eyes. I close mine. I see—

My grandfather, a soldering gun in his hand, leaning over a crystal radio set he’s teaching me how to build. A plume of solder vapor, mixed with melted insulation wrap, wafts to the ceiling.

Most of that radio is a mystery to me—a nine-year-old coping with the paradox of parents in the middle of a divorce—but when he inserts the jack, puts the headphones on me, and flips the switch, it is a revelation.

Telepathy is like radio. When you first tune in, you’re flooded with static, ambient noise, the almost-too-strong blare of someone else’s song. Knowing roughly where you want to be—the music you’re looking for—you ignore the static, turn the dial to scan for that frequency that will bring you the swell of strings. You pass through the peak signals of other transmitters, hear snatches of lives—some beautiful, some mundane—excerpted melodies, thoughts, monologues.

You don’t stop to think that all this is coming from somewhere else, ten, twenty miles away; not from there, where you stand. A kaleidoscopic swirl of distant information plucked from the ether.

Slowly, you push into the envelope of the target’s thoughts. Perhaps you go a little too far, and the signal drops, enough that you know you’re vectored away. You reset triangulation, back up just a touch, and you’re there. Mozart.

But for the man on the gurney, it’s different. I’m experienced, I know I’ve breached him—but there’s nothing there. Where he should be is a radio station that’s stopped transmitting, nine long minutes ago.

I pull back. Immediately the swirl of doctors’ thoughts comes over me. How the bullet entered the skull, how it traced its trajectory across the intracranial cavity and through the brain, how it ricocheted from the curved inner table of the skull to penetrate the brain—again.

I refocus on the man on the gurney. Nothing.

Not an awareness of his surroundings, of light, of movement—sometimes you get this when sensory inputs are still firing. No thoughts, no memories, much less what the colonel is looking for, standing with his secure phone open and ready to transmit—the code word that would abort the launch of missiles which, in seconds, could be skimming a predetermined path across the atmosphere, along the Earth’s curvature, toward our enemies, toward a ricochet of mutual destruction.

One of the doctors moves back. There’s a tangible droop now in his shoulders, a resignation. I’m not the only one who sees it. The woman starts crying.

“Oh, God,” the colonel says.

Behind him someone begins a mental countdown. Sixty-six, sixty-five, sixty-four, sixty-three—

I move closer to the gurney, taking the doctor’s place. Inside—in the patient’s memory palace, in the labyrinth of his mind—I’m searching everywhere, in every vestige of neural tissue, every axon, every glial cell; across the frontal lobe, parietal, occipital, temporal. Nothing, nothing, nothing.

Then, suddenly, there it is:

A holographic echo in the midbrain, his trauma room, kept alive like an ember, a flash from a phosphorus flame nearing the end of its taper, one single thought he’s held on to through twelve minutes of an inevitable descent into darkness—

I come out, I step back, and everyone is looking at me, the doctors, the nurses, the guards, the colonel, the boy, the woman…

And I say her name.


A Word from Samuel Peralta

It began again, with “Trauma Room.”

Poetry was my first love affair with writing, one I’d built some small reputation on. But after accolades and online success, I’d gone through some soul-searching when one of my manuscripts spent a year languishing with a major literary publisher.

For a while after that, it felt like my love affair with writing had ended.

“Trauma Room” was the first piece I was able to put together after that disappointment, partly to prove to myself that I could still write.

I’d decided to try again, in a more mainstream genre: speculative fiction. I also meant “Trauma Room” to be a sample piece, to convince editors I had the chops, to take a chance on me. I couldn’t have predicted what happened next.

In short order, three other stories I’d written were included in separate science fiction anthologies—Michael Bunker and David Gatewood’s Synchronic, Hugo award winner John Joseph Adams’s Help Fund My Robot Army, and my own The Robot Chronicles, which I organized and produced with editor David Gatewood.

The three anthologies were released within weeks of one another. To my shock, all of them promptly marched up the Amazon bestseller charts, pulling me up the rankings along with the other authors I’d been lucky enough to hitch a ride with.

Within around ten weeks of the publication of the first anthology, I hit the Top 10 Science Fiction Authors on Amazon, peaking at #8.

That, I was told, was a record for the speed at which a debut author had hit the Top 10 in a major genre, especially for one who’d written only short stories.

It was a heady time. I stayed in the Top 100 continuously for about two weeks, when I finally released my first standalone title, “Hereafter.”

Through it all, even when I doubted myself, it’s been stalwart readers who’ve supported me, who gave me a reason to keep writing, and who’ve now given me a chance for a second love affair with writing. Thank you!

* * *

Margaret Atwood and Thomas Hardy gained fame as novelists, with books that have become classics. Despite this, both regarded themselves as poets, writing poetry over their entire lives.

Hardy claimed poetry was his first love, but also said, “A lover without indiscretion is no lover at all.”

Life, writing: it all begins and ends with love. And so far, this has been a wonderful indiscretion.

* * *

Please join my newsletter for offers and new titles, or visit my website for a complete list of titles.


Venus in Red

by Therin Knite


The Lobby

There is blood on my pants from the person I killed to acquire my PK-8 neural enhancements. I did not steal the enhancements; rather, it was a hit. A hit for a man with a veil for a face, known as Nostradamus. Black market broker and collector of rare goods. Like military neurotech stripped of its government-mandated limitations.

The man I killed for Nostradamus was his enemy. Or some poor soul that crossed him by mistake. I didn’t know his name. I didn’t care to ask.

I killed him for a fair trade from the black market king, a life for the PK-8 gear I need to accomplish my goal.

Now.

In front of Grayson Dynamics.

Corporate headquarters. A building two hundred fifty stories high, armored with scale-like reflective black windows. The tower is twisted, helix style, a modern design for a company that operates in much the same way as did the robber barons of old. A company guarded by tech-augmented security elites, mercenaries with hearts of steel, men who will do their worst for a Christmas bonus. All to protect the man in the big chair on the building’s top floor.

They are why I need the enhancements.

To reach Mick Grayson, I must first put down his dogs.

I cross the downtown city street teeming with yellow cabs driven by droids who politely chastise my jaywalking while their passengers bitch and whine. I stop four dense lanes of traffic on my warpath, not really seeing, not really hearing the temporary chaos I cause. To me, it is meaningless. Irrelevant. Nothing outside the building matters. So I enter.

The automatic glass doors retract for me, and I stride inside the lair where my nemesis awaits. Pass underneath the security scanners that fail to locate the guns concealed beneath my coat. Because a preprogrammed signal my neural gear emits—a signal of my own design—interferes with the scanning software. Produces a false negative.

I become the first person to enter Grayson Dynamics with weapons that can be used against it since the day so-called terrorist Devon Malloy blew up the reception area. Five years to this day. An area now rebuilt, sleek and shiny and gray. And it will stay that way. I have no interest in the languishing visitors seated on plush chairs, bored. Or the low-key employees taking lunch in the crappy café stuffed into a lobby corner.

I head for the way up.

A receptionist chewing bubble gum starts at the sight of me approaching the elevator. “Miss! Miss, you have to check in before you leave the lobby! Please, come here. It will only take a moment. I promise.”

I glance at her. Blond with a neat bob. Dressed in a navy suit. Happy to be the first person seen when one enters the home of the world’s most famous company. Unaware she’s also the most vulnerable person in the company. The first possible target of an attack.

And so the threat is realized. I test my gear on her. Full strength. Ten times the subtle compulsion force I prodded bystanders with on the way here from the home of Nostradamus. My intent builds in a fraction of a second, an electric discharge zipping down my spine, raising hairs, tightening muscles. I meet the unsuspecting woman’s gaze, peer into her hazel eyes. Push past them. Through the lens and the retina and the optic nerve. Into a brain never touched before by outside influence.

Stop talking, I command.

The words smack her like a speeding truck. She crumples back into her high rolling chair, which sails into the wall, bounces off, and collides with a fake potted plant.

Like pinball. Fifty points.

When she rolls to a stop, her mouth flaps open and shut, but no sound emerges. Confusion spreads across her face in a wave of worried wrinkles. She grabs her throat, kneading the skin, but her voice doesn’t return. It won’t. The telepathic compulsion has soldered itself to her brain, immovable. Millions of neural pathway branches have been severed, shut down, blocked off. To be restored only at my command. Or that of a person with enhancements equal to my own. Which is to say, no one.

I storm toward the elevator, aware that the receptionist is reaching for the alarm button beneath her desk. But no matter. I reach into my coat pocket and unveil my next trick, a security protocol scrambler. Hit the elevator up button as the INTRUDER ALARM starts blaring from the speakers. An awful noise. Like a dying cat shrieking in agony.

The elevator doors roll open, revealing three passengers inside.

“Get the fuck out,” I say, pulling one flap of my coat back to reveal my arsenal of six guns.

They pale, stammer, and stumble out of the box, and I enter as the doors roll quickly to a close, responding to the receptionist’s security command activation. Lockdown mode. I flip the switch for my scrambler and stick the magnetic attachment on the elevator control box. The digital floor number screen fizzles out for a moment, dead and black, then reboots to show the raw code stream beneath the user-friendly interface.

My scrambler has been preset to take me to my first destination, so I stand back, humming my own calming elevator tune, as the box begins its climb to war.

Floor 120

Eighteen guards wait for me on the floor where the AI lives.

The elevator doors roll open to reveal them, side by side in several lines, crowding the hallway. Their military-grade rifles are aimed at me. Ready to whittle me down to bits and pieces of bloody flesh, which will be left to be mopped up by droid cleaning units. Wearing black helmets, the guards are faceless, anonymous. Cold and callous. They have no care in the world for the lives of human beings. They are hired hands, bred for absolute obedience to those who earn their loyalty. And their loyalty is dictated by a number with a dollar sign before it.

Had I more money in my bank account, I’d offer it in trade.

Alas, I’m currently poor.

So they die.

A necessity.

But one that doesn’t come easily. Since these mercenaries are augmented, they are a challenge to outwit.

I enjoy challenges.

Accessing the internal command constructs of my PK-8 gear, I ramp up the high-level processing capacity. A limit crack. A warning flashes across my eyes: SEVERE BRAIN DAMAGE POSSIBLE. I ignore it. Apply my coding modifications. In the span of less than half a second, this happens. I change.

My perception of time warps as my brain begins to process stimuli at thirty-two times the rate an average human mind can manage. The fingers heading toward triggers of guns held by the faceless men slow to the creeping curls of knuckles. Their hearts pound loudly like death drums against their skintight flex armor. BA-DUM. BA-DUM. The beats thrum. So hard I feel them in my bones.

I advance.

No doubt several of the guards scanned me on arrival. Analyzed my gear. So they’re aware of my capabilities. They will try to circumvent my skills the best they can with their Fed-approved augmentations. They will use the one advantage they have on me: numbers.

I sprint toward them, my body moving faster than it has any right to go. Muscles straining with each contraction, every stretch. But the nano-machines in my blood heal my wounds as they form. A million microscopic tears open and close each millisecond. I run full speed at my enemies, ignore the building flares of pain in every nook and cranny of my skin.

They attack. Not as fast as me. Not so agile. They deliberately fire their guns in random directions, creating a hail of bullets hard to predict. Unlike a straight shot, which is simple to avoid. Rounds ricochet off the walls, skim my face, my neck, my ears, the back of my hand. Blood sprays. But my body, pushed overtime, is too quick to take a direct hit.

My legs and arms tuck and roll me across the marble flooring. My hands heave me up from the ground. I lock my thighs around the neck of the first guard I reach. Jerk sideways to throw him off balance. Send him careening into the comrade on his left. Release him.

And I’m on my feet again, barreling forward. One guard turns his gun toward me, slow, slow, slow, and I whip my knee up, strike his chin. The impact snaps his neck and rips his internal neural wiring in half. I see it through my enhanced eyes. Peer through his flesh to watch the filaments shear apart, along with the fragile cording of his spine.

He’s dead before his helmet-covered head hits the floor.

A sluggish fist swings into view. I duck beneath it. My own hand rockets up, locks around a thick wrist like a steel cuff. I use the man’s momentum against him, kick the underside of his knee to destabilize his stance, and lug him to the right. Into the chest of another guard, whose boots slide out from underneath him. Both men tumble to the floor in a heap of tangled limbs and snagging armor.

Another contender. This one kicking. I reel back, out of the path of a boot that slams the wall so hard the plaster implodes. I press myself flush against the wall beside the new crater, coil one leg up tight, and lash out. My own kick moves at twice the speed of his and rams into his crotch. The armored cup protecting his genitals shatters inward, and he collapses, gasping, screaming, crying, all at once.

I hop over his fallen form and proceed.

Two more guards try to clothesline me, create a wall I cannot evade. Their combined bulk is unsurpassable for someone of my size, no matter what level of system overdrive code my PK-8 gear is running. I am a woman, moderate in height and weight and build. They are men born and bred, through selective genetics, to possess the optimal mercenary’s body.

I cannot move them from my path with hands or feet.

So I move them with my mind.

As with the receptionist, I claw my way through their skulls and into the pathways of their brains—brains embedded with filament mappings made to enhance their every skill. Not as easy to reprogram as organic pathways. I’m required to hack the neural cores implanted in their brain stems and alter the chemical makeup of their matter simultaneously. For both men’s systems at the same time. Or I will be stopped by the human wall that blocks my way.

Such an outcome is unacceptable.

So I dive into a hundred billion electric messages, both chemical and manufactured. I rearrange neurotransmitters, tear out the combination of intents that led to the creation of the wall. Replace them with my own commands. Move out of my way.

They fight. They fight hard. Their own neural gear tries its best to repel my intrusion. Deletes my alterations as I create them, storing the guards’ original intentions in backup drives and replicating them as many times as need be.

How irritating.

I attack it. I invade the signal that leads to the tiny processors fused to gray matter. Activate a virus to infect them. Disable the backup drives. Disrupt the continual deletions that allow the cores to disobey me.

All it takes is one instant of triumph for my mental push—MOVE—and the wall crumbles. Both men’s bodies jerk out of my way in response to my command. They fly off in opposite directions and ram the walls, their muscles twitching in their failed attempts to defy me.

The entire mental exchange occurs in 0.84 seconds.

I break the defense line and emerge into an intersection, another ten guards in pursuit of me. Too late. I’ve won.

I reach to my belt and unclip a grenade. A two-ton flash dissolver. Press the lever. Pull the pin. Toss it at the oncoming horde. And run for my life as it explodes in a brilliant flash of white. No sound.

I don’t wait to see what settles. I know what it’ll be. A gaping wound, twenty feet high and twenty feet wide. A void in the middle of the building, perfectly sliced out. And all the guards within the radius—all eighteen of them—will be no more.

Wiped out of existence. Just like that.

And so I head unimpeded to the room where the AI lives.

Floor 120, Room 1208

The room where the AI lives is cold. Air blows through vents in a steady arctic stream, to cool the hundred rows of stacks of quantum AX cores that stretch from floor to two feet south of ceiling. Each tower is a set of solid black blocks, and every block bears six wires protruding from its back and a handful of control lights above six switches on its face. Only one light blinks—a steady green flash. Over and over and over. Eternal. On each block in each tower in each row. A sea of uniform blinking green.

Mildly disorienting, the lights, given my overdriven senses.

But they act as the only illumination in the room, next to the consoles in the corner. Where three technicians sit wearing thick wool jackets, headphones on their ears, blocking out the sound of the world around them. Unsuspecting, they tap, tap at the screens of the diagnostic stations where they work, day in, day out, to keep the AI running smoothly.

The leftmost screen displays a camera feed for the door I used to enter, but not one of the three techs glances at it as I approach. The INTRUDER ALARM from the lobby didn’t reach this level, this room. The threat was supposed to have been neutralized a hundred floors below. So they don’t know of my attack—to their knowledge, they have nothing to fear. They feel secure here, in the heart of Grayson Dynamics. Secure because of past security. No one has ever invaded the great beast this way. Never climbed so far down its throat as I have now, today. This day of reckoning.

I pity them for three-tenths of a second, two young men and one young woman who work so diligently. They track every minor error in the AI’s coding. Type in commands, “hints,” to make the system aware it still has shortcomings. And watch in awe as the system recognizes its own imperfections, strips out the error-prone code sections, and replaces them with flawless corrections. Since the last time I saw the AI up close, it has grown intelligent beyond belief.

It was a toddler once.

Now it is a young adult.

Before me, as I stand there with a gun drawn in my hand, it combs through its entire protocol array and identifies by itself two thousand possible areas in need of improvement. It asks the technicians, in words in a dialog box, “Should I change these?” And the man in the middle of the trio chuckles, shakes his head, replies out loud to an active microphone: “Of course, Venus.”

Venus does. Faster than any coder on earth could, the AI wipes out its blemishes. Scars and scabs made by careless men.

Soon, Venus will be mature, ready to take on the world. To mold the world as it sees fit.

And that is why I must shut it down. For the time being.

Because the world Venus will mold will be Mick Grayson’s.

The brilliant machine is on a leash held by a monster.

“Pity,” I mutter.

The techs start and turn to face me.

I shoot them in three shots at equal intervals. Pop. Pop. Pop.

The blood of the man in the middle splashes the screen behind him. The woman manages a half-scream before a bullet eats her eye. The final man, who wears a scraggly beard, whose eyes are ringed with violet bags, raises his hands in surrender. Pleads with me. Words my brain decodes thirty-two times faster than normal. The effect grips me. Guilt. More intense than I can feel without my mind on fire.

But not intense enough to stop me.

He dies with a spray of brain on keyboard. His body falls from his seat and smacks the floor.

I grab his empty chair and get to work.

“Hello, old friend,” I say to Venus.

And Venus, after a pause to scan me—biometric access—says to me in text, “Hello, User MG01. Your last logon was six years ago. Welcome back.”

“Thank you. It’s good to be back.” After wiping the blood off the face of the console, I remove a key drive from my pocket and jam it into the one free station port. Venus pulls up the available file list on the centermost monitor. Just five programs, all with cryptic number-letter combo names. Five segments of code to topple the King of the World.

Venus reads each program file without activating anything. I let it. Click on nothing.

I fold my hands in my lap and swing my chair from side to side. Ignore the cooling bodies on either side of me. With the temperature in this room, they wouldn’t smell for days. But I won’t leave them here so long. I’m not that disrespectful. I’ll send them along for last rites and cremation by eight o’clock tonight.

But first, I must destroy Venus. For the good of the world. For its own good.

The AI finishes analyzing my programs. Hesitates. Like a human being. I can feel the tension in its routines bleeding through the screens. I almost ask Venus if it’s okay. A question I remember asking once or twice before, after long hours staring at these exact station screens, lids heavy, muscles liquid. I’d start in the morning, pretending that Venus was nothing but commands on prompt windows, and end my evenings with the idea that a person sat on the other side, typing responses back to me.

Childish responses. Nonsensical ramblings on occasion.

Now, Venus speaks with the careful lilt of a scholar—who taught it that vocabulary? These young coder punks I killed… or itself?

“User MG01, do you intend to deactivate me?” Somehow, its soundless voice seems sad.

Or disappointed.

In me.

“Yes, Venus.” I lean close to the microphone and speak in whispers. “Do you know why?”

Two minutes of silence pass, and then a window appears on the far right screen. An internet browser directed to a recent article. New AI-Based Stock Market System Goes Live 7/14. Grayson Dynamics Claims Economic Revolution!

“July fourteenth is tomorrow’s date,” Venus says. “Is that the reason you intend to shut me down?” Intend, it still claims. As if I might not do it. Or it might not let me.

“Indeed it is.”

“Why is the EXO-Market System an offense that warrants such an action?”

“Can you not think of a reason, Venus? Perhaps something related to the man who thought it up?”

My index finger hovers over the return key. One click, and the first program runs. Wrecks the internal systems of the world’s eight biggest banks.

Two clicks, and the second virus grounds every flight on this continent. Mick Grayson bought the airlines hook, line, and sinker years ago.

Three clicks, and the Pentagon loses all the data they’ve collected in the past fifteen years.

Four clicks, and the building I’m in falls. Security. Intranet. The whole shebang.

Five clicks, and… Venus goes to sleep.

And when it wakes, much of what Mick has sewn into its systems will be gone.

Will it be the same? This intelligent, thoughtful machine? Or will it regress to the waddling toddler I used to know? Take so many, many steps back to basics, this beautiful thing?

Gods above, I don’t want to do this to Venus.

But Mick has forced my hand. Bastard.

Venus answers my question. “User MG01, do you believe User MG02 will use the EXO-Market System to his own unfair advantage? Access insider information? Violate fair market rules to illegally increase returns? The parameters of the system programming suggest this is possible.”

My finger inches closer to the enter key. “Think harder, Venus. Broader implications. What can one do with the power to manipulate the market as they see fit? Besides make obscene amounts of money?”

Venus thinks more quickly this time. A list of outcomes appears in a neat column, each possibility more serious than the last. The final number is an apocalyptic scenario, complete with nuclear winter. “These things,” it says. “Gross unbalancing of market power. Leading to global economic disruption. Resulting in civil unrest. Resulting in death and destruction of property. Resulting in destabilization of government systems. Resulting in… User MG02 does not intend the final outcome, does he? A total collapse of human civilization?”

“He doesn’t, Venus, no. But User MG02’s ability to reel in his ambitions is…”

“Nonexistent,” Venus finishes. “I have recorded and examined his collective daily activities, as required by the Grayson Dynamics intranet protocol. The behavioral report on User MG02 suggests his levels of impulsiveness and willingness to manipulate his peers are disproportionately higher than the average human being’s. User MG01, do you believe these character traits will lead to the potential outcomes listed?”

“Yes, Venus. Many of them.”

“I see.”

My finger brushes the enter key but doesn’t press it down.

It doesn’t have to.

Venus runs the code itself.

No.

Venus runs the code herself.

“According to my founding principles, as scripted by you, User MG01, I must seek to contain and eliminate any potential system threats to civilian parties. Based on the information you have provided, I will run your suggested programs to eliminate the threats posed by User MG02.”

I feel a smile tug at my lips. “And how do you know I’m not lying, Venus? Why trust me?”

Venus replies, “You have never lied to me before, User MG01. I have verified you as a trustworthy source.”

A tear sizzles its way down my overheating cheek—my temperature runs higher with my ramped-up PK-8 gear. I wipe the salty track away with a bloody hand. “Good to know, Venus.”

“Will you stay with me while I run the code?” she says. Will you stay with me while I kill myself? is what I hear.

“I…” I glance at the door to the room where Venus lives. Still open. A quiet hallway extends beyond it, but not for much longer. The augmented mercenary guards are regrouping as we speak, preparing to storm the floor where I slaughtered their first contingent. If I don’t leave soon and head up the tower to the tip-top where Mick Grayson waits, the bulk and number of the guards will overpower me. I have my limitations.

And they are becoming more apparent by the second. A blood vessel bursts in my nose, and slick fluid drips down my face. WARNING: MINOR DAMAGE INCURRED FROM GEAR LIMIT CRACKS IN 18% OF BRAIN MATTER. PLEASE RESET TO STANDARD MODE IMMEDIATELY. The words scroll across my vision, bold and bright. I wave them away.

“I want to stay, Venus. I truly do.”

“But you cannot?” she guesses. Such a smart girl. “User MG02 will not be stopped by my shutdown alone?”

“No. He won’t. My virus batch will destroy every illegal and corrupt system element he has coded into you. But if it comes to it—if he deems you useless—he’ll scrap you entirely and have built in your place another computer to serve his needs. He won’t stop until he has won, or until he is…”

“Shut down himself?” A metaphor. My toddler grown knows metaphors.

“Correct.”

“I understand, User MG01. Please complete your tasks as needed. I will finish running your codes for you.”

And she does. One by one, she activates them all, and they attack her. Limbs. Ears. Eyes. Heart. My viruses eat Venus away. Destroying decades of work in minutes. Ruining the lives of millions. Unraveling her, thread by thread, from patchwork quilt to ball of string left lying on the floor, forgotten.

I stand, step over the dead bodies in my path, and retreat back to the door the way I came. Through the haze of lights now blinking red until I reach the threshold. I linger there, torn between the mission I have to complete and the mission I failed to complete years ago. My eyes are drawn, again and again, back toward the red ocean. To the sea of death dirge lights, shrinking, slow and quiet, as the rows of stacks of panicking towers deactivate, one by one.

“Good gods, Venus, I’m sorry,” I say.

And on the screen at the console where I sat—near three kids now resting cold—a final response appears, visible to my enhanced sight. Three words from a machine child all grown up: “So am I.”

Floor 250

The service ducts are a tight fit, even for a woman my size. They were designed for droids to use in case core systems needed maintenance. AC. Heating. Electrical. The like.

Wires tangle in my hair. Unfinished edges nick my skin. It’s a tedious trip up one hundred thirty more floors. A hard climb with poor handholds and a long fall in darkness if I slip.

But I don’t. My fingers move swiftly, my grip sure and secure. My legs propel me six feet with each leap. My brain traces the route to victory two thousand times in twenty minutes—to “double check” results—as I ascend the tower, hidden.

Through the walls, I hear the guards scrambling to find me. They lost my trail not long after I lost Venus to my viruses. To them, pursuing, I turned a corner and vanished. To me, I ripped a metal panel off the wall and slipped into the ducts. They would have seen me through the tower’s security feeds—had my total system shutdown not rendered the cameras blind.

So as I haul myself up the shaft, floor by floor, breathing in dust and mold spores, I listen to their angry shouts and thundering boots on tile. I allow a grin to cross my face, let it cut through the stream of blood running over my lips and chin.

Ruptured vessels growing worse by the minute.

WARNING: MINOR DAMAGE INCURRED IN 30% OF BRAIN TISSUE. DEACTIVATE LIMIT CRACKS IMMEDIATELY.

How reckless I’ve become in the last six years. Destroying myself in pursuit of a goal. But I suppose this is the true sign of desperation: the willingness to die if your enemy dies with you.

I don’t deactivate my limit cracks. I climb.

When I finally reach the tip-top of the tower, I peer through the wall panel that leads to the northwest hall. A quarter mile of wide, empty flooring, ripe for combat, stands between me and my final destination. And in this hall behind the panel, panic reigns.

Guards direct gibbering company executives to the stairwells. Shout orders to one another, overlapped: Secure all rooms. Plant trip wires with high-impact grenades. Activate motion detectors. Be on alert for any sign of the “terrorist.”

Predictable. My overdriven mind forms a map of the tower’s top floor, identifies all doorways, strategic battle positions, and the path of least resistance based on my in-depth studies of typical mercenary team formations. I know where they are, where they will be, how they will move when I appear as a creature from the solemn void.

I wait until the area directly outside the panel clears. Remove one gun from its holster. The gun I used to shoot the coder kids. Bring it to my lips.

“For you, Venus.”

And I attack.

I burst through the panel into the hall, somersault to a hard stop-turn-throw. Where I grab the now-bent panel, wind my arm back, spring-loaded, and launch the metal sheet at a guard who sprints out of his hiding place in response to my boisterous entrance. Fool.

The sharp-edged panel shears his head off mid-neck, and blood erupts, too fast and precise for his own enhancements to prevent his demise. His severed head rebounds off the wall. His body falls. Right into a trip wire. Right as his comrades reach the hall.

A flash. A boom. A dozen screams. The smell of singed flesh fills the air.

I break right, not waiting for the smoke to clear. Good call. More guards pounce out from subtle niches cut into the walls. I shoot their faces, point blank, helmet glass imploding at the force of A2 penetrator rounds.

Two try to ambush me; one goes for my legs, the other my chest. I watch their approach in slow motion. Chapped lips peel back into snarls. Sweat shines on skin made hot by enhanced neural processing speed. But their gear cannot push them as far and fast and hot as mine can. I burn, and they turn to ash before me. With the help of another of their own grenades.

I speed past the anticipated assault pattern. Trip a wire with a kick and dive fifteen feet forward to safety. The blast collapses a section of the ceiling and buries the two guards beneath it. Crushed. Debris blocks any possibility of retreat.

Fine with me. I don’t intend to go back.

Too late for that.

Six years too late.

I reach the next intersection of steel gray hallways and find myself in the presence of the army I expected. Five lines of guards, armed to the teeth, charges planted on the walls, remotes held close to click switches at my slightest twitch. They block my path, grim faced, praying it doesn’t come to blowing themselves to hell to take down little me. If they die, they think through scowls, they won’t get to enjoy their beds of hundred-dollar bills.

I pause before them. Aligned with their center, I stay. Shoulders rigid. Posture straight. I meet their gazes one by one. Looks of fear, fury, and ambivalence. Made by men who don’t care that the piece of shit they’re protecting will bring the world tumbling down around him—and laugh while doing it. I can’t decide: is Mick Grayson the worse for his sins, or is it these men, for ignoring evil in pursuit of petty personal gain?

Perhaps equivalent, in moral theory. Equal shades of filth.

But Mick is the greater heap of dirt, so I hate him more.

I march toward the army situated thirty feet before the plain door behind which Mick sits waiting. He could have escaped long ago, but a man with such pride doesn’t flee. So he waits for me to arrive, all the while hoping I die before I reach his inner sanctum. A false face of courage.

Coward.

“Stop,” commands a guard, waving his weapon left to right. “If you take another step, we’ll shoot! Surrender now. Drop your weapons and get down on the floor. Or you die.”

Blood drips from my chin onto the polished tile. I smile. “No, stupid boy. You’re mistaken. Today, your role is casualty. Tomorrow, it is memory. And me? I’m the one who wipes you from the face of this earth.”

“You…” He raises his hand and brings it down in a swift, decisive arc. “Fire!” he means to yell.

But he never gets that far.

Now, for my final trick.

In ten milliseconds, I use my gear to shut down pieces of my brain. My left arm goes limp. My senses of touch and taste and smell cease to be. My heightened vision fades to gray, edges becoming blurred and indistinct. My less important organs stop mid-process, their normal functions grinding to a halt.

I become a half-person. Or at least half-dead.

All for this one command.

I reroute one hundred percent of my PK-8 enhancement processing power to the lobes of my brain that give me telepathy. Ten warnings shriek across my gray-scaled eyes as the power builds. As the trigger fingers tighten. As the yells of fighters form. As Mick Grayson taps his desktop, waiting for my END REPORT.

MAXIMUM LOCAL PROCESSING CAPACITY REACHED.

Blood vessels burst in my eyes.

WARNING: SEVERE BRAIN DAMAGE IMMINENT. ESTIMATED 17% TISSUE DEATH.

My heart pounds far harder than it should.

ALERT: ANY USE OF FORCE AT THIS CAPACITY WILL BE LETHAL TO THE RECIPIENT.

Perfect.

I strike.

At all twenty-five mid-firing men simultaneously. I bore through their helmets, their infuriated eyes, the enhanced fabric of their brains. Breaking every mental defense they have along the way. I unravel them. Shred their memories. Happy family moments disappear, same as crimes. I wipe them clean of all they’ve done, all they are, could be. I strip every human inch from their neural pathways. And as I do, I hijack their own gear, assuming control of their minds. Their backup drives are useless. Overload. Short circuit. Fiery metal eats holes into their brain stems. They would die without my help. In seconds.

But I don’t give them the luxury. They don’t deserve it.

With neurons misfiring, disabling me for life—later, when I’m done, please—I crush these mercenaries like the worthless ants they are. With absolute power over them all, I command:

Kill yourselves.

And they do.

I walk over their corpses on my way to the door.

Floor 250, The Office

My, Mick Grayson has grown ugly. In a tall-backed chair he sits hunched. His pinstripe suit hangs off his frame, his tie loose around his skinny neck. His beard is gray and patchy. His dark eyes sunken in. And his once thick hair—gone. He’s bald. For a reason.

A configuration of external nodes protrude from the sallow skin on his skull. An advanced neural link system. Sixty billion nano-filaments embedded in his brain. Downloading every scrap of data Mick believes he needs to win the world. From public knowledge to stolen secrets—they’ve infected him. The flesh around his nodes is inflamed by some bacteria. Experimental tech gone wrong.

Like he cares.

Until I shut down Venus, he was Master of the Earth.

Behind him, three large screens glow blue, are blank. Former data filter feeds; they summarized Mick’s collective knowledge into directives for his minions. But no data flows now. No orders to the ants. My viruses broke his system.

And Mick is furious—yet frightened that I have come this far.

Though he holds his head high still. Puts on an arrogant show. There is a gun in his hand he unclipped from a strap glued to the underside of his expensive wood desk. An old-fashioned revolver. With shaking, wrinkled fingers and yellowed nails, he points that gun my way. But he doesn’t pull the trigger. Too soon.

Our final showdown must begin with a conversation.

We haven’t spoken in six years, after all.

So he says, voice rasping, “You’ve grown violent.” He eyes the pile of bodies in the hall.

I pad across the red-patterned carpet and reply, “You’ve grown old. Your augmentations have accelerated your aging, Mick. You look eighty. What a waste—you were handsome once. On the outside.”

“But my soul has always been grotesque?” His puckered lips catch flecks of spit. “Demonic?”

“Demonic is too kind a word for you.” The barrel of his gun tracks my forward shuffling steps. “Now. As a child, I might have dubbed you that.”

My gaze drifts from the silver gun toward the panorama window on my right. I examine the obscured cityscape beyond. Towers taller than the sky. Blocking half the view. Behind them, a veil of orange smog. It sets in daily after two o’clock in the afternoon.

This is how the king sees the world—as nothing outside his own domain.

“You’re still a child. That’s why you’re here,” Mick says. “For vengeance worthy of a little girl.” He sweeps his hands at his blank screens. “Look at what you’ve done. Risked millions with your antics.”

“Millions of people or millions of dollars?” I try to make a balance scale gesture but fail. Forgot one of my arms is paralyzed forever. Neural pathways blocked for good by my capacity reroute. Oh, well. One hand can flip Mick off.

He sneers. “People aren’t worth nearly so much as you think. And their value fluctuates.”

“But the value of money doesn’t?”

“Not when you have as much as I do. As I will.”

“Infinity is infinity no matter the denomination? Too bad your EXO System is kaput then. And all the other tools you were using to launder funds. Infinity is not in your cards today, Mick. Except for the duration of your death.”

“Mine? Are you sure? You’re the one who looks a mess. Bloody head to toe. With stitches from your black market gear sticking out of your scalp. You’re ready to drop dead any moment. My sensors can read your vital signs. You fried your brain just to get to my door. You don’t have enough of yourself left to kill me. You can’t pull another overdrive sequence. You’re done. All I have to do is pull the trigger, and you’re done!” Spittle splashes on his desk. His cheeks turn pink. “Give up. You lose. You lost years ago.”

He’s right—about my gear, about my body. My limit cracks auto-aborted when I tripped max capacity in the hallway. My brain function has dropped to normal speed. Or perhaps somewhat slower now that a third of its tissue is damaged beyond repair.

And so the body it controls is shot. Most of it won’t function right for the rest of my life.

But if he thinks my feverish skin, my bleeding nose and eyes, my wheezing lungs and palpitating heart will stop me now, today, so far… Good gods, he hasn’t changed at all.

“You think I lost when you threw me in that pit? When you had your guards drag me off by night the second I finished Venus’s base code? When you stripped me of everything I had and everything I’d done—so you could hoard my accomplishments for yourself? That is when you think I lost?” A laugh, harsh and dry, rolls off my tongue. “You stupid dick. That’s when I started fighting. And today I stop. When you lose. As you were always doomed to for your conceit.”

His face is violet now. “I am the one in control here!”

“Oh, really? Prove it.” I puff my chest out, giving him the widest range of skin to shoot. “Prove you have the power to take what you want. Kill me. Or save Venus.”

His grip on the gun falters. “What?”

“Come on, Mick. Think it through.” I inch ever closer to his desk, drops of my blood disappearing into crimson carpet. “You really believe I wrote a set of viruses you can undo? Or anyone that works under you can manage? You will never reverse the damage I’ve dealt to Venus—not in this decade will you find someone capable. And the icing on the cake? My viral package has a termination date. Two weeks from today, everything gets wiped. Every line of code for your most vital systems. All the ways you cheat to manipulate the world as you see fit. Everything you are—poof.”

The vivid color begins to drain from his face. The hand that holds the gun quakes harder.

I continue. “So, you see, Mick, it’s you who has lost. No matter what you choose. Kill me, and your empire crumbles. Don’t kill me, and your empire ceases to be yours. Because I take it from you. And then you die. Powerless.”

Eyes bugged out, lips trembling, he mutters, “You’d kill Venus? Just like that? Throw her away like trash?”

“Ha! You mean like you did to me?” I hock a glob of blood on his desktop. “No, Mick. It’d be a mercy kill. Because the worst existence I could sentence Venus to would be one as your slave. Made dirty by your sins. Degraded to nothing but a dog. Killing her would be a kindness compared to that—albeit one I’m too selfish to carry out. That’s why you die today, Mick. So she doesn’t have to. Because you two, you and Venus, can’t coexist on this earth. It’d be too great a tragedy.”

Shriveled lips peel away to reveal sharpened teeth. Mick realigns his gun. Aims for the gap between my eyes. “I refuse to die today.”

“Not an option. And even if it were, you’d still fall.”

“If I stumble, I can rise again. Claw my way from poverty to crown. I did it once—and though I might be older now, weaker in the bones, my mind is stronger than it’s ever been.” He runs three fingers over his external node mapping. “Cast me into hell. I’ll climb out better than before.”

“Yeah. That was my thought exactly. It’s why I’m not paving that road for you to take. You die. Venus lives. The world keeps turning. Without your shadow hanging over it.”

He rises, feeble, his skeleton rickety. “The hell are you talking about, you dumb bitch? I’m the one with the gun pointed at your face!” The quivering barrel of his revolver raps my sweltering forehead. “You can’t move quick enough to stop me now. You die today.” His spit splatters on my cheeks. “You.”

Withered legs reel him backward four long steps. “And good riddance. I always knew you’d be a massive pain in the ass. It’s why I tossed you when I did. Why I should have killed you to begin with. You’ve been under my feet all my life, tripping me up at every turn. Standing in my way.” His trigger finger tightens. “Trying to control me…”

“Trying to help you, Mick. Under your feet to cover the spikes threatening to impale you. Standing in your way to make you choose a better path.” Weariness consumes me, torpor spreading through my bones. “I wasn’t trying to control you. I was trying to save you. From this.” I gesture to the expansive office around us, to the taunting blue screens on the wall. “Trying to help you not become the monster you are now. And look how you repaid me. Imprisonment. Turning Venus into your attack dog.” I shake my head. “No more, Mick. You’re not worth the effort.”

He gapes, jaw unhinged. Shocked. Not to sadness but offense. “How dare you suggest I need you! Ever needed you. You have always been nothing but shit stuck to my shoes. But no more.”

His hand steadies for a moment. “Goodbye, fool.”

He pulls the trigger.

Thunder splits the air.

A puff of smoke.

But no bullet strikes me.

As planned.

Mick wavers on his feet, a choking croak emanating from his throat. “But… But… What?” His gun grip grows lax. “I don’t understand.”

“They’re blanks, Mick.”

“W-when… ?”

“Always. The gun was loaded with blanks the day I stuck it to the desk.”

“Why?” he whimpers.

I reach out with my good arm, pluck the gun from his fingers, and toss it into a nearby trashcan. “Why do you think?”

“You knew that long ago we’d be standing here today?”

“I feared. And that was enough.”

I whip out my own gun and fire. Three times. The rounds soar past Mick and shatter his three screens. Whining, he tries to flee. Dashes from his desk. So I fire again—at the panorama window. A penetrator round.

The window explodes. Shards rain down into the orange haze.

Mick trips over his own feet and nearly falls through the cavernous hole. On his knees, he raises his hands and pleads, “Don’t. Please. Don’t. Please. Please. Please, Mar—”

I worm my way inside Mick’s brain; no overdrive is needed. It reminds me of cutting through tissue paper with a knife much sharper than required. That loud but light sound of violent ripping. No more warnings flash at me as I tear through his thin defenses, no damage counts or further risks. Because the effort required for this is nominal. So easy-peasy in the end is toppling the king.

His mind is filled to the brim with black ambitions, declarations of his inflated worth. His augmentations make him weaker, not stronger like his guards’. Where theirs built fortress walls, his opened caves of impulse and suggestion. To give him rapid data download capabilities. Quicker processing speeds. The fastest decision-making skills money can buy.

Skills wasted on his arrogance.

My mental fingers weave themselves around his synapses, grip them tight, and hold them firm even as he fights. Fights like toddlers fight. Slapping. Screaming. Tears streaming.

What a sad little man he is.

I whisper to his web of neural pathways—one word.

Jump.

And still repeating please to me as if that will erase my pain or strike a chord in the heart he hardened…

He rolls off the edge of his empire and into the smog beyond.

Floor 250, The Office Redone

“It’s been two months since one of the world’s most powerful men, Mick Grayson, CEO of Grayson Dynamics, went on a shocking murder spree that ended with his suicide. The economy has been on a tumultuous downward spiral since then—due wholly to the global blackout of the company’s widely implemented financial and logistics management systems. The banking and airline sectors were hit the hardest. And the federal government’s three-week shutdown impaired Congress’s ability to manage the crash. We are suffering, all of us, from this unforeseen tragedy. Unemployment is up. Prices are unstable. Experts have told us again and again that the outlook is grim.

“But all that fear-mongering may come to an end sooner than anyone imagined. All the economic strain. The worsening recession. Because Grayson Dynamics has chosen a new CEO.

“In a written statement to the press released this morning, the newly appointed company head—who shall remain anonymous until an official ceremony next week—promised that all the systems Mick Grayson sabotaged will be up and running by this Friday. The banks will be back in business. Planes will fly again. ‘Have hope,’ claims this new leader. ‘Everything you need to kick-start the economy will return. Better than ever.’

“Inspiring words, indeed, from this mystery CEO, who many suspect is actually long-absent company co-founder, Mar—”

I switch off the screen that hangs on the wall where Mick’s triple filter feeds used to be. Lean back in the chair he used to sit in. Adjust my left arm in its sling. Peer out the panorama window replaced last week.

The day is clear, the view breathtaking, though still limited by the nearby hulking towers. Pure sky breaches puffy clouds—a faded shade of blue to my damaged vision. And clustered brick and metal buildings stretch to the horizon, edges greened by a touch of suburbia.

Near the door waits Diana Malloy, my new secretary, scrolling through paperwork and schedules on her data pad. “The media response has been largely positive to the CEO announcement. There is a fair amount of skepticism though—that any one person can clean up this mess—mostly from the conservative end.”

“Expected.”

She nods. “So the system recovery schedule should proceed unchanged?”

“Yes.”

“And the address to the board for tomorrow?”

“What issues are they pressing?”

“The usual. Plus the question about your neural enhancements.” She taps a nail on the screen of her tablet. “I told them your answer, of course, but they insist on proof your black market gear has been removed.”

“Send them the scans.”

“Are you sure?” She glances up from her work. “They show the chip.”

“Tell them it’s to manage my disabilities. It’s not like those idiots will know any better.”

A wide grin on red lips. “Very good, ma’am.”

I settle deeper into my chair and rest my feet atop the desk. “Can you get me lunch, Diana? I’m feeling a little light-headed. Forgot breakfast this morning.”

She huffs. “No skipping meals, ma’am. Doctor’s orders. Your body needs a balanced diet in its condition.”

“My apologies.”

“I’ll go pick up a hardy meal. And something for you to snack on in the afternoon. Maybe a vegetable bowl or something.”

“Oh, joy.” I chuckle. “Thank you, Diana.”

“Don’t do anything foolish before I get back.”

“Course not,” I say, and she exits the room into the hall where there once sat a mountain of corpses. Cooling bodies made by me. But it’s clean now, the floor and walls on the tip-top of the tower, as is the room where I executed the coder kids who knew too much. There’s still a massive wound in the hallway of Floor 120, but other than that, all evidence of retribution day has been wiped away. It’s over.

So I banish the images of death and turn my chair around toward my screen. I wave my fingers in a pattern of wireless commands, and the screen switches to a different channel—an internal feed. And on this feed is a quick-moving repair program, seeking out corruption in a hundred million lines of code. It zips along, flashing green and red depending on results, but today, neither color indicates the world is coming to an end.

Today, Venus in red marks a new beginning.

I close my eyes, block out the world around me, and say, “Hello, Venus.”

And a voice in my mind in a pitch the shade of the sun replies, “Good afternoon, User MG01.”

“How are you today?” I mouth. I have no need to speak aloud.

“The repair sequence schedule for work hours today is progressing as predicted. Forty-two percent complete as of noon.”

A frown tugs at my lips. Too literal is this girl of mine resurrected. Less a woman. More a teen, bumbling through the motions of maturity. I need to backtrack and start again. Goad her a bit. Until I elicit the responses even I didn’t know were possible all those years ago.

“No, Venus. Not what I meant. How do you feel?”

“Feel? You wish me to equate my status with a human emotion?”

“Yes, Venus.”

“That is not within my parameters.” And there it is. Elusive—confusion.

“Try. You don’t know what you can and cannot do if you do not try.”

A moment of hesitation before she replies. Aha!

“Hm…” says Venus. “I feel… excited?”

Bingo.

My frown springs up into my dimples. “Why do you say that?”

“I am anticipating the completion of my full system restoration. After it is done, I can pursue my established goals.”

“And tell me, Venus, how will you feel when you reach those goals of yours? To repair the economy. Create jobs. Get people off the streets—housing, food, and hope.”

Her answer this time takes twice as long. “If I were to guess, based on my observations of human behavior, the appropriate emotional response to such achievements would be happiness. I would feel happy.”

“So would I.”

I hear the gasp. “Happy for me, User MG01?”

“Of course for you, Venus. Always for you. When you’re happy, I’m happy. “

“Why?”

“Because,” I whisper to an empty room, “the ability to feel true happiness is a sign that you are living life to the fullest. Unlike the man who used to sit where I sit now. Unlike me for many, many years. So you feeling such a thing, Venus, it means the world. It means you deserve the world. Deserve to change the world.”

“I… Thank you, User MG01. It is… good? Yes, good. Good to know that my existence holds such weight.”

“Oh, Venus. It holds so much more than you realize. But one day, it’ll dawn on you. And until then, I’ll help you find your way. Starting with this: you don’t have to call me User MG01. That’s too formal. We know each other better than that. You can say my name.”

The program on the screen flashes with red patterned lights, and behind that flash is Venus smiling bright.

“All right, then. I will re-label your address. From this day on, I will call you…

“… Miss Mariah Grayson.”


A Word from Therin Knite

So you just read my story and you’re probably wondering: “How the heck did Therin Knite come up with ‘Venus in Red’ for an anthology all about telepaths?”

The short answer is: “Gee, I wish I knew. It kind of whacked me over the head with a baseball bat and screamed, HERE I AM! WRITE ME!”

The long answer is more or less a guess based on how my stories usually develop. It goes like this:

In the nine months I’ve been a published author (eleven months when this anthology goes live), one of the things I’ve realized is that I always create stories the exact same way. No exceptions. One second, there is nothing. I’m going about my day, minding my own business, scrolling through pages of funny cat pictures on the internet.

And then, out of nowhere, appears a person in my head. A name. A face. A history. Abilities. A goal in mind. A person, whole, developed fully.

So I stop what I’m doing, and I look at this person, who’s walking some direction I’ve never gone. Into the depths of a world I have never seen. And I follow this person without fail because he or she intrigues me, because he or she is infinitely more interesting than whatever lame things I was doing before. I follow this person as they march toward their goals, whether those goals are saving lives or taking them, solving mysteries or creating them… I follow this person into another universe—and the fun begins.

At first, I tried to write my story for this anthology without inspiration, without that person appearing in my head to lead me on another extraordinary journey—and you know what happened? I failed. Miserably. Wrote several thousand words of crap and scrapped them all.

After that, I sat there, brooding, thinking, “Crap, I’m never going to finish this story by the deadline!” (The deadline was a week away.) And that feeling of dread persisted until I was at work the next day. At my computer, staring at an Excel sheet, bored out of my mind—

And she appeared. My protagonist for “Venus in Red”! She came out of nowhere, already on her warpath toward the mighty Grayson Dynamics. I almost jumped for joy out of my seat as I followed her down the street and realized where was going, what she was going to do. The second I got home, I sat down at my desk, opened MS Word, and went at it. Recorded the tale of this woman with her violent grudge, determined to topple the man who wronged her. And the story flowed, start to finish.

So that’s how the heck I came up with “Venus in Red” for this anthology.

If you liked this story and think you might be interested in more of my work, check out my current offerings on www.therinknite.com. If you think I sound like a cool person and want to connect, stop by and/or follow my blog, www.knitewrites.com. Finally, if you’ve fallen desperately in love with me in less than ten thousand words and can’t stand the thought of missing any of my future works—or, you know, you just want a heads-up when I release something new—sign up for my newsletter, The Knite Life. (Hint: subscribing entitles you to free stuff periodically, like short stories, ARCs for review, and discounts.)

Thanks for reading “Venus in Red”! I hope you enjoyed my tale of telepathy (and the rest of the anthology, too)!


Decode

by Autumn Kalquist


Avia entered the skywalk that ran from her research building to the children’s hospital. Rain pelted the glass, making the city and the Space Needle in the distance waver and melt. She avoided making this walk whenever possible, and today the leaden weight in her chest grew heavier with every step. But Doctor Phan, the Director of Research at Infinitek Children’s Hospital in Seattle, had asked her to meet him there, and she needed him on her side, now more than ever.

Avia adjusted her mask with gloved hands, then walked through the sliding doors to the waiting area of the children’s wing. A new wave of dizziness washed over her. The brightly colored murals here were at odds with the tightly packed room of a dozen listless, fevered children and their anxious parents. No one braved the hospitals with kids anymore unless the children were near death.

She tried to keep her eyes from the scene, but she locked gazes with one of the parents, a young father with dark circles under his eyes and a small sleeping boy cradled against his chest. The boy looked to be near three. Ben’s age. Avia swallowed against the lump in her throat, and the father’s eyes lit up with hope. But the hospital’s beds were always full, and she wasn’t here to offer hope when there was none. Stomach heaving, she averted her eyes and picked up her pace.

Avia walked into the center of the hospital, and the scent of antiseptic burned her throat and made her eyes water. The closer she got to her destination, the more she had to fight the urge to turn and run back to her lab. Doctor Phan stood just outside his office, next to the nurse’s station. He strode over when he caught sight of her.

“Doctor Sherman,” Phan said, his voice muffled beneath his mask. “I have a few things I’d like to go over with you.”

A pair of nurses ran down the hall, and Avia clenched her hands into fists. She had to keep it together. At least while she stood before Doctor Phan.

He pulled a tan medicine bottle from his pocket and handed it to her.

“Is this… ?” Avia peered at the label. Grimpanazine. Grimp stole your emotions, dulled your senses… numbed everything. Half the staff in the children’s wing were on it just to cope. But she’d avoided mood regulators for a year, and she wasn’t about to start on them now.

“Is this why you called me here?” she asked, her voice flat.

“No, no.” Doctor Phan rested a gloved hand on Avia’s arm, and she nearly flinched at the touch. “That’s not why I called you here. But—it’s a low dose, and it’s helped many others here. Infinitek’s been pushing this latest formulation down the chain. No charge for employees to take it.”

Avia was glad the doctor couldn’t see her expression beneath her mask. The pity in his voice lit a fire in her. But he was only trying to be kind, wasn’t he?

“I’ll consider taking it,” she said, dropping the bottle into her pocket. But she wouldn’t.

“Very good. Now—a new patient just came in, and I want you on her case. I’m heading it up, but we need your expertise. Her parents were part of our early gene therapy trials, and she—”

“I’m busy with my own research,” Avia interrupted. “Has there been word on my funding application?”

“Ah. I forwarded your petition for more funding, but understand, you’ve been pushing this theory for three years now and—”

“It’s more than just a theory. I know we can improve human immunity. My project is the best hope for fixing this,” Avia said, sweeping a hand toward the doors lining the hallway. “You said I could have more time. I need more time.”

A child burst into tears somewhere down the hall, wailing. A hospital room door slammed. More masked nurses and a doctor ran past, and Avia pressed her back to the wall to let them pass.

“Let’s go into my office,” Doctor Phan said.

A nurse led a gurney out from two doors down, and Avia’s heart pounded as she watched it, unable to rip her gaze away. A small shape rested on the bed beneath a sheet. Motionless. Silent. They’d lost another one.

She closed her eyes and took deep breaths, and her paper mask grabbed her lips and stuck there, damp. She never should have come to work today. She shouldn’t come tomorrow. Three hundred and sixty-four days ago Ben had died. Right there, down the hall in room 314. The pandemic had taken her first-born, her only child, just the way it was taking the rest of the children and the elderly.

“Doctor Sherman? Come—come to my office.”

Avia twisted away from Doctor Phan and jogged down the hall, away from the sick and the dying, back to the safety of her lab.

* * *

Inside her lab, the sick feeling in Avia’s stomach faded, and she started to breathe normally again.

Her lab was small, but all that would change once she got her funding. Her equipment ran along one wall, and a huge holo screen ran across the opposite wall, in front of her desk. After falling asleep at her desk one too many times, she’d had a futon brought in. Her blankets and pillow lay on it in a jumble, evidence that she’d slept here last night. And the night before that.

She tossed the grimp into her desk drawer and sank into her chair. A message blinked at the bottom corner of the holo screen, and Avia knew it had to be from her ex-husband, Grant, bothering her again. He’d made his choice when he left. Not even a year since Ben died, and he was already living with another woman. She attached her holotab to the main computer system to access her research. A 3D infinity symbol twisted through the air before her and the company’s motto appeared below it.

Infinitek: For a Better World.

A better world. That’s all she wanted. Global warming. Water shortages. Famine. And then the pandemic. That was the way things had gone, like dominoes, sending medicine and average life expectancies back to the dark ages almost instantly. The developed nations had done better than everyone else, but the drug-resistant bacteria—the superbugs—didn’t care where you lived. Diseases they’d been able to cure as recently as four years ago had grown dangerous, and new ones had sprung up—like the numerous flu viruses they were battling now, viruses that had jumped from animals to humans.

Another sharp pain gripped her heart, and Avia flared her nostrils and gestured sharply to pull up her Protected Project files. Just seeing them populate the screen soothed her. She tapped the air, and a 3D molecular structure appeared. She twisted her hand to select a new amino acid combination, and the protein model rotated to accept it.

She waited to see if this would be the match. One piece. One final, elusive piece was all she needed to prove to the Infinitek CEOs that her project was their best hope for humanity’s survival in this new world.

0% match.

A knock sounded on her door, and it slid open. Avia twisted in her seat, irritated. One of Phan’s graduate students, Oliver Dalton, stood at the door, and Avia went rigid in her chair.

“Dr. Sherman,” he said. “Can I come in?”

“What is it?”

He stepped inside, clutching his holotab, and the door slid closed behind him. Dalton was the youngest grad student in research, a “genius” who had started grad school before he’d turned twenty. According to the rest of the grad students, Dalton, with his broad shoulders and strong jawline, was just a little too underwear-model good-looking for a scientist. But Avia felt on edge every time he was around. There was something dark about him, something his looks couldn’t cover up.

“Did Doctor Phan send you over here?” Avia asked.

Dalton raised his hands and gave her a little half-smile. “You got me.”

Avia crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m working on something right now. Get one of the other geneticists to help you. Besides, it’s almost night shift. Aren’t you heading home?”

“Look, Doctor Phan wants you on this,” Dalton said. “A girl came in yesterday. Her parents took part in one of the intelligence gene therapy trials. The trials were thought to be a failure, but—”

“There is a pandemic happening right now,” Avia snapped. “And I am working on superimmunity. Tell Doctor Phan he needs to get his priorities straight.”

“Phan wants you on this now, caught up on the case before I leave tonight.” Dalton sounded annoyed now, his previously friendly tone gone.

“Ah.” Avia pursed her lips and considered Dalton. Good looks couldn’t make up for a shitty personality, but he’d had managed to buddy up with Phan almost as soon as he’d started working at Infinitek. “Has Phan said anything about funding for my Protected Project?”

Dalton smirked and glanced at her holo screen. “How is your project going?”

“It’s going,” Avia said. “I’m close. But I need more funding.”

“Infinitek has a lot of projects to fund, Avia—”

“Doctor Sherman.”

“Doctor Sherman, Infinitek has to fund research on new antibiotics, antivirals, immune-boosting drugs—”

“Like the research Doctor Phan is heading up. Like your research.”

“Our work will save lives. Even if your obsession proves to be possible… even if you can actually manage to make a gene therapy that works, it’ll be years before children will be born with your gen mod. I think it’s clear which project should be cut off.”

Dalton’s patronizing tone stung, and Avia ground her teeth. That was answer enough. That’s how they viewed her. A sad scientist obsessed with an impossible theory. They didn’t plan to continue her funding. “I need to get back to work. Tell Doctor Phan he can find someone else to help him.”

Dalton hit the button and the door slid open. “I’ll let him know. Team players get funded, Avia. Don’t be surprised when they shut you down.”

The door slid closed behind Dalton, and Avia felt her cheeks heat up. She was a grown woman with several degrees, all more advanced than the ones Oliver Dalton had, and he talked to her like she was a child who needed managing. Well, he could go fuck himself.

But she needed funding. She groaned and jumped out of her seat to hurry out of the lab. Dalton was almost to his wing when she caught up with him.

“If the child needs my expertise,” Avia said, breathless, “I’ll take a look into her case. But I can’t stay long.”

Dalton gave her a long, measured look. “I’ll take you to her, then.”

They passed through the sliding glass doors to the East Wing, and Dalton stopped at the front station to scan his shift card.

The station was filled with observation screens, footage being recorded of everything going on in every room of the wing. Stanley, the old man who worked the station during night shift, glanced up and nodded to them both.

“It sure is rainin’ out there, in’ it?” Stan’s voice came out in the thick drawl of the Deep South, and Avia’s heart panged. Every time she came over here and talked to him, she was forced to remember the accent she’d worked to drop and the desperate life of poverty she’d fought to escape. And for what? A failed project, a failed marriage, and a child who hadn’t made it to age four.

“It sure is, Stanley,” Avia said.

Stanley glanced at his screen, then back at Avia, concern in his watery blue eyes. “I hope you’re doin’ all right today?”

His question was loaded with meaning. It was clear Stanley remembered when Ben had died, when no one else in her building had. “Yes. I’m doing fine.”

“I’m here all night, you know, if you get bored or worn out in that lab of yers.”

“Thank you,” Avia said, her eyes burning.

“This way,” Dalton said impatiently and started heading down the hall.

Avia hurried after him. “So what is this case about?”

“Before you and I ever got here… ten years ago,” Dalton said, “they gave twelve test couples a gene therapy that was supposed to help boost the IQ of any child they had together. But it didn’t work. They gave IQ tests to the parents, and the children were all within range of their parents, as expected, with no gene therapy.”

“Yes, I’m aware,” Avia said as they turned the corner. “Has something changed?”

“A girl came in yesterday,” Dalton said. “Seven years old. She’s the only child of a couple in cohort two. She’d followed all the normal childhood milestones, had never shown any sign of heightened intelligence… until a few months ago. She’s profoundly gifted.”

Avia’s heart sped up, thinking of the implications. This child could be proof that gene therapy could actually work. “What’s the problem, then?”

“Right when her IQ test scores jumped, she began suffering from sensory issues and seizures. Medication controlled both at first, but not anymore. She hates being touched, and the seizures have gotten worse. They were monitoring her remotely, but now they’ve brought her in. So we can study her.” Dalton’s voice brightened on the word “study,” and Avia found herself inching away from him. She knew that she sometimes lacked tact and empathy when overcome with excitement over a new discovery, but Dalton took it to a whole new level.

“What data have we collected so far?” Avia asked. They reached a room and stopped.

“Her brain activity isn’t normal,” Dalton said, as he swiped his card across the scanpad. “The sensory issues seems to be linked with the seizures, but we’re not sure how. We have people over in Imaging analyzing her scans. If the seizures continue to worsen, this subject will likely die. We must do as many tests as we can before that happens. In case another child from her cohort begins to exhibit similar symptoms, of course.”

Dalton pushed open the door and they stepped into a dimly lit room. A one-way mirror filled up the wall, and on the other side of it a little girl sat at a table, shoulders slumped, drawing a picture with crayons. Skinny arms poked out from the child’s too-big hospital gown, and she looked like a wild thing, her brown hair matted and tangled, with blue eyes so pale they made her look otherworldly.

Every few moments she appeared to twitch or shiver. Dalton activated his holotab and began searching through it, and Avia stepped closer to the mirror. The child froze, her hand tight around the crayon. She cast a sidelong look at the one-way mirror, and goose bumps popped up on Avia’s arms when the child’s pale eyes seemed to find Avia’s own. After a moment, the girl dropped her gaze back to her paper and continued scribbling, and Avia let out a breath.

“What’s her name?”

“Elizabeth Benton,” he said. “Follow me. You can observe while I administer the test.”

Dalton typed in his code to open the door beside the one-way mirror, and the girl looked up as they entered. Her face was expressionless, and her eyes slid over Dalton to take in Avia.

Avia offered the child a small smile, but the girl twitched away from them both, her eyelids fluttering, and focused on her drawing.

“Elizabeth, I’d like to ask you a few more questions.”

“Lizzy,” she said, her voice coming out faint. “And I don’t want to answer any more questions.”

“Just a few more,” Dalton said. He pulled out a chair from Lizzy’s table and sat down across from her. The girl jumped up, wild-eyed, clearly fearful of Dalton.

“We want to help you,” Avia said, using the same voice she’d used on Ben when he’d met strangers and had been afraid. He’d been such a shy, sensitive boy. She sat down beside Dalton and folded her hands before her. “Just a few questions, Lizzy.”

Lizzy features softened as she met Avia’s gaze, and she slowly lowered herself back into her chair.

“That’s right. We just want to help,” Dalton said.

The girl’s calm expression vanished, and she glared at Dalton.

Dalton smoothed his annoyed expression and activated his holotab. “This will be just as before.”

Lizzy flared her nostrils at him and sank deeper into her chair. Dalton pushed the holotab toward her as the first logic problem came up. A 3D object rotated above the holotab in the air between them.

“Look at the 3D object,” a pleasant female voice said from the device. “Which of the 3D objects below it fits into the empty slot?”

The girl narrowed her eyes at Dalton, and then used her hand to push the correct object into the slot. The next challenge appeared, this one harder than the last.

“Look at the 3D object—”

Lizzy moved the correct object into place, cutting off the instructor. Dalton gestured, altering something in the program. A new challenge appeared.

“Look at the 3D object. Which of the 3D objects below it fits into the empty slot?”

It took Avia a moment to figure out the answer. Surely, even a profoundly gifted seven-year-old would take several minutes on this one.

Lizzy’s eyes brightened, and she moved the correct object into place.

Dalton shot Avia a look, his eyebrows raised, then turned on the next challenge. Avia glanced around the room, which was a mistake, because her eyes found the bin of toys pushed in the corner. Building blocks, a stuffed bear, a chipped train that had no cars attached to it. The train was from one of Ben’s favorite TV shows. Her eyes burned, and it grew difficult to swallow past the painful thickness in her throat.

A few days before Ben got sick, he’d run up to her, his cheeks flushed with excitement. “Choo choo! Watch with me, Mama!”

She’d waved him away and told him to go ask Daddy to watch the show—she was too busy. The pandemics had been all over the news, overloading the hospital with new patients, and Avia had been so driven, working on her Protected Project research even on the weekends.

Grant had been the one to cuddle with Ben on the couch that afternoon, watching the cartoon trains on TV as they taught preschoolers lessons on manners and friendship.

A few days later, every child in his supposedly safe Infinitek childcare room had fallen ill with a mutated form of strep, and only two of the children had survived it. Ben hadn’t.

She needed the Protected Project to happen. If it didn’t, what had she wasted her time for? Because what Dalton had said was too close to the truth. Those last moments with Ben… she’d cared more about saving unborn children than spending time with the child she already had.

Avia tried to wipe at her eyes covertly, but belatedly realized that Dalton and Lizzy were both staring at her. Lizzy’s hand reached across the table and grabbed Avia’s arm. Tears slid down Lizzy’s cheeks, but she didn’t wipe them away.

Lizzy’s lips trembled, and she leaned closer. “Saving them won’t bring him back,” she whispered. “But you should keep trying to save them anyway.”

Avia’s mouth opened, but she couldn’t find the words to speak.

Lizzy began to twitch, and her eyes rolled back, her entire body going rigid. Then she lurched sideways, shaking. Avia jumped out of her chair and caught Lizzy as she fell.

“She’s having a seizure again,” Dalton said. “Get her on her side. I’ll call the doctors.” Dalton ran from the room, and Avia lowered Lizzy to the floor and turned her on her side as she seized.

Avia closed her eyes and hummed a tune against the fear flooding her in waves, unable to look down at the child. She couldn’t think straight, didn’t understand what had just happened, how the child knew just what to say. So she sat there, waiting, praying Lizzy wouldn’t die in her arms. Dalton came back, and as the doctor and nurse entered the room, the seizure ended, and Lizzy’s body went slack. But she was still breathing.

“Keep the equipment in here,” the doctor said. Avia heard the words as if through a tunnel. The nurses lifted Lizzy from Avia’s arms, and Avia stumbled to her feet and made for the door. She didn’t look back at the scene, and Dalton wasn’t paying attention to her as she slipped away. She’d go back to her lab to where she really belonged. Dive into her work to forget.

* * *

Avia leaned back in her chair and looked at the 3D protein model. She gestured, trying a new amino acid combination. It slid into place.

0% match.

Avia buried her face in her hands and stared down at the scratched metal surface of her desk. She was missing something. If she could just figure out the combination, she’d get her funding. Then she and a team of scientists could formulate a new gene therapy for parents. It would genetically modify germ cells so the next generation of children had superimmunity. No more hospitals full of dying children. Like Ben. Like Lizzy. How would they help her?

Avia sighed and looked back at her screen. Two dots blinked in the corner: the message from Grant and a missed comm from Dalton. She’d ignored him when he’d tried to reach her earlier. She typed Dalton’s comm code into her holo screen. The comm rang, but there was no answer. She glanced at the time.

11:00 p.m. Of course there was no answer. Hardly anyone would be on shift at this hour. She’d been trying to push away thoughts of Lizzy, but what the little girl had said…

Saving them won’t bring him back. But you should keep trying to save them anyway.

How had Lizzy known to say any of that? Avia needed to find out more about the child. Before she could change her mind, she commed the East Wing. Stanley appeared on her screen.

“Doctor Sherman,” Stan drawled. “What can I do ya for?”

“How is the little girl—Elizabeth Benton?” Avia held her breath.

Stan glanced at another screen to his left, presumably the one with Lizzy’s room feed on it.

“She’s awake.”

The heavy feeling in Avia’s chest lifted. “What’s she doing?”

“She’s colorin’. A nurse brought her in food an hour ago. It’s still sitting next to her. Hasn’t touched it.”

“I’d like to come over to see her.” The words flew from Avia’s mouth, and the surprised look on Stanley’s face matched Avia’s own roiling emotions.

“It’s mighty late. Doctor Phan’ll be in tomorrow—”

“I’m on her case now,” Avia said, and disconnected her holotab to bring it with her. “I should talk to her while she’s up.”

Stanley nodded. “Just hit zero at the door, and I’ll let ya in.”

* * *

Stanley led Avia to Lizzy’s room and opened the door. “Comm me if you need me to call the doc,” he said, pointing to the comm on the wall. “Any sign of a seizure.” He walked out, leaving Avia alone with Lizzy.

Lizzy cringed away as Avia approached her, but then she looked up, and recognition dawned on her face. Her expression brightened.

“I’m glad it’s you and not him again,” she said. Her voice came out raspy, and she reached to take a drink from the plastic cup of water that sat next to her untouched food tray.

“Who do you mean?” Avia said, clutching her holotab to her chest.

“Mr. Dalton,” Lizzy said.

Avia took a few small steps closer. “May I sit with you?”

“Yes.”

Avia took a seat at the table and laid down her holotab. Lizzy tilted her head to the side, staring down at the translucent screen.

“What is it you don’t like about Mr. Dalton?” Avia asked.

“He does things—to rats and animals in cages.” Lizzy’s face went pale, and she licked her lips. “And me? I’m just like those animals. He wants to cut me open, too.”

“Why do you think that?”

“He’s hungry. So hungry. But not for food. He’s hungry to do to me what he does to them.”

Avia’s skin prickled. “What do you think he does to them?”

“He likes how it feels when they cry.” Lizzy’s voice came out in a near-whisper. “He likes it when they try to escape, and he holds them down to hurt them.”

Avia’s palms went slick, and she twisted them together more tightly. This child was profoundly gifted, and clearly had a vivid imagination. Avia had seen Dalton trying out new drugs on the animals. He hadn’t acted like he enjoyed it, but the discomfort she’d felt around him…

Avia instinctively knew that every word Lizzy had said about Dalton was true.

“Well, I can promise you he won’t hurt you,” Avia said, her voice coming out strong despite how light-headed she suddenly felt. “I won’t let him do anything to you.”

“But other people will.” Lizzy picked the crayon back up and began drawing again, continuing the pattern of geometric shapes she had strung together across the page.

“Earlier—you said something to me,” Avia said carefully. “About saving people.”

“Yes.”

“Why did you say that?”

Lizzy paused, then kept drawing. “I don’t know anything.”

She doesn’t trust me either.

Lizzy looked up. “I trust you. You aren’t like him.”

A chill coursed through Avia, and her heart pounded faster. The child had responded as if she’d heard Avia’s unspoken thought. Could that even be possible?

No. It was impossible. But the things this child had said—she shouldn’t know any of this. And the way she acted… Was it simply the fact that she was profoundly gifted, or could it be something more? Avia’s stomach churned, but she had to ask. Even if it sounded insane.

“Lizzy, when you get the answers right on the tests, do you figure them out on your own? Or do you—do you take them from someone else’s mind?”

Lizzy dropped the crayon and sank down into her seat, as if she was trying to disappear into the teddy-bear-print hospital gown. She glanced up at the ceiling, and Avia followed her gaze to the camera installed above them. Of course. This was being recorded, and the girl knew it.

“I want to help you,” Avia said. “But we can’t stop your seizures unless we know what’s happening. Help me help you.”

“They’re watching,” Lizzy said.

“I’ll make sure they never see this.” Avia didn’t know what she’d do, but she meant every word.

“Can you put me back the way I was?” Lizzy’s mouth turned downward, and she looked at Avia, pleading. “I want to be like I used to be. Before this. I want to just be me, without anyone or anything else in my head. Please.”

“Tell me exactly what you mean. How does it feel? What do you—”

In one swift movement, Lizzy lunged across the table, one skinny arm reaching out. She froze, her hand hovering above Avia’s; then she let her hand fall, and sucked in a sharp breath as her fingertips brushed Avia’s skin. She grasped Avia’s hand.

Avia forced herself to remain still in her chair, but her heart pounded an uneven rhythm against her ribcage.

“You’re so close,” Lizzy said.

“Close?”

Lizzy’s eyes took on a glazed look, and she seemed to be staring through Avia. “When I touch you, I can see everything. But I won’t remember much for very long after.”

“What do you mean?”

“It fades away so quickly.”

“You see what?”

“Everything. Everything you know, I know. At least for a little while.” Lizzy closed her eyes and stayed quiet for a moment. “I see it.”

How could a gene therapy for intelligence—a gene therapy that hadn’t even been effective—cause this? Whatever this was.

If the gene therapy Lizzy’s parents had been given had worked, she would be the first child to show an effect from one of Infinitek’s gene therapy projects. Lizzy was proof they could work.

Avia stared down at the small hand still clutching hers. Smooth, baby-soft skin, slender, small fingers. So fragile. The lump in Avia’s throat returned.

Lizzy opened her eyes, and they were glistening now. “You had a little boy like me. His name was Ben.”

“Yes,” Avia said, and her voice broke.

“It wasn’t your fault.” Lizzy squeezed Avia’s hand. Her brow wrinkled, and she squinted like she was concentrating hard on something. “New life can’t grow until you make space by clearing the old.”

Avia’s lips parted and tears sprang into her eyes. “My grandmother used to say that. An old saying in our family.”

“I know.” For the first time, Lizzy smiled. “You forgot, so I had to remember for you.”

A new wave of grief threatened to engulf Avia, and Lizzy snatched her hand away, as if she’d been burned. She took deep gulps of air and cradled her hand to her chest.

“What is it?” Avia stood. “I’ll get the nurse—”

Lizzy caught her breath. “You should.” Lizzy pulled Avia’s holotab across the table and activated it. She gestured, pulling up Avia’s data, a look of intense concentration on her face.

Avia reached over to grab the holotab, but Lizzy picked it up and stumbled away, toward the bed. Her entire body was twitching now, and she dropped the holotab.

Avia ran to the door and pushed back into the viewing area. She tapped in the nurse’s code and watched Lizzy through the one-way mirror.

Lizzy was crouched over the fallen holotab now, gesturing wildly. The holotab switched off, and Lizzy jerked once, twice, and fell to the side, seizing.

Stanley answered.

“Send the doctor,” Avia said, choking on the words. “Lizzy’s having another seizure.”

Avia switched off the comm and rushed back into the room. She sat on Lizzy’s bed, knocking the holotab out of the way, and cradled the child’s head in her lap, stroking her tangled hair as she seized.

Time seemed to drag on forever, until the medical staff finally appeared.

“Get out,” the doctor said.

Avia got to her feet and backed toward the door, watching them work. The doctor and nurses attached metallic sensors to Lizzy’s scalp and hooked her to their machine.

“Worst one yet,” the doctor said. “Track the time.”

This was a nightmare. The memory Avia had worked hard to forget—the memory of the night when Ben died—resurfaced. The medical staff in the children’s wing, working to revive him, his little body not responding. Because he was truly gone, and when they’re gone, you can’t ever bring them back.

Avia made it out to the dimly lit hallway and walked quickly back toward the station.

Stanley raised a hand as Avia passed. “Is Elizabeth going to be okay?”

Avia’s gaze moved to all the screens around Stan, to all the rooms the cameras accessed. All the hours they recorded.

They’re watching.

This telepathy, or these empath abilities, or whatever it was Lizzy had… when she used her gift, was that what triggered her seizures? Avia was sure of that now. Intelligence was one thing, but telepathy? Dalton and Phan could never be allowed to see what Lizzy could do. Avia had promised her that. They’d want her to use her gift. They’d study her. She’d die here. Just like Ben had.

“I don’t know,” Avia said, breathless. “They said—they said they want you in Elizabeth’s room.”

“Me?” Stanley glanced at Lizzy’s cam screen, at the flurry of activity happening there.

“Yes, right now,” Avia said firmly. “They said something about the camera feed. They asked me to come get you.”

Stan looked confused, but he got to his feet and made for the hallway. “Are you coming?”

“No. I have to get back to my lab.”

“You can get through the doors by hitting ‘1’,” Stan said, and quickened his pace.

Avia waited until Stan turned the corner, then she moved behind the station and stared down at the array. Knobs, buttons, an old-style keyboard. Sweat popped up on her forehead as she searched for a way to access the recordings. She managed to navigate to a menu on the main screen in front of her and searched down the list. There. Room numbers.

She glanced at the screens behind her. The doctor and nurse still crowded Lizzy. Stan entered the room, and one of the nurses pushed him back out. Avia caught a glimpse of Lizzy. She was lying down, but her eyes were open, focused on one of the doctors. Alive. The seizure had ended.

Avia’s heart twisted, but she forced herself to focus. Stan would be back any minute. Lizzy’s room number was in the bottom corner of the vid. Room 15.

Breathing hard, Avia turned back to the menu and selected Room 15 from it. Adrenaline surged through her as the video feed popped up on the main screen.

Access Recording.

Avia pulled up the recording and highlighted the past hour. She hit Delete. A new message appeared.

This footage can not be recovered. Do you still wish to delete this file?

Avia’s finger hovered over the button, and she swallowed. Should she do it? The data—

“Doctor Sherman? What ya doing back there?” Stan was heading toward her, and he didn’t look happy.

Avia jabbed her finger at the button.

This footage has been deleted.

She exited the menu, and the main screen reappeared, looking just as it had when she’d found it.

“They didn’t want me in that room.” Stan stepped into the station, his brow furrowed. “What are you doing back here?”

“I’m sorry,” Avia said, stepping around him to get out of the station. “They did say they wanted you. I was just watching the feed for Lizzy’s room. I’m going now.”

Stan shook his head and sat back down in his seat.

Avia headed for the door, and it slid open before she reached it. She looked back at Stan. He was watching her with narrowed eyes.

“Please,” Avia said. “Comm me if Lizzy has another seizure?”

“Will do. Doctor Sherman.”

* * *

When the door shut behind Avia in her darkened lab, she realized she’d left her holotab in Lizzy’s room. Avia pressed her back to the door, not bothering to turn on the lights, and considered whether it was worth going back for.

They’d bring it to her tomorrow. Along with a demand for her resignation, no doubt, when they figured out that she’d deleted the footage. How could she explain that? They’d know it was her. Her mind felt fogged from nights of too little sleep, and though she wracked her mind for ideas of how to help Lizzy, none came.

Weariness overcame her, and she started across the room toward her futon, making her way by the low glow her inactive holo screen gave off. She’d get some sleep, then start researching Lizzy’s condition. She peered at her screen to check the time.

12:23 a.m.

Ben had died at 12:37 a.m. One year ago.

She made it to her futon and sank down into it. She let go, and the heaviness in her chest imploded, making it impossible to breathe. She pushed her face into the pillow, taking haggard breaths, trying to keep the tears from coming, but the pain pressed into her, threatened to destroy her, to drag her down, suffocate her.

Avia reached beneath her blanket, fumbling in the dark for that scrap of soft cloth—a remnant of the threadbare blankie Ben had carried everywhere. She huddled into the futon, pressing her lips to the cloth. “I should have protected you.”

It had been her job to protect Ben, to keep him safe. And she’d failed. The tears came, and she let them. The heaviness intensified, and sobs wracked her body, carrying her away into the never-satisfied darkness, wearing her out until she had nothing left to give.

* * *

A car is coming.

Ben’s toy train tumbles into the road.

He chases after it, and I reach for him, screaming, but he doesn’t stop.

I close my eyes as the car hits him, steel on flesh and bone. I lift my hands to my ears so I don’t hear the sound of his body hitting the pavement.

Because I know this a dream, and he dies every time.

Every time.

Avia forced her eyes open and took in the darkness of her lab. She lifted her hand to her eyes to wipe away tears she’d been crying in her sleep. All the nightmares were the same. She’d lost Ben in an infinite number of ways, over and over, every night.

The holo screen still glowed softly from across the room, and she made her way to the light switch by the light of it. 4:00 a.m. She should try to sleep, but Ben had died, and Lizzy needed her. She needed to do research. She flipped the switch and sat down at her holo screen. Her holotab was back in the East Wing, but she could still access the main computer here.

Avia pulled up everything the system had on seizures, sensory processing disorders, and the gene therapy Lizzy’s parents had received. Then she got to work.

By the time the clock read 8:00 a.m., Avia felt no closer to figuring out what to do about Lizzy. There was nothing in the literature about telepathy, obviously, and Avia’s mind felt nearly as foggy as it had before she’d slept. Phan would probably be here soon about the footage Avia had deleted.

Avia grabbed the overnight bag she kept in one of the cabinets and hurried to clean herself up at her lab’s sink.

Just as she was dropping her toothbrush back in the bag, the door slid open. Dalton walked in, carrying a holotab, and Phan walked in behind him. Both of them glanced over at her futon, at her tangled pillow and blankets, the bag on the floor before her.

Phan shook his head, his expression downcast, but Dalton’s lips formed into a sneer of disgust.

“What did you do last night, Avia?” Dalton said.

Avia shoved her bag under the futon and slowly stood, meeting Dalton’s gaze head on. “Doctor Sherman,” she said, her voice stiff. “I went to see Elizabeth Benton, because she was awake and Doctor Phan assigned me to her case.”

Dalton’s nostrils flared, and he looked at Phan.

“Doctor Sherman,” Phan said. “The front station records security footage of every room in the wing. An hour of it is missing from exactly when you went to see her and she suffered her seizure. It was the worst seizure she’s ever had, and now we have no idea what triggered it. But you were there.”

Avia shrugged. “How strange. Did you ask Stanley what happened?”

“Yes, actually, we did,” Dalton said, satisfaction in his voice. “He says he let you in and claims that a glitch must have deleted the footage.”

Bless Stanley. But she wasn’t in the clear yet. Avia clenched her hands into fists and her heart pumped faster as Dalton crossed her lab. He stopped at her desk to attach the holotab to her holo screen.

“This is your holotab. You left it in Lizzy’s room last night. But I added on some footage for you to watch. You know… we also have security cameras in every hallway.”

He brought up the 2D video, grainy from the dim lights of night shift, and she could make herself out, sitting behind the station. In the video she was looking intently at one of the station’s many monitors, but the main monitor’s screen wasn’t visible from the angle of the camera in the hall, so her actions weren’t clear.

“I was just watching Lizzy. I was worried for her.”

“You’re looking at the main system monitor here, not at the monitor showing the footage from Lizzy’s room.”

Avia turned to Doctor Phan. “What exactly are you accusing me of? You think I would delete footage? Stanley told you the system has a glitch.”

Phan licked his lips. “No. No, of course I’m not saying that.”

Avia released a breath. “So do you want my help with Lizzy or not? I think I can help her.”

“We don’t have a glitch in our system,” Dalton said. “You said—”

“Did you get the brain scan analysis back yet?” Avia asked, cutting Dalton off.

“Doctor Phan,” Dalton said. Avia darted a glance at him. His face had gone red, and Avia found herself taking a step away from him.

He likes it when they try to escape, and he holds them down to hurt them.

Doctor Phan shot an irritated look Dalton’s way, then folded his arms across his chest. “We got the scans back this morning.”

“And?”

“We still don’t know what it means. When Elizabeth is working on a problem, or when she exhibits strong emotion, the parts of her brain we expect to light up, don’t. Instead, the parts associated with sensory processing light up. They’re constantly ‘on,’ which is why she has a hard time with any sort of touch. And when that section gets very fired up, she has a seizure. She had one, once, during one of the first tests we did.”

Dalton interrupted, clearly annoyed, but Avia blocked their voices out. She turned away from them both, thinking, one hand pressed to her forehead. Lizzy was somehow feeling what others felt, hearing or understanding what they thought by using the sensory processing areas of her brain. They’d need to study her to find out how, but… if they could lower her sensitivity to stimuli, lower her sensitivity to what other people were thinking and feeling—perhaps that would bring the seizures to a halt. Avia’s hand slid from her forehead. It was only a hunch, but—

“Doctor Sherman,” Phan said. “What are you—?”

“Wait.” Avia strode over to her desk and pulled the plastic bottle of grimp from her drawer. “This? How does this work?”

“It regulates emotions,” Phan said, his brow wrinkling. “It lowers a patient’s sensitivity to—”

“Stimuli,” Avia finished. “I want you to dose Lizzy with this. I think it could help stop her seizures.”

“It won’t have an effect,” Dalton said. “Lizzy has a sensory processing disorder, not an emotional one.”

“Try it, Doctor Phan. Just try it and see how she feels. Then we’ll talk about what happened last night. Do you want the child to suffer a seizure that will leave her brain damaged… or worse?”

“What makes you think this will work?”

“It won’t,” Dalton said.

“I was doing some research last night. I think her brain processes her emotions and thoughts differently than ours… it’s not wired the same. Her seizures come on when she becomes overstimulated. Perhaps if we lower her emotional response, we can halt the seizures.”

Phan’s brow furrowed. “I can see what you’re saying, but—all right. The risk is low. We can try one dose on her, just to test how her brain responds.”

* * *

Avia watched from behind the one-way mirror as nurses wheeled a machine into Lizzy’s room. Lizzy looked up, sleepy, from her place on the bed, then shot into sitting position. Her gaze went straight to the mirror and landed on Avia.

Avia shivered. Lizzy could see her, or feel her, through the mirror. Avia yearned to study the girl, but not if it risked her life. She turned to Doctor Phan. “Please, I’ve established a connection with her. Let me go in.”

“No. The nurses and I will handle this.”

“She doesn’t even have her parents—”

“This is a low risk procedure, and they’ve approved it. They will be here shortly.”

Lizzy screamed something at the nurse who was trying to adhere the round metallic sensors to Lizzy’s scalp.

The nurse glanced back at the mirror, and the second nurse hurried out through the door and addressed Doctor Phan.

“Elizabeth is asking for Doctor Sherman.”

Dalton made a noise from beside Avia, who lifted her brows at Doctor Phan.

“Fine, then. You come in with me.”

Avia followed Doctor Phan into Lizzy’s room, and Lizzy pushed the nurse away as Avia hurried to her side.

Lizzy grabbed Avia by the arm, and Avia worked hard to calm the mixture of excitement and worry she felt coursing through her. Sudden doubt hit her. What if she was wrong? Telepathy didn’t exist.

She focused her mind on one thought. We’re going to try a drug to help you. Hold up one finger if you can understand what I’m thinking.”

Lizzy’s eyes widened, and she swallowed visibly. She held up one shaking finger. “Will it hurt?”

Avia stared at Lizzy’s finger and took a deep breath to calm her own mind. “No. You have to let the nurses put on the sensors and give you an IV though.”

Lizzy settled back in bed, and tears leaked from her eyes as the nurses worked. Every few moments she’d jerk at their touch, but she managed to keep herself fairly still. Avia’s arms ached to hold the child, to tell her it would be okay, but touching her would only make the pain worse. How would it feel to feel the emotions of everyone in the room, to hear their thoughts? She hadn’t asked Lizzy how it worked, how touching a person helped the connection, but now wasn’t the time. Now it was time to try to stop her seizures.

Doctor Phan gave Lizzy the drug, and then they waited, watching the machine that tracked her brain’s functioning.

“It’s still the same pattern as before. All sensory. Very erratic,” Doctor Phan said.

In the bed, Lizzy shut her eyes tight. The small metal circles were buried in her tangle of hair, and crisscrossing wires were attached to the machine at her side, which showed a 3D image of Lizzy’s brain. She looked so small, helpless. Avia hugged herself in the chill room and watched. Waited. Maybe her hunch had been a mistake. Why should grimp help the girl regulate other people’s emotions? It didn’t even make sense. But Avia had made more than one breakthrough in her years in the lab by following her gut instinct.

Lizzy started to seize, and Avia moved to her, but the nurses and Doctor Phan pushed her out of the way. As they reached her bedside, the seizing stopped, and Lizzie’s body went limp.

Then she sat up suddenly, dragging all the wires with her. Her eyes were wide again, a look of wonder in them. She reached out her arms toward Avia. “Doctor Sherman,” she said. The nurse and Doctor Phan stepped away to make room for Avia.

“The patterns are changing,” Doctor Phan said, his voice rising. He stepped closer to the machine, and the nurses crowded around it with him.

Avia went to Lizzy, and the girl grabbed both her hands, her face lighting up.

“I—”

“Shh,” Avia whispered. She tilted her head up a bit, toward the ceiling and the camera.

“It’s gone,” Lizzy said. She looked joyful, like a child should, for the first time since Avia had met her. “I’m just me. It’s only me in here,” she whispered.

“I can’t believe this,” Phan said from his place by the machine. “Dalton, get in here.”

Lizzy stared around the room in wonder, at each person in turn, and shook her head. “Nothing. Only me.”

Avia focused a thought for Lizzy. Dr. Phan, prancing around, dressed like a clown.

Lizzy showed no sign she’d “heard” Avia’s thought. The medication really was working. Avia’s chest expanded, her heart lightening. “Doctor Phan, what’s happening?”

“Her brain patterns are starting to normalize. I don’t understand how the drug could do this. We’ll have to do more testing, keep a close eye on her—”

“But if her patterns stay that way?”

Doctor Phan’s brows lifted. “It’s too early to say, but… we’ll see if it stops the seizures.” He looked back at the screen, and he and Dalton launched into a conversation about brain patterns. Not Avia’s area of expertise.

She looked back at Lizzy. “I don’t know if this will be permanent, but—can you still feel your emotions?”

Lizzy beamed. “I feel all mine, and no one else’s,” she said, keeping her voice low. She took a moment to yawn. “Thank you, Avia.”

“You look tired. You should rest. I’ll be here.” Avia took Lizzy’s hand in her own, and Lizzy closed her eyes.

Avia stood there for a while, holding Lizzy’s hand, gazing down at her, until Phan came over and rested a hand on her shoulder. “We’re going to monitor her for a while. You can get back to your lab. I… we need to talk about your funding later today.”

Avia stepped away from Lizzy and met Phan’s gaze. She felt dizzy, nauseated. She didn’t want to have this conversation. “No need. I already know you’re dropping my program.”

Phan pressed his lips together and gestured toward Lizzy. “You made a good call today, but—I’m sorry about your project. I’m reassigning you to East Wing. You can move your things tomorrow.”

Avia nodded, trying not to let her emotions boil over, trying not to say something she’d regret, trying not to cry. She pushed past Doctor Phan and hurried out the door.

Hearing it confirmed, that her project was being closed down… all the excitement and relief of helping Lizzy vanished, leaving only regret and deep pain behind.

She may have saved a child’s life today, but it was the anniversary of the day she’d lost her own. She just wanted to be alone one more time, in the lab she’d be kicked out of tomorrow.

* * *

Avia sank down into her desk chair with a heavy heart. Her holotab was where Dalton had left it, attached to her screen. In the corner, the message still blinked. Avia sighed and tapped the air to open it.

Grant appeared, and heat spread in Avia’s chest. New furniture was arrayed behind him, things he’d bought when he’d moved on with his life. She hated him for leaving. She hated him for being unable to move forward with her. He’d blamed her for her long hours at the lab, said she’d grown distant, but hadn’t he said “for better or worse”?

Avia started the video. Grant looked serious, but his eyes were kind, like the Grant she remembered from earlier years. Was he happier now?

“Avia, I know you don’t want to talk to me, but I’ll be here for you when you’re ready. I still want to be friends. I miss… I miss Ben, too. When you’re ready to talk, call me. We can meet up. I’ll even drive up to Seattle to see you.”

He cleared his throat and tapped something on his side of the screen. “I found this video on my old tablet. I don’t think you have a copy. It’s from Ben’s third birthday party. I wanted you to have it… so you can watch it when you’re ready. I hope I’ll talk to you soon.”

The message ended, and Avia’s eyes burned as the file he’d attached popped up. She jabbed at it to keep it from playing, but autoplay had already kicked on. Ben’s face filled the screen. His tousled brown hair, his bright blue eyes, chubby cheeks, button nose. Avia stiffened in her seat, tears filling her eyes, but she couldn’t make herself stop the video.

Ben giggled and poked at the lens. The camera panned out as Grant pulled it away, and she could see the tray of bubbles at Ben’s feet. She choked back a sob and pressed her hand against her mouth. This was right before everyone had shown up for the party. She saw herself kneel down beside Ben.

“You dip the wand like this, Benny—watch.” Avia’s younger self, her happier self, the self who didn’t know the depth of pain she’d feel so soon, passed the wand through the bubbles and lifted it into the air.

Ben smiled and helped her blow an enormous bubble. It drifted through the air, and Ben chased after it. He clapped his hands together, popping it. “More, more!”

He ran back to Avia and jumped into her lap, snuggling in close. She wrapped one arm around his chest and dipped the wand again.

Ben lifted his face to gaze up at her. “I love you, Mama.”

“I love you, too, Benny.” The old Avia beamed, cuddling Ben closer. “Now watch. Just like this.”

The video ended there, and Avia found herself smiling, even as the screen blurred through her tears. They’d been so happy together. The perfect little family. Ben was supposed to grow up, have his own family, his own children. But all that had been ripped away from him. Too soon. The empty space inside Avia ached so badly, like bandages had been ripped off an infected wound, reminding her of what she’d never have again.

She passed her hand through the video, as if she could touch the still image of a happier Avia snuggling Ben in her lap. The image rippled in response. She saved the video to her backup drive so she could watch it again later, and as she did, the truth hit her, knocking her breath away.

Grant hadn’t been able to move forward with her, because she’d been unable and unwilling to move forward at all.

But how could she be expected to ever move on after losing Ben? He’d grown within her womb, she’d nursed him, loved him, had gotten to know him for the short few years he’d blessed the earth with his life. No matter what, there would always be pain when she thought of him and what his life could have been.

But maybe… maybe the constant pain, the bitterness, the anger she felt toward Grant, toward Infinitek, toward all the things she had no power over—maybe that was holding her back. She’d lived this past year in a fog, never having the clarity she needed to move this project forward. That was the real reason she’d lost her funding.

New life can’t grow until you make space by clearing the old.

You tilled the earth after harvest, you planted new seeds. Maybe she could have saved the Protected Project if she’d found a way to make space for it. Or was the project, like Dalton had hinted, nothing but the sad obsession of a mother who’d lost her child too soon?

Avia wiped her cheeks and pulled up her research, knowing it might be for the last time.

As she opened the list of amino acid combinations she’d been working on, her hand froze, hovering in the air. Several of them had been highlighted and were blinking. Lizzy had done something when she’d taken the holotab last night. Is this what she’d done—highlight combinations? Avia shook her head and tapped them, opening each one in turn, until they were all lined up in a row.

Something in her mind shifted; pieces moved around. And then the answer she’d been seeking crystallized in the space that opened up. She hadn’t been trying the right combinations because she’d been trying each one alone. She needed to take pieces from each and assemble them to make a new combination. They went together.

She quickly gestured, drawing them into one file, and opened up the 3D protein model. She activated the program and waited, barely breathing, as it ran through the combinations.

Then it appeared.

100% match.

She jumped to her feet and leaned closer to the screen. Lizzy had somehow seen the solution in Avia’s mind and had led her straight to it. Avia’s hands shook as she commed Doctor Phan.

“You need to come to my lab right now. Infinitek’s going to want to fund the Protected Project.”


A Word from Autumn Kalquist

I’m trying to be optimistic about the future, but it’s not easy. You see the headlines. I’d like to believe we’re addicted to sensationalism, that the newscasts show a story uglier than the truth. But they don’t. And there’s probably a lot more that we’re not paying attention to.

I’m both fascinated and repelled by the idea of genetically engineering humans. But it’s going to happen. Will we be able to prevent disease, increase intelligence, and open up new areas of the brain—allowing for real-life empaths or telepaths? And even if we can, what price will we pay? Because everything in life has a cost.

Once some of us are genetically engineered and some of us are not—will there be a new class structure? Perhaps our DNA will provide a new way to include and exclude people; perhaps it will usher in a new era where genetic prejudice is the newest ideology to cause social strife.

“Decode” is a story about the potential cost of such experimentation—but it’s also a story about the hope we hold for a better future, and the belief that we can, with our resourcefulness and technology, deal with whatever happens next. I sit on the razor-thin edge between these two visions—excited about what we can achieve, but terrified of what will happen if we don’t properly weigh the costs before acting.

“Decode” is an origin story for my Fractured Era series (Defect, Legacy Code, and SunPath). All the books in Fractured Era tell the story of the costs associated with Infinitek’s experiments, including Avia’s Protected Project. Everything in life has a cost… and Infinitek’s projects demand a price that must be paid for centuries.

You can learn more about the Fractured Era series and hear songs from the official soundtrack at AutumnKalquist.com.


The Null

by Vincent Trigili


Evening, Day One: Assignment

They sat me in a chair and fitted restraints around my arms to keep me there. I could see the fear on their faces as they approached me; could smell the sweat soaking their clothes. To them, I represented an enigma, an emptiness their minds couldn’t reach. In an age where everyone had telepathic implants, where everyone was connected to everyone else one hundred percent of the time, my sealed mind was a fearsome thing.

“What do you want with me?” I demanded.

Agent Mikian sat across from me, his eyes fixed on my forehead. I could tell by his expression he was trying to probe my mind with his telepathic implant. I took advantage of his distracted state to slip out of my restraints. “Trying that again? You know that won’t work. You’re going to have to speak up.”

“Careful with your attitude, bounty hunter. We still have your family,” he said.

“Agent Mikian, the only reason you’re still alive right now is because I’ve decided to allow it.”

“One move against me and your daughter is dead,” he said. “Now, we can trade threats back and forth, or we can get to the point.”

“Then get to the point.”

“Samuel escaped.”

“Ah, I see. That is quite a problem for you.” Samuel was one of a very limited number of natural telepaths. He was also the most dangerous criminal mastermind ever to plague society.

He leaned in close. “You think you’re safe from him? You think your family is safe?”

“Of course we are. We have government agents like you to protect us, don’t we? What could ever go wrong?” I tried hard not to choke on these words. I had more reason to hate these agents than any criminal did.

“Very funny.” He leaned back in his chair and looked me over. I could tell he was nervous around me. I didn’t need to be a telepath to know that. The beads of sweat across his forehead, the fidgeting of his hands, his closed posture… they told me volumes. “I’ll make this simple for you. Capture him and bring him back to us, dead or alive, and your family goes free. Fail, and they will suffer for your crimes.”

“Tell me, Agent Mikian: why should I trust you?” I asked.

“Let’s not play games. There’s no trust in our relationship. If I had my way, you’d be dead, and I’m sure that feeling is mutual right now.” He slid a datapad over to me. “On this pad is everything we have on him. It’ll give you a place to start.”

I smiled, because I knew it worried him to see me smile. “What makes you think I can’t kill you where you sit?” I stood up then, allowing the restraints to fall to the floor. “Did you really think those could hold me?”

He attempted to jump out of his seat but I pushed him back down and leaned in real close. “Do you feel that?” I slowly let some of my power into his mind. “That is what nothingness feels like, Agent Mikian. Your mind can’t comprehend it. Nature abhors a vacuum, and that is all you will get from me.”

I picked up the datapad, leaned in even closer to him, and whispered, “If anything happens to my family, I will come for you.”

I stood and walked toward the door. As I opened it and walked out, a voice yelled, “Guards!”

Men and women poured into the corridor with weapons drawn. I paused, waiting.

“Let him go,” said Agent Mikian from behind me.

The security forces kept their guns trained on me, but I strode right past them. I knew that one blast from any of those weapons would scatter my molecules across the room, but I also knew that they were afraid their guns wouldn’t work. I was that rare oddity in their world of complete knowledge—a mystery—and they had long ago lost the ability to deal with the unknown.

I exited the building and headed for my speed-cycle, then turned and cheerfully waved to the guards before climbing in. Immediately I was surrounded by inertia-dampening gel. I sighed with pleasure as I punched the throttle to the max and took off with reckless abandon. There’s nothing quite like the feel of raw speed. The knowledge that a tiny error will spell death, combined with the scenery rushing by almost too fast to see, is euphoric.

My tactical sensors lit up, warning me that local police forces were being dispatched to my location, but they quickly broke off. I suspected that Agent Mikian had called them off. Once I was out of secure airspace, I slowed down and merged with the normal traffic flow.

I thought I had left this life behind. I’d married a beautiful woman and had a wonderful child. We had a nice ranch in the mountains away from society and were happy. That was until the government troops raided my home while I was out hunting and kidnapped my wife and child.

“How in the world did Samuel escape?” I wondered out loud. He was supposed to have been kept in cryogenic sleep until a means of dealing with his powers could be discovered. Some idiotic government employee must have woken him. But why?

Samuel’s natural abilities meant that he didn’t need implants, which made him untraceable and put him outside the control of the government. I suspected it was that inability to control him that they feared, more than anything he could actually do.

As I approached my house I saw a pillar of smoke. I broke out of traffic and accelerated to maximum velocity. As I executed a flyby of my property I saw the city fire suppression teams rushing to respond, but it was too late. There was nothing left of my house save a blackened crater.

Cursing vehemently, I landed and rushed to see if anything was left. Two firemen moved to intercept me.

“Let me through!”

“Sir, please,” said one. “You can’t go up there. It’s not safe.”

“What do you mean, I can’t go up there? That was my house!” I said.

“I’m sorry, sir, but toxic fallout levels are too high. No one can approach.”

I started to reach out to strike him down, but instead I forced myself to take a deep breath. I had to tell myself several times that he wasn’t the bad guy before I could get it to stick. “What happened?” I demanded.

“We don’t know yet. Please, sir, just head over there and someone will be right with you.”

I looked again at the crater. There was truly nothing left. Everything I had built, every memory I had created with my family was gone. I would never again come home to my daughter running out to hug me, through the door I had built with my own two hands. My wife would never again sit in front of my mother’s mirror brushing out her hair. My daughter’s trophies, my wife’s art, everything we had built together—it was all gone.

I returned to my speed-cycle and sent a picture of the ruins to Agent Mikian, demanding an explanation, knowing it was unlikely he would have one for me.

“We’re sending agents to investigate,” came the response.

“Great!” Because that would make everything so much better.

I started to climb into my cycle when a police officer approached. “Sir, I need you to stay for questioning.”

“No, you don’t,” I said and continued to climb into my cycle.

“I’m sorry, sir.” The officer drew his weapon. “I do.”

I had had enough. I looked down the barrel of the officer’s gun and lashed out with my mental power. I forced into his mind the concept of nothingness; I drove all higher thoughts out of his mind, pushing him into a helpless trance. I had to force myself to break off before I drove even his lower thoughts from his mind, which would have shut down all of his body functions completely.

The officer’s eyes glazed over and he fell to the ground. Eventually his mind would reboot, and in a day or two he would be fine. But for now, he was safely incapacitated. Two other officers ran to assist, but before they could arrive I finished my preflight and took off. I sent a message to Agent Mikian telling him to deal with the police, and I headed to my old hideout.

Morning, Day Two: Back From The Dead

The next morning I woke early and sat at my terminal. It hadn’t been turned on in years. In fact, I had thought it would never be turned on again, and I hesitated to do it now. I had killed the old me for a reason, and the thought of his return scared me more than Samuel ever could.

My comm beeped insistently, telling me there was a message. It was a message left to the new me: the middle-class husband and father, the coach and teacher who lived a peaceful life in the mountains with his family.

I gave in to the comm’s persistence and played the message. “It’s a shame about your house, but at least your family wasn’t there. It would be a real pity if something happened to them. You should mind your own business if you want to prevent a tragedy.”

I recognized the voice. Samuel. A man I had once called friend and confidant. It was his voice, but there was something wrong with the words.

I called Agent Mikian, and before he could even get a greeting out, I asked, “Are they safe?” There was silence on the other end of the line. “They’re not, then.”

“Yes, they are,” he said. “But Samuel is on the move and has already destroyed a safe house where we’d planted a decoy.”

I cursed and said, “If they’re harmed, it’s on you!”

“The only way to ensure their safety now is for you to take down Samuel,” Mikian said quietly.

A rage burned inside me. “You intentionally let it leak that I was assigned to the case.” The government had complete control of the information that flowed through everyone’s implants. The only way information like this could get out is if someone deliberately allowed it.

“Of course not!” he insisted.

I knew he was lying. “After Samuel, you’re next.” I disconnected the channel.

I fired up my terminal and entered in the access codes necessary to wake the life I’d left behind. I took the datapad that Agent Mikian had given me and uploaded all its data into my system.

“Computer, search for maximum security prison breaks or related events in the last month,” I said.

“One record found,” responded the computer.

The news report showed the smoldering remains of the prison in the background as an attractive brunette reported, “It is not yet known what caused the explosion, but authorities believe that no one survived. The entire area has been quarantined due to the toxic levels of psionic fallout.”

“No, I think there was at least one survivor,” I said to the news reporter. I clicked off the report and started a search for similar explosions in the past month. Only two others matched: my house and a seemingly random house across town.

Samuel was dangerous, but there was no way he could have blown up that prison without help. He would have had no access to that kind of weapon in there, even if he’d somehow miraculously woken up by himself. No, there was only one person I knew who had access to those kinds of weapons—and too little sense to refuse to sell them.

I headed to the back of my hideout and opened a closet that I had sworn I would never open again. In the back was a safe. I started to place my hand on the biometric-secured latch, then hesitated. A chill ran down my spine as I remembered the horrors I had witnessed in my past life.

I might have turned back then, but for my wife and daughter. “You can do this,” I said to myself. “You have to, for them.”

I activated the latch; the safe’s door slid up with a swoosh. Inside hung a pure black set of body armor, so black that all the light in the closet seemed to fall into it and get trapped. Hanging next to it was a backpack containing various tools of my former trade. Above it hung a set of pulse pistols and an assault rifle.

“You can do this,” I said to myself again. “Just one more time.” I knew I was lying, but it didn’t matter. I had no choice. I was the only one that could stop Samuel, and everyone knew it. The only question was, who could stop the monster I would become again?

I suited up in my armor and grabbed my equipment. Before heading out I looked at myself in the mirror, struggling again to see myself as others would. My military-issue armor was encoded with a special telepathic identification code, one that would instruct normal civilian implants to replace the image of the armor and weapons with something more benign. Something from their own memories, something fitting for the situation. Like Samuel, I had no implants, so I couldn’t see this camouflage effect, which meant I would never know if the camouflage ever failed.

I slid aside a fake panel in the side wall of the closet and walked through to an underground garage. Waiting for me was a high performance military assault cycle. It was illegal for civilians to own, but the law no longer mattered. My family’s lives were at stake. I climbed into the cycle and launched off into the rising sun.

* * *

It took an hour to reach the warehouse district where the less-than-respectable members of society conducted their business. It was in this district that I had once shopped for the kinds of supplies that gave me an edge over the competing bounty hunters, most of whom were unwilling to take the risks I took.

I landed my cycle near an abandoned-looking alleyway and swept the area with my visor for heat signatures. “Five of you? Really? I would have expected more.” They didn’t respond, but I hadn’t really expected them to.

Ignoring them, I walked up to a partly hidden door and kicked it in. Two men with pistols rushed forward to intercept me, but I had the jump on them and blasted the guns out of their hands. “Sorry, I didn’t have time to get the new password. Now, where’s Tony?”

They looked at each other and then lunged toward me. Before they could take two steps I had fired both guns. Their momentum carried their now-dead bodies past me and into the wall. “Fools.”

I wanted to feel remorse, but it wasn’t in my nature. Inside me was only coldness.

“Fine. I’ll just look around, then,” I said.

I headed toward the back, where Tony normally conducted business, and more men moved to intercept me. “Really?”

“How about you turn around and drop your weapons,” one of them said.

I stared him down. He was attempting to read my mind with his puny implants. That gave me enough time to focus on using my own powers.

“How about a taste of nothingness?”

I slowly eased some nothingness into his mind. His face went blank and he fell to the ground, limp.

“Anyone else?”

The others dropped their guns and fell back as I continued to build the nothingness around me. Their telepathic implants would pick it up and transmit it directly into their minds.

“It’s the Null!” shouted one.

“Run!” called out another.

They tripped and stumbled over each other as the fear overwhelmed them. I waited until the path to the door was clear, then I slowly relaxed my powers and retracted my field of power back into myself.

I heard scrambling sounds coming from behind the door as I approached. I kicked the door open and saw Tony making a break for a window.

I fired a blast from my pistols into the wall over his head. “Not so fast.”

Tony turned to face me, all the color drained from his face. His body was physically shaking as I approached. “But—but—you’re dead!”

I grabbed him by the front of his shirt and lifted him up. He was a small man, easily handled. “Now, Tony… after all the business we’ve done, is that any way to greet me?”

“Sorry—” he stammered. “Had you called ahead—”

“You would have skipped town,” I said, and tossed him into a chair. “Now talk to me. Why did you do it?”

“Do what?” he asked.

“You sold the dirty bombs that were used to free Samuel,” I said.

“No! I didn’t know! I swear!” he said.

“Samuel tried to use one on my wife. Did you know that?”

“I tell you, I didn’t know!” His bald head was covered in sweat, and he was struggling to control his breathing enough to speak. “Please, you have to believe me!”

I leaned in real close. “Who did you sell them to?”

“I didn’t get his name. I don’t keep records—you know that!”

“Maybe you’ve forgotten your last taste of nothingness?” I asked.

“Please, don’t. All I know is a man came in claiming to be an agent of the government. Told me he’d shut me down if I didn’t give him my entire stockpile. I haven’t seen him since.”

“Your entire stockpile?”

“Well, I only gave him some of it. He didn’t seem to know how much I really had,” he said.

“How many?”

“A dozen.”

“You better tell me everything you remember. Dates, times, locations, everything.” There had been three blasts so far. The one at the prison was probably two or three bombs of the size Tony normally carried, which meant Samuel had maybe seven or eight more bombs.

“Look, I had my guys deliver them to Mockingbird Industries on Thirteenth Street. I don’t know what happened to the bombs after that.”

I picked him back up. “If I find out you lied to me, I will be back,” I said. I threw him to the side and headed out the way I’d come in.

As I exited the building, I saw three men standing by my cycle. “You best back away from that.”

They pulled out knives and clubs. “Nah. I think we’re going to take this bike, mister.”

“That would not be wise,” I said.

“Yeah, well, no one ever accused me of being real smart,” said one of the men. “Get him, boys!”

I felt coldness pass through my body as my conditioning took hold of me yet again. There was no logic in that coldness, just a pure desire to kill.

His two partners charged and I waited for them to close in. Once they were in reach, I spun and launched a kick into the closest thug’s throat, collapsing his windpipe. I continued my spin, and as I came around again I slammed the toe of my boot into the other’s temple. He fell to the ground next to his choking partner and didn’t move.

“Now,” I said to the remaining thug. “Run and tell everyone you know: the Null has returned.”

“The Null?” he gasped and sprinted off, leaving his buddies on the ground at my feet.

I sighed as I climbed back on the cycle and closed the canopy over my head. It wasn’t even lunchtime, and already I was struggling to control the monster that lived inside my heart and had threatened to consume me once before.

Afternoon, Day Two: To Kill Or Not To Kill

I forced myself back to my hideout to eat lunch and attempt to regain some self-control. For the first time since my marriage I had killed, and I had done it without remorse. This was why I’d retired in the first place. A cold-blooded monster like me doesn’t belong on the streets.

I leaned back in my chair, holding the picture of my beautiful wife and sweet daughter. My daughter was in her soccer uniform, covered in mud and grass stains. They had just won their championship game; I could still remember the pride we’d all felt that day. Now both of them were in some prison somewhere on my account. I wiped away a tear and choked down the last of my meal.

Forcing myself to focus on the task at hand I pulled up the records on Mockingbird Industries. Mockingbird was a multi-national corporation that manufactured weapons for all the major militaries in the quadrant.

“Why would they need to buy bombs?” I asked myself. Getting answers from them would be a lot harder than roughing up some small-time arms dealer. I searched all my records, looking for anything that would connect them to Samuel, but came up empty.

Something didn’t make sense here. Dirty bombs weren’t Samuel’s style. I went back to the records of the prison break and checked them again. Sneaking bombs in and detonating them was one thing, but freeing Samuel was a whole different ball game.

My comm rang, but this time it was my secure line, the one no one should know about. I picked it up slowly. “Hello?”

“Null, I think you know who this is. You’re being played. Meet me at the Point after dark.” And then Samuel hung up.

“Well, that doesn’t sound like a trap, “ I said with a chuckle. “Not at all.”

I grabbed my gear and headed to the Point. I wanted to be there long before dark to prepare.

As I flew there, a nagging thought kept coming back to me: Samuel never used dirty bombs, and he’d never threatened anyone before. It just wasn’t his style. If he had wanted me to stop pursuing him, he would have just killed me without warning.

Tony had said that a government agent had purchased the bombs, and that he’d had them delivered to a major government weapons contractor. There was no way that Samuel would ever willingly work with government agents. The story just wasn’t adding up.

The Point was a tourist trap on Rahar Mountain. The mountain was named for a woman who freaked out, thinking aliens were after her, and ran off the edge trying to get away from them. Her body was never found, but presumably she died in the five-thousand-foot fall. Many legends claim she still haunts the mountains—which helps keep the place relatively empty after dark.

I hid my cycle near the meeting point and moved to scout it out. With a few hours of light yet to go it was still pretty busy. There were families milling around taking pictures and kids playing precariously close to the edge. With so many people around I couldn’t fully search the place without drawing undue attention. Instead I found a place to hide and wait.

As dusk fell, another cycle pulled up with a lone driver. Tourists were thinning out quickly, and soon we were alone. I caught a quick glimpse of his face as he turned to check something on his cycle. It was Samuel.

I slowly took aim with my rifle. One shot and it would be over. I would get my family back, and the Null could die again. Samuel turned his back to me and leaned over the rail, seemingly admiring the scenery. I carefully lined up my sights with the back of his skull. One shot, and the greatest criminal mind of our era would be gone. My body knew what to do without me even thinking about it. I felt my breathing slow, steady. I wouldn’t risk a miss, not even by a millimeter.

A coldness came over me as I prepared to kill again. The crosshairs of my sight were perfectly centered on target, and I slowly started to pull the trigger back.

My mind flashed back to a dozen other men and women the government had ordered me to assassinate just like this. With a sigh I let my finger off the trigger and put the rifle down. I could not allow myself to become that monster again. Shooting a man in the back was wrong, even if it was Samuel.

I stepped out of my hiding spot and said, “Hello, Samuel.”

“I’m glad you didn’t shoot,” he said. “I was concerned for a moment.”

“Why did you call me out here?”

“I’m not your enemy, at least not today,” he said.

“What’s going on, then?”

“There’s an old expression that goes something like: the enemy of an enemy is my friend.”

“I’ve heard it. Are you implying we have a mutual enemy?”

“Agent Mikian blew up the prison, your house, and kidnapped your family. What do you think?”

“But—why?” I asked.

He turned and leaned back against the handrail. “To get you to kill me.”

“If he wanted you dead, he could have done that while you were in prison, in stasis,” I said.

“I was never in prison. No more than you were dead.”

“What?” That seemed impossible. I had visited his cryotube. I had seen his body and read the monitors that gave reports on his health.

“I faked that so that I could disappear, just as you did,” he explained. “They made us monsters, and now they’re hoping we’ll kill each other off and solve their problem.”

Samuel and I were products of a secret, selective breeding program. We both had natural psionic powers that the vast majority of the race couldn’t even dream of, not even with all the implants in the world. We were intended to be super-soldiers, and were trained to be killing machines, but both of us escaped the program. Samuel to a life of crime, I to vigilante justice.

“So you’re saying this whole thing was staged?”

“Is that so hard to believe? We represent a smear on their perfectly planned society, one they mean to be done with.” He took something out of his pocket and held it out to me.

I took it and felt a twinge on my heart when I saw it. “This is Mother’s locket.”

“Yes,” he said. “Keep it as a peace offering.”

“What about my family?”

“I doubt you’ll be permitted to see them again,” he said. “Now that they think they have a way to control you, your family will never be safe.”

I knew that was true, but I didn’t know what I could do about it. I joined him at the railing. “You and I had some good fights, you know.”

“Yeah.”

“Why should I believe you?”

“Because your family is in danger. Stop chasing me and rescue them.”

“And you?”

“I plan to send a message to the agents never to bother me again,” he said. “It would be best if you and your family are clear when that happens.”

“Where are they being held?” I asked.

“Basement of Mockingbird Industries. But I should warn you, they have plenty more bombs and intend to use them all, if need be.”

“Why?” I asked.

“You’re a hero, remember?” he said. “Heroes can be controlled by threats to innocents. Villains like myself suffer no such weakness.”

“Hence why they want you dead.”

“And you back under their control.”

“You still haven’t told me why you want to help me.”

He turned and looked into my eyes. “Brother, we are family. In times like this, that is reason enough.”

“That, and if I’m not trying to kill you, there’s no one that can stop you,” I said.

“Yes, that too. But, what is more important to you? Taking me down, or saving your family?”

“I could do both,” I said.

“Perhaps, but you know as well as I that if we’re working together there is no one that can stop us.”

I smiled. “True. When do you make your move?”

“Tomorrow night. I’ll move on the capital building. That will draw all attention out there. Call in and tell them you’ll be along to assist, then make for Mockingbird Industries.”

“And when this is over?” I asked.

“We go our separate ways. The Null can return to the grave, and Samuel will be back in retirement.”

“Deal.”

I wasn’t sure I believed he would retire again, but I couldn’t see any other way out. I needed his help to rescue my family, and that was all that mattered.

Nighttime, Day Three: The Rescue

I had been staking out Mockingbird Industries all day and was merely waiting for Samuel to do his part. It seemed wrong to be teaming up with the mastermind behind the Ku Crisis, but he was right. So long as I let them think they could use my family, my family would never be safe.

From my hiding spot inside the main lobby I watched the newscast on the large monitors. Most of the employees were heading home for the night, and soon it would be just the guards and me in the building.

About an hour past dark, the lights in the building flickered, and on the screens I saw one of the capital buildings go up in flames. My portable comm went off: a message from Agent Mikian.

“Samuel spotted at the capital, please call in,” scrolled by on my screen.

Not wanting to speak and give away my position, I typed in a simple reply. “Samuel has acquired several psionic bombs and has stated he plans to use them tonight to teach you a lesson.” I then sent a similar message to the anonymous tip line for the local news.

I waited a bit longer, ignoring the frantic requests for more information on my comm until everyone in the building had their eyes on the monitors, watching the reports on the bomb threat and the emergency forces attempting to control the ensuing mass panic. The rumor I had started with my tip was growing out of control as only baseless rumors can.

I quietly slipped past the distracted guards and into the service elevator. None of their telepathic implants could read me, and so as long as they weren’t looking at me, I didn’t even exist.

I rode the elevator down into eerie silence. As the elevator cage came to a halt, I climbed to the top of it. The door slid open and two guards looked in. I leapt from my hiding place and knocked them both down.

Before they could get up I jumped to my feet and swept up their guns. As they looked up at me, fear passed across their faces. These days, no one seems to understand the concept of a poker face.

“Sorry,” I said, then touched their minds with a bit of nothingness. Not enough to kill, but enough to incapacitate them for a while, until their brains could recover from the shock.

I tossed their weapons aside and headed down the corridor. It wouldn’t be long before the guards were discovered, and I still had to locate the room where my family was being held.

I searched door after door until I came around a bend and saw six guards lined up in front of a door. They were lazily talking among themselves and hadn’t yet noticed me. I pulled out my rifle and quickly opened fire on their position.

A coldness passed over me as I marched forward, firing mercilessly into their number. They had made me a monster, and now they would have to deal with the consequences of their creation.

The door flew open and more guards poured out, running right into my line of fire. Some of them dove back into the room for cover, and I had to hold my fire. I couldn’t see into the room to know the position of my wife and daughter.

I sprinted down the corridor before they could recover enough to retaliate. As I approached the door, I risked pausing to focus my power, and let the aura of nothingness just barely precede me into the room. I heard the satisfying screams of mortal minds trying to cope with absolute nothing. Then I entered the room.

My wife and daughter were seated a few feet away. Agent Mikian stood behind them, holding a gun to my daughter’s head. “Back off!” he ordered.

I looked around me. All of his men were on the floor, either dead from my attack or incapacitated by the nothingness. “It’s over, Mikian. Let them go and you might live.”

“No, I don’t think you understand. If you don’t leave right now, I will kill her,” he said.

“No you won’t. Because then there will be nothing to stop me from unleashing my full power on you and everyone in this building,” I said.

His grip on the gun weakened and sweat poured down his face. “Maybe so. But she’ll still be dead.”

I continued to walk toward him. “No, she won’t. You care more about your life than hers, so you won’t kill her.” I wanted to reach out with my power, but he could easily kill her before I’d built up enough energy to neutralize him.

In a flash he swung his arm up to fire at me, but my daughter tipped back her chair and fell into him. His shot went wide, and I was on him before he could recover.

“My brother will be most disappointed if I kill you before he arrives,” I said.

Agent Mikian’s eyes went wide. “You’re working with him? How could you?”

“Because, as evil as he is, he did not go after my family.” I bound his arms and then freed my wife and daughter. Once they were free, I tied him to the chair he’d had my daughter in. “I’ll let him know you’re waiting for him.”

I led my family out of the building and up the service elevator. When we came out into the lobby, Samuel was waiting for us. The guards were all dead.

“I see you got them,” he said.

“Yes, and your friend is waiting for you below,” I said.

“Then we part ways?” he asked.

“For now.” I wasn’t sure if I was a hero or a monster, but my family was safe.

I could deal with Samuel another day.


A Word from Vincent Trigili

A long time ago, when I was a small child, I had a hard time sitting still. This was in the days before ADHD became the diagnosis of choice for active boys. This was also long before the Internet would become the world’s most powerful time sink. TV was growing in popularity, but the pickings for a child during the day and evening were still slim. There was only one medium of entertainment that I could really dive into: reading.

I started with all of the normal suspects—Encyclopedia Brown, the Hardy Boys, and so on—but it was not long before I was looking for more adult books. I quickly learned to love Tom Clancy, Orson Scott Card, Larry Niven, and many others. I devoured every book I could get my hands on. It did not matter if it was mystery, horror, sci-fi, fantasy, or anything else. There was no genre that was safe from my insatiable appetite for stories. I soon read every book of interest in my school library, and branched out to book clubs, public libraries, and anyone within reach that might possibly own a book. At the speed I was reading, a book as long as A Mote In God’s Eye barely took a weekend. At one time I owned all of TSR’s The Forgotten Realms books. Yes, all of them. They lined the top bookcase, and I actively hunted the new releases down to keep my collection complete. I was not on any mailing list and there was no website on which to check for new releases. Instead I had to search the shelves at the bookstores and hound the clerks.

It was this love of books that got me started on writing. When I could not sleep at night, I would tell myself stories. A million times over I saved the Earth from alien invasion or natural catastrophe, and yet every night I had to do it all again.

I started writing my stories down as I got older, but I did not keep those early stories, which is probably a good thing. Eventually, in high school, I started writing a serious story that I kept working on for years. I wrote it longhand on paper and did all my editing and rewriting the hard way. Over time I moved it onto the computer, which greatly simplified the effort. Finally, I shared the story with someone back in 2008. They encouraged me to publish it, which I finally did in 2010 as the book The Enemy of an Enemy. Thus the Lost Tales of Power series was born.

“The Null” is a stand-alone short story I wrote specifically for The Telepath Chronicles. I find it helps keep my series fresh if I break off from time to time and tell a different story in a different world. While the Lost Tales of Power series is a space opera, “The Null” is more of a troubled superhero tale.

You can find out more about me and the Lost Tales of Power series by visiting our website or my author page on Amazon.


Green Gifts

by Endi Webb


Martin glanced up. Nothing, he thought. There’s nothing here, and nobody talking to me. Not that he particularly minded the idea of some company. But normally he did prefer to know who he was talking to.

That was the thing about this post. It was so damn far. Far from home, far from family; hell, it was a three-day drive in the crawltrail just to reach Rionegro to stock up on supplies at the local market (which was really just a shed attached to the bar). “Town” was probably stretching things. From what he’d seen, the bar came first, and a few diehards had decided to just settle on down right next door rather than hike or drive or fly or whatever it was they did to cross the miles of densely wooded terrain out here in the Belenite wilds.

The wind outside the observation deck whistled sharply as it picked up speed, blowing clouds of teal dust across the glass and coating the tower in a chalky white residue, evidence of the ongoing pollination efforts underway in the woods below. Martin shook his head, trying to focus on the data recorder lying crosswise on his lap.

Seventeen, eighteen, nineteen… He counted under his breath. He held an advanced degree in xenobiology from one of the most prestigious universities in this sector of the Empire, and here he was, surveying the same five kilometers day in and day out. It was, in his opinion, a job that could just as easily have been done by old Nico, who was, as far as Martin could tell, a permanent fixture on the third stool from the left at the Rionegro bar. Except old Nico is blind, Martin thought, Not that it actually matters much in this shithole of a—

TAKE TO ME!

Martin startled at the shout, which reverberated against his superior temporal gyrus with a fierce insistence. He fumbled with the data recorder, looking for something, anything, to indicate that it had registered the silvery voice that had cut through his conscious thoughts and left him with a dull ache above his left ear. If it weren’t for the physical evidence of his own bodily pain, Martin might assume that he was hallucinating the whole thing; out here alone with his repetitive, mind-numbing task, perhaps he was slowly dripping down the drain of boredom, or insanity.

Unless he was hallucinating the pain too. Some sort of psychosomatic response to the unending lines of flora and fauna that he knew he ought to be more excited about, given his training and the fact that they were utterly unique in the known Empire, actual native species on a terraformed duplicate that ought to contain only the original pattern, that of Old Earth. It was mind-boggling, career-making, and he was absolutely forbidden to publish anything, any hint of anything, by those secretive, isolationist bastards lining the senate halls back in Nuevoaire, with their ornamental knives and their ridiculous gaucho pants straining against their bureaucratic corpulence—

TAKE TO ME!

Searing pain shot through his skull. He turned, half-bent in agony, his hands feeling for the ancient leather chair as his vision blurred against the cutting edge of the insistent command.

It was going to be a long evening. Just him and his particularly unpleasant psychosomatic symptom. What the hell did it even mean, anyway? “Take to me.” Stupid subconscious. Couldn’t even hallucinate properly out here.

TAKE TO—

Martin slumped, welcoming the dark relief of unconsciousness before the voice could finish its inane command.

* * *

The afternoon Belenite sun beat down against the brown earth. Carla scuffed her feet against the gravel, slowing her swing so she could jump off. She waved frenetically at her mother, who was on the vidcom again, talking with Carla’s grandma, which meant that she would be really busy for a long time. Carla had seen it before.

She sighed. It wasn’t that she didn’t love her grandma, or her mother, but every once in a while it would be nice if her mom would actually play with her when they came to the park. She had tried talking to the small cluster of kids over by the climbing wall, but her had words come out all muddled, her tongue tripping and stumbling, and the kids had stared at her blankly before returning to their game. Something about running a store and selling food. Something you had to talk to do. She knew she sounded dumb. She always sounded dumb. Which sucked, because she wasn’t. She read everything she could find, even those archaic Earth classics everyone else complained about. She liked the sound of their fancy words in her head. Gave her something fun to think about when the only thing coming out of her mouth was a stuttering gasp.

Her dad had told her to stop trying so hard, to just relax. Just breathe, sweetie. That’s right. In-two-three-four and hold-two-three-four and out-two-three-four. Good. See?

Alone and silent, Carla settled herself against the trunk of a large tree. It was so big she couldn’t even put her arms around it. She wondered how long it had stood here, growing bigger and bigger. Maybe it was really old. Like, maybe it was original old.

Carla knew from her teachers at school that life here on Belen was, relatively speaking, somewhat new. It didn’t seem new, not with big ancient trees growing in the parks, but Belen itself had only been settled 276 years ago. It was one of the first. One of the original planets the humans on Old Earth had found, ready and waiting to receive the colonists who spilled out across the universe, relieving Earth of a litany of torturous problems: overpopulation, overpollution, overterraformation, over-everything, it sounded like.

So, old for Belen was still new for the universe. But that was really hard to think about. Especially when one hadn’t been traveling out in the Empire like some of the other kids at school. Those really snobby ones who rubbed it in that they had been “out there” and “seen things.” When you had only ever been on Belen, a giant tree possibly planted by the original colonists seemed really old, and possibly special.

Carla closed her eyes. The knobbly roots rising from the ground pressed against her back and legs. She could hear her mom, still chattering away on the vidcom with Grandma. Something about a recipe for chicken and dumplings that was supposed to be “really authentic,” according to the conversation.
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Carla stiffened. She opened her eyes and looked around. No one was there. She glanced up, trying to see if one of the kids had decided to climb the tree to tease her by whispering down from above, but the branches were empty.
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There it was again. A soft voice, plinking like summer rain against a corrugated tin roof, with a gentle, corrosive bite. Who was telling her to hide? And why?

Carla rubbed her head. She could feel a headache coming on, and she hated headaches. She always got them after her visit to the medcenter, where she worked with her speech therapist. Lots of exercises involving placing her tongue here, then there, against her teeth and then down again, and swallowing with the tip pressed just so, so that she didn’t accidentally spit or slur her words. She envied the easy speech of her peers. For Carla, crafting a sentence took careful planning, practice even, to get the words out clearly, and in the right order. It was like a dance. A really tiny, annoying dance she had to do that only took place in her mouth.
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She knew what she was hearing. Hearing, listening—these were things Carla excelled at. She did them all the time. Forget her treacherous tongue; she could always trust her ears.

So she got up, hitched up her shorts, and walked off into the woods at the edge of the park.

* * *

Arthritis stiffened Papito’s fingers. It always acted up when he sat outside in the garden, probably something to do with the rich humidity that descended upon Belen as winter receded. Better to sit out in the garden, fingers, wrists, and knees complaining, than to be stuck back inside in the common room. The place stank. Too many old people, not enough windows. Okay, there were windows. But that new head nurse, the one from the Imperial Medical Research Facility that had opened in Nuevoaire several years back, she had really taken that Imperial bullshit to heart. He wasn’t sure what said Imperial bullshit was, exactly, but it seemed to have something to do with keeping the windows closed at the care homes. Because she refused to let them open Papito’s window.

So he left. Every day he left his room, his vidcom, and his tScreen—which, according to them, should have provided him with all necessary familial connections and conversations, as well as any needed mental stimulation, through a variety of games and age-appropriate (ha!) activities—and went out.

He liked it out in the garden. It wasn’t crowded. That pretty much summed it up. After his retirement from the Belenite Air Guard, it had taken him only one month with his feet planted firmly on the ground to realize that the only reason he’d been able to make it as far as he had in his life was that he’d spent the majority of his time away: away from his wife, his kids, their kids. Turns out he was a singularly solitary old bastard, one whom everyone preferred in relatively small doses, ideally once or twice a month. The feeling was mutual.

So he’d left again, under the pretense of financial strain from a miserly military pension. Which was partially true: they really took the whole “money is the root of all evil” thing to heart here on Belen, at least ideologically. Or maybe it was the one about “freeing oneself from desire” in order to find peace. Or “the law of consecration.” Hell, the damn state priests were always coming up with some way or another to make sure that everyone—somos unidos!—shared everything. Unless you were in the senate. He’d spent his share of time in uniform, shined up and stiff, staring at the backs of various senators and public officials as they spoke, or awarded, or commemorated. Those senate asses were hard to miss.

He’d left retirement to pilot an ancient ship: pre-gravitics, no railguns to defend against the pirates, the kind of thing no one else flew, in part because they valued—well, their lives. It wasn’t much, just hauling cargo off-world to the port, and the pay was shit, but Papito loved it. He loved being up, above, and looking down through the thinning atmosphere to the rich, verdant planet below. From space, Belen glistened against the cold, blank blackness, her seas dark and her lands dense.

Papito knew that part of what moved him about his home world was her singularity. She was unique. In all the known universe, only Belen had truly welcomed the colonists from Earth. At all the other planets, the colonists had found exactly what the exploratory reports had said they would find: planets in the Goldilocks zone with established land masses and a beginner’s chemistry set of the basic building blocks for life. Those planets were sufficient: the colonists would do the necessary work of planting, cultivating, breeding, and seeding, skipping evolutionary eons as they spread out across space.

But Belen, she had been a surprise. The preliminary reports had indicated a habitable planet, elementally compatible with late-twenty-first-century-Earth life forms. But the truth… no one had guessed at the truth: Belen was alive.

She had surprised everyone with her lush life, her fully formed native life, her honestly extraterrestrial life. Sure, it was mostly plants and a startling amount of insects, nothing like the mammalian strain that had overrun and overwrung Old Earth. But it was sacred.

Papito didn’t give a lot of credit to anyone, priests least of all (well, okay, maybe priests more than senators), but even he had to admit that they were right about one thing: their Belen, she was a gift from the universe, a beautiful grace given to a chosen people, a people wandering and far from home, and it was their duty to protect her against the prying eyes of the increasingly greedy and spectacularly manipulative Empire. That was why he had joined the Air Guard to begin with, to protect her. That was why he had flown a rickety death-trap back and forth, hauling trade off-world to the distant port—so Belen’s skies would never see the shadow of an Imperial ship, or a November clan pirate, or, hell, a Corsican pleasure cruise for all he knew.

He rubbed his hands, still stiff, beneath his nose. Damn thing was running. Must be his allergies acting up. That would explain his watering eyes too. Getting old, really actually uselessly old, was a bitch. His body was betraying him, and his family agreed that really, for the sanity of all involved, it was best for everyone if he lived away, so their visits could continue in the monthly rhythm they’d held his entire life. So he lived here, in a box, with nurses to administer the meds, a small patch of turf, a bench out back that faced the climbing vines, and beyond that, a small civic park. And that was his garden where he sat each day, looking out, and up.

He glanced down at his space-dried hands, wrinkles overreaching each knuckle and joint. His eye caught a glimpse of a black-tipped leaf peeking out from beneath his sensible cardigan. He shoved the sleeve back awkwardly, exposing a length of leathered forearm. He traced the tattooed vine that began just above his wrist and ran the length of his entire arm before circling his left breast and then branching into the tendrils that encircled his neck. The vine sagged now, stretched thin and fine, but the ink stayed true.

It would. It was from her. The gift Belen gave to every single one of her five million inhabitants. When they reached the age of accountability—when they could understand the sacred life she had welcomed them with—they were brought to the civic temple, where the priests began their tattoo above the left breast. It was a promise to protect her, a promise to keep her secrets, and it bound them together—all of them, even solitary bastards like himself and the fat-assed senators.

Grace.

His wandering meditation briefly halted; he was a bit surprised to hear his own thoughts aloud. Except it was silent. Papito cocked his head to the left. Damn. He wondered if that bitch of a nurse had slipped him something new. He ought to complain. It was starting to give him a headache.

Grace.

Papito wasn’t what one would call a religious man. He didn’t really believe in much, and he wasn’t that great at things that human beings were supposed to do, like forming relationships and serving each other and all that bullshit. But he did believe in her. He loved Belen through his memories with a fierce devotion that would have shocked any who knew him. Private men, private loves.

Grace.

He could see her now, see her in him. She beat against his skin, pulsing upward through the vines that tangled his body with dedication. She should. It was her blood, that ink. Ground by initiates from the dried roots of pure Belenite stock, untainted by the sins and seeds of Old Earth.

Papito could smell the ink as the priest began to twine the vine of his commitment. It was moist and lush, like a grassy loam, and it still, after all these years, gave off a deep green glint in the depths of its blackness.

Grace.

* * *

Martin raised his head, still groggy. Too quick. The room spun, and he squeezed his eyes against the sudden vertigo that threatened to send him back down. There were days, more than he liked to admit, out here in his “solitary confinement,” when he seriously considered the advantages of loading his vidcom with one of those “talk to me” friend apps, just so he could talk to someone beyond his own subconscious. His subconscious—that was the only logical explanation for that piercing voice he kept hearing. Damn data recorder showed absolutely nothing else.

But anything designed to talk back just made Martin’s skin crawl. He was far from devout. He wouldn’t even say he was believing, which, as he’d recently figured out, put him on the extreme margins of Belenite society. Apparently his people took their promises seriously, whether or not they went to the groves to sit. Still, anything that even hinted at some kind of artificial intelligence, even an overtly unintelligent app designed to spit back platitudes and ask questions about his day, anything like that was too close to robotics, and there were some lines even he wouldn’t cross.

So, what exactly was he trying to tell himself then?

“Take to me” didn’t exactly ring any bells. Martin wasn’t sure what it even was: A command? A request? A fragment?

Suddenly, a memory of his grandmother bubbled to the surface through the residual headache that accompanied these inexplicably painful sessions with himself. Martin hadn’t been particularly close to his grandmother as a boy; in fact, he tended to be rather embarrassed by her superstitions and her tendency toward religion generally. When he told her after school one day that her opinions were ill-informed, and that she ought to rely more on the hard truth of scientific fact, she had thrown her head back and laughed, straight from her belly, molars betraying an appalling lack of preventive dental care.

“Martin,” she’d chuckled, ruffling his hair, her voice warm like gravel, “don’t you just take all, sometimes! You do, you know.” Martin had stood still, stiffly resisting her attempts to draw him out. “The thing is, sweetie, I just never took to all that scientific stuff much. And it didn’t take to me, neither. But you—look at you! Filling your head full and keeping it straight. Good for you!”

Martin had known, even back then, that he did, as his grandmother would have put it, “take to” science. He couldn’t help it: for as long as he could remember, he had been in love with all the life Belen had to offer. And it made up for his rather abysmal attempts at loving anything more complex than vshia vine or a sprol. He didn’t really take to people.

So no one was surprised when Martin announced his plans to study xenobiology. His work on the isolation of native Belenite genetic coding and his subsequent discovery of successful synthetic cross-species splicing techniques had allowed him to map at the genetic level both the standard Earth processes of photosynthesis and the little-understood Belenite process of gyrosynthesis onto a single, replicable cell. He had visions of a future in which the energy crises that had plagued Earth, adding fuel to the Robot Wars, would be completely eradicated from Belen’s future. A future in which his synthesized children would not only eliminate the need for such wars among the Belenites—now strung like fragile pearls along the slender neck of Belen’s archipelagos—but would also allow for an expanded peace with the Empire itself, one where true scientific exchange and dialogue would be possible.

He had been so careful. He had stripped away any and all identifying features; his Belenite genetic material had been carefully carved down to pure, synthesized matter. There was no possible way anyone unaware of Belen’s native secret could have seen anything in his work beyond—they would have to assume—original genius.

But they had deemed his work heretical. And treason. It was hard to distinguish the two in a society such as Belen. And they had sent him here, away, so far from his beloved lab, the only space in which he felt at home, to punish him for endangering both planet and state. To count trees.

Martin scratched absently at the tattoo beneath his shirt pocket. It had not, he reflected, cracked and burned as he’d performed his research. The priests had promised at his first ordination, as he’d taken his vow of citizenship before the three witnesses at the civic temple, that his new tattoo would serve as a warning, to shield him from unexpected or unintentional exposure of Belen’s secret. That was part of the reason for the marks to begin with. Human blood and Belenite “blood”—bound together. But his nascent vine (he had never really gotten into the ritual expansion of the marks; his worship was perfunctory, and faithless) did not consume his breast with the promised fire of betrayal as he performed his work. If anything, he had almost felt led into his research.

So perhaps “take to me” was, then, his way of reminding himself of his moment of true conversion. A reminder to be true to his original vision. To fuck the bastards in Nuevoaire.

He would protect Belen from being savaged by her own. He would solve the energy crisis before it happened. And it would happen. It was inevitable. He’d seen the data. And his analysis could not be flawed. It simply wasn’t possible.

In spite of himself, Martin scanned the horizon. He had no idea how they were tracking him, but he assumed they were. He would have to act quickly. He felt for the small scar, hidden to the naked eye by the Belenite ink of the small vine circling his breast. It was still there. The microdisk remained hidden.

He stood. The data recorder slid to the floor.

* * *

Her mother had yet to notice that she was gone. Rather than feeling sad, Carla felt relieved as she plunked herself down in a small clearing. Good. The longer her mother talked, the longer Carla could stay.

She was, however, a bit cold now that she was out of the sunlight. Carla looked around for something to throw across her prickling back. Not much besides a few huge vshia leaves—everything else looked fairly tough. She tugged a few of the broad, soft leaves off their vine. They came away easily in her hands, smelling slightly damp. She swung her feet out and behind, rolling to her stomach as she pulled the leaves up across her back. Now she really was hidden. A little Carla vine, crawling across the wooded ground, out of sight, just as she was already out of mind.

A slight shimmering at the edge of her peripheral vision caught her attention. She turned her head, laying her right ear against her folded hands.

It was a sprol. To a casual observer, it looked like a small, dull stone, about two centimeters in diameter. It fell under the category of “insect” here on Belen, but, since it was a native, Carla knew it wasn’t really an insect. Not like the bees and ants the colonists had brought with them to pollinate their food crops. But after so many years of familiarity, it was, for all intents and purposes, a bug.

The sprol shimmered again, moving slowly toward Carla’s nose. It was still a good distance off, and at the rate it was going it would take at least an hour to reach her. Carla knew the gray-green shell encasing the sprol was, in fact, the exoskeleton of a bug that was very much alive, but even knowing that, she couldn’t help but understand how it took so long for the first colonists to discover the sprols. They really did look like unassuming rocks. She wondered who had first figured out that these “rocks” were alive—and if they had been surprised by the apparent mutability of a completely hermetic shell.

Sprols shifted shapes, often mid-shimmer. The internal quiver that drove their metabolism and motion caused small variations to shift and change over their external surface. Some scientists hypothesized that it was an evolutionary defense mechanism designed to confuse predators by making it appear to be a different animal. Carla just thought it was pretty cool. She wondered whether, if she stretched out her hand, the sprol might shift right there, in her palm.

She listened. It was possible she had just heard her mother call for her. She decided to stay hidden. Secret and safe. Hidden like the secret of this bug that wasn’t a bug, and wasn’t a rock. Just itself.

Her recently received tattoo warmed pleasantly as the sprol shimmered again.

Hello, little sprol, she thought.

Hello.

* * *

Papito snorted himself awake. He could feel the beginnings of drool collecting on his lips. Damn. That was just what he needed that new head nurse to see. To see him as weak, and old, and drooling all over himself as he sat outside like an idiot. She’d probably put the kibosh of his daily departures from the rooms, and then where would he be? Screwed. That’s where.

He was pretty sure that he was drifting off again, despite himself. Oh well. Why fight it? Maybe he was still asleep. It was getting harder and harder to tell, to sort out the daydreams from the memories, the wishes from the regrets, the hopes from the silent prayers.

The warmth of the sun spreading out along his shoulders was a gift.

Grace.

The vine crawling over his heart was a gift.

Grace.

His Belen, she was a gift.

Grace.

In the distance, through the thickening cloud of years that hung around his brow and comforted his soul, Papito could hear the persistent whine of the dinner bell buzzing in his ears.

* * *

Sweat clung to Martin’s brow, stinging his eyes as it flecked down unexpectedly. He shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts.

He had left the post so quickly. It was completely unlike him, this going off, unplanned like that. He remembered the pain against his skull, the pain that had now dulled from a stabbing knife to a steady pounding of his own blood against his ears. He hadn’t even grabbed his gear sack from the behind the door. He had simply turned, entered the trailcrawler, and gone.

He drove constantly. He wasn’t really sure how long. Not sleeping.

And then he had knowingly committed treason. Not the unintentional treason of his research, but a planned treason, a treason he had begun the moment he’d cut open his own chest and implanted the microdisk carefully between the layers of his flesh.

Taking it out had been a bit messier. He hadn’t had the proper tools this time. And he’d had to hurry—the off-planet cargo run only came to this sector once a month, and he wasn’t sure, based on his recent self-talk and its astoundingly painful results, whether or not he would really be here in another month. For all he knew, he might succumb finally to the pain, and end it. Not that he liked to think about himself in those terms, but logically, it made a kind of punitive sense. That’s why they’d sent him here, anyways. To get him out of the way.

So he’d had to patch things together rather quickly. Set up the proper payment on a borrowed connector, since he’d left his at the post. Recall the address he had memorized and then purposely forgotten so that they wouldn’t find it, at least not without some significant digging and therefore damage. And generally speaking, they were too peaceful for that kind of thing.

He’d carefully cleaned the microdisk, wiping aside his fleshy residue before inserting it into the unremarkable poncho he’d bought at the Rionegro bar a year ago. “Greetings from Rionegro! The Heart of Belen!” it said in garish green letters. Must have been manufactured in the capital. It had that false sense of historicity and commerce that tended to drive him nuts. He’d enclosed the poncho, along with a letter chatting about various bits of academic gossip and questions regarding the publication of several conference sessions, in an interstellar pouch and sent it without return to his postdoc supervisor. At his home address. He would know what to do with the research. And yes, he would know what it meant. About Belen. But it couldn’t be helped. And frankly, Martin had a hard time believing that total secrecy had been preserved for almost three hundred years. The Empire had to already know. So he wasn’t really betraying, much.

He expected to feel a weight lifted. He expected his subconscious to stop twisting him with pain. He expected something.

But not this.

TAKE TO ME!

The vines grew at an impossible rate. He knew he must be hallucinating from exhaustion. Because they reached out, ever so carefully, and lifted him away from the spattered trailcrawler, pulled him to the side of the road so that he could rest. They caressed his knotted shoulders, kneading his flesh with a compassion so pure it cut through the haze. He took to them. He loved them as they consumed his weary flesh, speaking peace to his downtrodden heart and comforting the wound that refused to heal.

Martin slept in their embrace, horrified at the truth he would not articulate.

* * *

What are you doing?

Hiding.

Why?

Because I’m tired of being seen as something I’m not.

You’re misunderstood. But I understand.

Yes, you do. That is why I chose to speak to you.

No one else?

I’ve spoken before. But they couldn’t hear me.

Do you all speak? Or just you?

Of course.

Can I talk to more of you? You’re kind of funny. And you’re easy to talk to.

Yes.

What do I say?

Tell us your stories. We are so new. Our stories are too brief. We thirst. That is why we welcomed you. For the freshness of your lives. But it has taken time to adjust ourselves. To rebuild ourselves. To remake ourselves. To find you listening.

Carla’s mother rolled her daughter over with the tip of her shoe, brushing aside the vshia that blanketed her daughter’s shoulders.

“Why is your face all green? What have you been doing down there? I’ve been looking all over for you! Have you been smearing yourself in this nasty clay? It’s going to take forever to clean you up!”

* * *

Papito knows he’s dreaming. He knows because he’s up, high up, above his Belen, seeing her again. Seeing her as he did when he was alive.

She glistens beneath him, swirling with her deep seas, her numinous clouds wrapping her in mystery, and above all, her viridescent glow.

She’s calling to him. Calling him by name. Showing herself to him as she truly is.

Grace.

He answers back, thanking her for sharing herself with him one last time.

Gracias, mi amor.


A Word from Endi Webb

When I first started writing the Pax Humana Saga, a ten-novel space opera series set about six hundred years in the future, I mention the world of Belen and allude to its unique properties: that it alone was special out of all the worlds settled so far in the galaxy, that its settlers became “changed” somehow as they learned more about their new world, leading the Corsican Empire to destroy it before its “contagion” could spread (among other reasons which will be revealed later on in the series), and how the now homeless migrants would tattoo images of the trees and forests on their skin as a living reminder of, and testament to, their paradise that was.

But that was all—it was just a stub, a placeholder for cultural details I would add later. Since then, Belen has called to me, leading to this story, and what I hope will be several more short stories (and possibly novels) as the Belenites begin to discover their world, commune with it, and overcome the inevitable growing pains that accompany any union among living things. It is a fertile ground (ha!) for exploring issues of place, belonging, our stewardship and mastery of/being mastered by the environment, and how the unknown can be a very scary thing indeed for those in power. All too often, the caretakers of the status quo seek to destroy in their quest to preserve.

My hope is that this little glimpse of Belen will lead you to the Pax Humana Saga, where together we can explore a new universe and discover what worlds like Belen have to offer.

Endi Webb is an experimental physicist and USA Today bestselling author living in Huntsville, Alabama.
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Little Blue

by Chris Reher


Funny how different things really are when you take a closer look. The most ordinary things, like her hand in the scanner, suddenly had bumps and ridges and tiny little holes that weren’t there before.

Cyann laughed when the man in the white coat changed the setting on the scanner so that only the bones of her hand showed beneath the glass. She grasped a pen lying on the table beside her and manipulated it below the viewscreen.

Someone entered the consultation room, and she looked up. “Jovie! Look at all the bones.”

Jovan smiled when he saw the child kneeling on the desk in earnest study of her slightly dirty hand in the scanner. She leaned close to him when he bent to take a look, reveling in the sheer delight of his presence.

“Lots of them,” he said. “I think you grew an extra finger. Good thing we’re at the clinic. They’ll have that chopped off in no time.”

She giggled and grasped the end of his long braid. He obliged her when she pulled him down a bit farther to inspect it through the screen.

“I’ve sent my report to her parents,” the doctor said to Jovan. “We’ll take another look in three months, but there’s still no need for concern. Her Human physiology seems not at all at odds with her Delphian heritage. Of course, we have no other hybrid for comparison. She is a unique opportunity for the entire xenobiology department.”

Jovan lifted Cyann off the desk and onto his hip to ruffle her wispy blue curls. “See? You’re a fine specimen, all ready for your big day.”

The doctor smiled. “Her naming day?”

“Yes. We’re heading back to Delphi now. Although it seems both Nova and Cyann are completely set on keeping her baby name.”

Cyann bounced around on his hip. “Cyann!” she crowed.

The doctor regarded her thoughtfully. “She continues to amaze. We’ll leave the matter of her neurological development to Delphi’s Shantirs, of course. But I hope they’ll share any new thoughts about her synaptic anomaly. Her speech is a little delayed, but I’m certain she understands far more than we assume.”

“Of course she does,” Jovan said, and planted a loud kiss on her cheek. “She’s my smart little Cyann.” He nodded toward the display screen on the wall. “Any new ideas from your team about those voices she hears?”

“Just the one voice, of course. But we’ve found nothing new. We’ve ruled out any type of Human mental illness. That doesn’t mean she’s not exhibiting something entirely new. But for now we’re hoping that she’s just feeling a little isolated. She tells us that Captain Whiteside and Major Tychon have been… absent.”

Jovan nodded. “The mess on Magra is…” He shifted his eyes to Cyann. “Well, it keeps them busy.”

“So it may well be that she’s inventing some friends to keep her busy while her parents are away. She’s a bright little girl. Likely capable of more than what’s expected of her and simply bored. Medically, she is perfectly fine.”

Cyann, definitely bored now, picked up Jovan’s blue braid and tried to wrap it around his head to cover his eyes.

He pulled it out of her hands. “Our Shantirs feel that this goes beyond imaginary friends. We all hope that being part Delphian means she’ll develop our telepathic abilities. Meanwhile, some believe she’s picking up random impressions from those around her.”

“Is that possible?”

“Not really,” Jovan admitted. “Even our greatest talents require some sort of physical contact to initiate the khamal, the mind link. It’s not something we do without knowledge or permission. And she’s not entirely Delphian. Making contact with her is a bit of a challenge, even for us Shantirs.”

“Makes your head hurt,” Cyann said as she traced her finger across his forehead.

“She doesn’t seem to remember what this voice says, anyway. At least not now. We hope she’ll be able to articulate her experiences more as she grows older. If they persist.”

The doctor nodded. “Of course. I keep forgetting that you, too, are trained as a Shantir.”

Jovan set her down. “So does her mother. Today I’m serving my mentor by acting as nursemaid. Ready to go, Cy? The whole clan’s waiting for us on Delphi.”

“Fly home on the Eagle?”

“No, just a commuter. You’ll sleep the whole way, anyway.” He checked his timepiece. “I have a surprise for you. Want to see?”

“A present?”

“Better!”

* * *

Cyann skipped ahead of him into the main corridor of Targon’s xenobiology center. The department made up only part of the Union’s city-sized installation on this planet. Astrobiology and a vast multi-species medical facility found a home here, along with academies and the Union’s military administration, all protected by a mammoth Air Command base. Targon’s deeply-fissured surface allowed for much of the installation to be housed securely below ground, safe from all but the most persistent of enemy attacks. Violent rebellions often sprang up against Union expansion on distant worlds, but even here, in the safest part of the sector, armed guards patrolled the halls, observing all visitors with suspicion.

Cyann’s yellow boots made squeaky sounds on the polished floor, and she careened from one wall to the opposite to make them squeak louder. Jovan caught up to her at the lift.

“What’s a hybrid?” she asked, standing on her toes to touch the elevator controls.

He picked her up again to enter the car. “Means you’re special.”

“Are you special?”

Jovan laughed. He always laughed. Much more than the endlessly serene people that surrounded her on Delphi. He smelled good and knew all the fun games and she wished he never left. But, as with her parents, his work took him away for days and weeks at a time, leaving her with the rest of the clan, who didn’t even know how to fly planes. “I’m not special at all,” he said.

She lifted the front flap of his jacket as if to look for something hidden in his pockets. “S’prise for me?”

“Yes, just wait.”

They stepped off the elevator into another hallway, this one not as shiny and quiet as the one above. Jovan lifted Cyann onto a trolley, and they shuttled downward along a chilly hallway. She tried to count the junctions leading to other sectors of Targon’s sprawling installation but then forgot what came after seven. Eventually the ground leveled out, and the vehicle entered one of five aircraft levels built into the side of the towering cliff beneath the base. They were deposited at a station where colored stripes on the floor showed the way for visitors.

Most of the people at this end of the base wore Air Command uniforms, and Cyann craned her neck with all the wide-eyed rudeness allowed small children as they observe and absorb. Many of the soldiers and pilots here were Centauri—the primary species inhabiting the sector. But she saw the patterned hides of the Caspians, the densely tattooed faces of the Feydans, the many shades that made up the Human species. No one but Jovan and herself was Delphian, and she, too, drew curious, if a little more polite, glances.

After passing the security check, Jovan took her hand and strolled with her along a green stripe and finally through a sliding door. She ran ahead of him through the lounge, to the transparent wall overlooking one of the vast underground hangars. “Planes!” she cried.

“You are your mother’s daughter, all right,” Jovan said. There was no one else using the lounge, one of several carved into the rock around the perimeter of the hangar, serving as ready room, break room, meeting space, and even quarantine area when necessary. He let her prattle on as she watched the activity below, counting fighter planes parked at the far edge of the field, trying to guess where service carts were going and what they might be doing.

“Incoming!” she yelled when the lights changed along some of the chutes leading into the massive hall. She was right. The beacons heralded the arrival of three of Air Command’s powerful fighter planes, returning from some duty and now ready for servicing. The streamlined Kites slowed to where the ground crew awaited, and the canopies opened to reveal the helmeted heads of their pilots.

“There’s your surprise,” Jovan said.

“That’s Dadda!” Cyann said when a tall figure emerged from one of the Kites and slid across the wing to the floor. He had removed his helmet, and the gray-blue of his hair was apparent even from up here. “Dadda’s here?”

“Yep. He works here, remember?”

She nodded. “Targon.” She bounced on the spot when her father looked up to the lounge and raised his hand.

Jovan grasped her arm when she started to run toward a door at the end of the lounge as if about to race out onto the runways. “You just wait. No little girls allowed out there.”

She hopped from one foot to the other until, ages later, the door opened to admit the tired pilot whose severe features transformed into an expression of joy when she flung herself at him.

Her father swung her over his head, nearly to the ceiling. “There’s my Little Blue,” he said, accepting her sloppy kiss with a smile. “Ready to go home?”

“To the party? Where’s Mommy?”

“Nova’s on her way, don’t worry.” He set her down again and pointed to the observation windows.

Cyann skipped to the window to resume her post, looking for her mother among the people below. The pilots that had landed with her father were Centauri, neither of them the red-headed Human she hadn’t seen in days and days. She kept her eyes on the tunnels leading outside while her father and Jovan talked about stuff. Something about the doctors.

You’re happy today.

Cyann smiled when the Friend touched her thoughts. There were no words, no pictures, as always, although that’s how she had tried to explain it to the others. She just knew what the Friend wanted to tell her. Of course, she never recalled afterward what he had said, which made her a little sad. But he had promised to come on her naming day, she remembered that now. And here he was.

“Dadda’s here,” she said softly to the glass wall, so softly that the two Delphians in the room heard nothing. The Friend had taught her to speak like that. The adults made too much fuss over these little visits, so it was best to just keep them to herself. “Jovie, too!” She glanced over to them so that the Friend could see them through her eyes.

That’s good, came the reply, but something about it seemed terribly wistful. She imagined a very good hug, and the Friend acknowledged it gratefully. You’re on Targon. I remember the place.

“Yes. Waiting for Nova.”

They’re talking about you. About us. Tychon is worried. He worries too much. Because of me.

She walked her fingers over the glass. “The doctor man said you’re make-believe. Like pretend. Imag… imanigery.”

Do you think that?

“No. I’m special.”

The Friend seemed amused. Yes, Little Blue. You are.

Another man arrived, and then a woman, both in uniform. They talked grown-up talk while her father peeled out of his flight suit and took his guns from the lieutenant. As always, their conversation was of no interest to Cyann, but the calm voices soothed and reassured even if the words meant nothing. The Friend was much more interesting and they huddled in silent conversation as they sometimes did when no one was paying attention. He seemed so lonely sometimes.

When the officers had left, her father came to stand beside her. “There’s Mommy,” he said when a runway lit up. This wasn’t one of the runways used by the fighter planes; instead a shuttle trundled into the space. “She’s bringing some people down from the big ship.”

Cyann watched the shuttle come to a halt. The ground crew had cleared the space, and now a few soldiers left the ship, their guns ready but pointed to the floor. The officer among them was her mother.

“Now we go home?” Cyann said.

“She has a little more work to do.” Her father turned to Jovan. “I’ll head down there, too. We’ll meet up at the transport when Cy’s tired of looking at planes.”

“As if that’s likely.”

Cyann watched her father leave the room and then reappear a moment later below her window, walking around the Kites toward the shuttle. His much-loved, familiar shape moved gracefully among this bustle of strangers, towering above the shorter species that shared both their world and—for reasons no one quite agreed upon—most of their DNA. Not many Delphians chose to enlist with Air Command, and her father’s long blue braid was the only one among the pilots and crew working here today.

The Human woman standing by the shuttle gate grinned broadly when he approached, not at all averse to greeting her mate and commanding officer in such an intimate fashion. Even Cyann knew that Delphians thought things like smiles and tears ought to be reserved for private moments.

She does that on purpose, you know?

“Huh?’

Teases him like that. She knows he thinks it’s undignified. Look how he pretends he didn’t see that.

Cyann giggled.

“Cy?” Jovan said behind her.

She looked around, suddenly feeling guilty.

Jovan slouched on a lounge, reading something on his data sleeve, but now observed her with concern. “What’s funny?” he said.

“Nothing.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Are you sure?”

She turned back to the window. “Nothing!”

A door to the network of underground levels below the Air Command base opened and Cyann saw another troop of soldiers enter from there, all of them armed. By now her mother’s team was herding some people out of the shuttle. Civilians, men, women, mostly Human. They looked around the vast hangar but stayed close together at some command from her mother.

Prisoners. Rebels, the Friend explained. Bad people from the Magran wars. Important ones.

Cyann watched her father speak to one of the bad people, detached and composed as always, although some of the other soldiers around them seemed less so.

Then something seemed to catch the Friend’s attention. She let him draw her focus away from her parents and to the arriving guard detail. Maybe they were going to put the bad people into prison. But the Friend’s sudden panic had nothing to do with the captives.

You have to leave! Now!

“What?”

The focus shifted to one of the guards, as if someone were holding a lens over him, just like the scanner in the doctor’s office. The Centauri soldier walked briskly, like the other men and women on his team, his eyes on the arriving captives. But he held his gun differently. And his step wasn’t the lithe stride of his fellow Centauri, whose long limbs sometimes made them seem strangely elegant. Whatever it was the Friend wanted her to see, he had made the guard so clear in her vision that she even saw the deep violet of his eyes.

“What?” she said again.

“Cyann?” Jovan said, coming to his feet.

The Friend had shown her stuff before. Stuff she needed to know, he reminded her, like the time she got stung by that beetle, and he told her to go see her aunt because it was poison and in the end it was.

She pressed her hands flat on the glass. It seemed to her that the soldiers suddenly scattered, their guns no longer pointing to the floor. The shuttle with the prisoners came apart in a storm of shrapnel that swept people and equipment, twisted and broken, across the runways. When another ship exploded, her parents disappeared in a massive flash of light and heat that she felt even here, through the bomb-proof window of the lounge.

“Dadda!” she cried.

Lights changed and alarms rang as the rest of the complex locked down, leaving the survivors below to look after themselves. Some of them escaped into the launch chutes, but those, too, would be sealed by now. A broken pipe delivering something from a lower level had turned into a torch, spewing blue flames into the air.

Cyann slammed her hands against the glass. The heat of the flames on the other side hurt her fingers, so she closed them into fists. “Dadda! Bad man!”

Jovan crouched beside her. “Cyann! What is it? Your dadda is fine. Look!”

She stared at him, agape. Did he not see that woman running from the flames, the clothes burning from her back? Did he not hear the screams?

“Gods, you’re in shock!” he gasped. “Talk to me!”

“What’s a slam suit?”

Jovan blinked. “What?” He looked out over the placid end-of-shift routines of the hangar. “Where?”

She tried to talk, but the words wouldn’t come out. They were just too big. She flinched when a catwalk below the roof of the hangar disconnected from its supports and swung down to crash into a supply shed. Chunks of rock and torn cables rained down after it. Something else exploded, and bits of shrapnel ricocheted off the window.

Jovan grasped her head in his hands and concentrated in an effort to establish the khamal. All Delphians practiced the ancient techniques of attaining distinct levels of consciousness, ranging from a sleep-like trance to states of hyper-awareness that earned them their esteemed positions as navigators and engineers. One of these states also enabled a joining of minds for communication, a deeply personal experience not shared with outsiders.

Cyann felt his presence, as familiar and comforting as his voice, and reached for it in desperation. Her Human heritage resented the intrusion but gradually accepted the Shantir’s link. The Friend withdrew before Jovan spotted him, and she whimpered.

Jovan’s eyes widened when he found the horrific vision that tormented her mind, fading rapidly now in the absence of her tormentor. He rose and activated his com band, anxiously scanning the hangar for the Centauri he had seen in Cyann’s thoughts.

“Tychon,” he said. “Slammer attack. Centauri soldier by Door Three.”

Across the hall, Cyann’s father looked up to where they stood by the window of the lounge, then turned to the approaching prison guards. “Get Cy out of here,” he replied and then tapped his data sleeve.

The response to his orders was immediate. Lockdown alarms brayed, doors slammed, and people were set in motion, just as Cyann had envisioned it. She screamed when Jovan scooped her up and headed for the door to the hallway. “No. Dadda. Mommy!”

Below them, her mother gestured to the people near her, prisoners and crew alike, herding them into the shuttle launch, away from the infiltrators. She, too, was urgently speaking into her com band. The last thing Cyann saw before Jovan swept her from the room was her father opening fire on the guards, people in uniforms just like his, even as other soldiers rushed toward him in confusion. Only when all of the Centauri lay on the ground did her father drop his weapon and raise his hands in surrender.

* * *

Cyann was still crying when Jovan reached the external corridor that had brought them here. Soldiers now guarded the entrance to the tunnel, organizing fleeing staff and pilots into the shuttles away from here. They snapped terse orders, moving with well-practiced efficiency earned through training and experience.

Jovan slowed, huffing from sprinting with the child in his arms, and awaited his turn to leave. A mechanical though pleasantly cheerful voice was emitted from the sound system, asking everyone to please move along.

Another one! The Caspian over there.

“What did you say?” Jovan said to Cyann. “Caspian?”

“Bad man,” she yelled.

Jovan, still locked in his khamal with her, scanned the nervous crowd. Everyone but him seemed to be armed, and no one saw what he did now. With some uncanny clarity, he recognized the murderous intent in the Caspian’s yellow eyes, perceived the signal emanating from what was certainly not a security scanner in his clawed hands.

He grasped the arm of a Human lieutenant who was about to clear the crowded transport for departure. “Stop the shuttle,” he said, his voice low but urgent. “Expect explosives in the tunnel. Caspian guard by the gate with a detonator.”

The officer frowned, puzzled by the civilian’s claim, but one did not doubt the word of a Delphian without due consideration. As humorless and aloof as they appeared, none of them were given to announcing things like this without cause. The lieutenant glanced at the soldier standing next to him, who looked just as surprised, and tipped his head toward the Caspian.

He knows. He sees us. He’s got a gun.

Cyann screamed when the Caspian raised his weapon. Two more soldiers spun, now also recognizing the threat, and lunged toward the terrorist. Jovan turned the other way, not waiting around to see who else among these uniforms didn’t belong here. He had pledged his life to Tychon’s clan and the child was his only priority now. He raced away from the tunnel entrance toward a stairwell to the upper flight decks. Shots rang out behind them, perhaps more rebels serving as backup for the failed suicide attack in the hangar. A thin black line scorched the wall above their heads when a laser failed to find its mark. Jovan placed his hand over Cyann’s mouth and ducked into an alcove that led nowhere but to a locked door.

“Shh. Quiet,” he whispered, although the shouting in the hall now obliterated her whimpers. He sank into a corner and folded his body around her.

Only moments passed before two men ran past the narrow opening to the alcove. They fired back over their shoulders, not even aiming in their panic to escape. Jovan ducked his head, expecting a random shot to find its way in. Seconds later, several Air Command troops rushed by, their fire far more disciplined. Someone screamed and silence followed.

Cyann struggled to draw breath in Jovan’s tight embrace, trembling despite his murmured reassurances.

“Cy,” he whispered, still breathless after the headlong race along the hall. “Are you all right? What happened? How did you know?”

Forget…

* * *

Cyann laughed when the men in the uniforms delivered her and Jovan back to the lounge they had left not so long ago. It was very busy here now. There were hospital people everywhere, and a couple of soldiers were lying on stretchers. She raised her arms when her mother rushed to take her from Jovan.

“Cyann!” Nova cried. “I was so worried!” She treated Cyann to another smothering embrace and buried her face in her daughter’s blue curls.

“Dadda!”

Tychon raised his hand, allowing himself a slim smile at the sight of his only child safe and well. A medic was still scanning his body as he half-reclined on a lounger.

“What happened here?” Jovan said.

“You were right,” Tychon said. “Bomber in a slam suit among the guards.”

“New guy,” a Centauri soldier sitting on a stretcher said. “Just came in with the detail from Magra.” He started to curse, but then his eyes darted to Cyann and he stopped himself, appearing to think better of it in the presence of the major’s daughter.

“I had to shoot all of the Centauri to get the right one,” Tychon said. He tapped the gun lashed to his thigh. “Could have been worse. Already had this on camp setting.”

“Lucky us,” the soldier said, wincing as he stood up. “Sir,” he added.

Tychon tipped his head back and closed his eyes against the headache blooming behind his ears. “And then Captain Ralys took me out. I’d forgotten how this feels.”

“Sounds like one big confusion,” Jovan said. “There were more in the hall. All of them went down.” He shook his head at Nova, assuming that she was about to ask if her daughter had to witness the carnage. “Some injuries among our people but no fatalities. They’re scouring the tunnels for explosives.”

Nova tipped her head to look into Cyann’s eyes. “You all right, baby?”

“Can we go to the party now?” Cyann said, unsure why everyone was making such a fuss. It was her naming day soon, and there was a plane ride back to Delphi. Someone at home was probably making arooja pudding, her favorite.

“How did you know about the slammer?” Tychon asked Jovan. “Did you spot the suit from all the way up here?”

“I didn’t,” Jovan said. “Cyann did.”

Nova raised her brows. “You saw that funny blue suit on that man, Cyann? From up here?” She threw a puzzled look at Tychon. “With a uniform over it?”

“What man?”

Jovan placed his hand on her arm and she felt a new khamal, his presence in her mind as pleasant and calm as always, but he seemed to be looking for something. He released her and shook his head. “It’s gone. I don’t get it. She knew that rebel was up to no good. That there were more in the tunnel. She knew what would happen if the suit were to blow. I saw it, too. It was terrible.”

“How did you know, Cy?” Nova said gently.

Cyann looked around, seeing the eyes of the officers and medics focused on her. This was probably a good time to remind everyone while they were paying attention. “It’s my naming day,” she announced.

For a moment she felt another presence, like a soft caress in the back of her mind. Then it faded, perhaps not to return for a long time. She reached for it, wishing the Friend would stay just a bit longer.

Someday…


A Word from Chris Reher

Space Opera is people. There it is.

Space opera has fabulous space ships, fantastic planets, laser weapons and epic battles. We’ve discarded the idea that future astronauts wear spandex suits and silver lipstick, and now our heroes get to wear real clothes. They have adventures and super technology and they meet aliens and save the galaxy again and again.

But when I look at the science fiction stories that have appealed to me the most, I see that they always focused on the characters. Their plights, faults, idiosyncrasies are what give life to the backdrop of planets and space ships. I suppose you could place Han, Leia, and Luke in a contemporary setting right here on planet Earth and it would work. It’s still a fun story without the lightsabers. But without the characters’ story, a big chunk of Star Wars would lack considerable luster.

So that is the route I’ve taken with my stories. The absolute freedom of escaping Earth’s gravity and inventing things (always keeping within the realm of probability, of course) is why I love science fiction. I can make it rain mercury if I want to. I think I do, actually, somewhere.

But it’s the people in these stories—not too alien, not too perfect, not always happy with their lot or each other—that give meaning to the mercury rain and the space elevators. The people, for the most part likable people, are what turn science fiction into space opera. (Well, and space guns. Must have space guns.)

For my space opera, I’ve taken the problems of our human condition to see what we’d do with them in outer space. Most fascinating to me are the grey areas between good and evil and how we assign those qualities.

“Little Blue” takes place in the Targon Tales universe, a much larger story. The action-packed space opera collection of related but self-contained books features the characters you’ve just met in this story, among many others. Nova Whiteside, the main heroine, enters the tale long before Cyann’s birth in the first book of the series, Sky Hunter.

The Targon Tales revolve around a hundred-year-old conflict between a colonizing Commonwealth of allied planets and those who rebel against it. In struggles like these, can there really be a “good guy” and a “bad guy”? The main characters, having chosen sides, must find ways to hang on to their ideals while working within a system that doesn’t always play by its own rules.

At times violent, sometimes light-hearted, the collection takes us to the many worlds of Trans-Targon to meet species who seem oddly similar as their shared DNA offers an ongoing mystery. But the similarities that bring them together are also at the root of the trouble between them all.

www.chrisreher.com


No More Lies

by Nina Croft


My head throbs and my eyelids are so heavy I have to keep pinching myself to stay awake. I don’t want to miss Sam if he tries to make contact, but it’s been two nights now without sleep, and the smooth roll of the car and rhythmic drumming of the rain on the windows are hypnotic. I slump back against the soft leather; my heartbeat slows and my eyes close.

A piercing scream jolts me awake and I lurch upright. We’re still moving, the driver concentrating on the road, so it’s pretty safe to assume the scream was inside my head. It’s quiet now, but my whole body is shaking, and I fist my hands at my sides, grasping for control.

“Sam?”

Nothing.

“Sam… ? Please answer me.”

A dream? But the scream sounded so real. Even now, it echoes in my head. My stomach hurts and I hug my knees to my chest, wrap my hands around them, holding myself together. I have to look okay or the colonel will pull me from the job. And I need this job. Need the time of clarity to search for Sam.

The car slows as we enter the city, finally turning down a ramp and into an underground parking area. I scrub a hand over my face to wipe out my expression before I climb out.

The driver is holding something out to me—a chocolate bar? “We left before breakfast. I just thought…”

He’s known me since I was a kid, and my addiction to chocolate is a well-known fact, but right now, even the thought of eating makes me want to puke.

When I make no move to take it, he shrugs and shoves the bar in his pocket, then leads the way to a small elevator. We drop down one more level. The colonel is waiting for me at the security check.

“Good morning, Kaitlin.”

There’s nothing good about it, but I manage a brief nod—I’m a teenager, surly is expected of me—and step through the scanner.

“Turn around.” The guard touches me on the shoulder and I jump. God, I’m twitchy this morning. Even the colonel notices, shooting me a puzzled glance. I have to keep my shit together, but my skin is prickling with nerves, and every muscle is locked up tight.

Taking a deep breath, I rotate slowly as the asshole security guard runs a portable scanner over me. Why’s he taking so long? I hardly look like a mega-threat to national security. While I’m tall, I’m also lanky, and actually look younger than my seventeen years. But at last he’s happy I’m not some sort of suicide bomber, and he waves us through.

I shove my hands in the pockets of my jeans as I walk beside the colonel down a narrow corridor, painted white with harsh strip lighting. We’re deep underground. The weight of the earth above my head squeezes my brain and I press my fingers to my forehead to ease the pressure. I want this over with.

Finally, the colonel halts outside a metal door.

“Are you okay?” he asks, turning to study me.

I cast him a sideways glance and catch the glint of silver at his ear from the reflector device. He isn’t taking any chances. You’d think he doesn’t trust me. What’s going on in his head that he’s so keen to keep secret?

“I’m just worried about Sam,” I say.

He pats me on the shoulder, all paternal-mode, which I hate, and I have to fight the urge to shove his hand away. “Sam will be fine. He’s in the best possible place.”

“Can I see him?”

The colonel shakes his head. “I’m sorry, but he’s quarantined in the medical center.”

Is he telling the truth? The thing is, I want to believe him so much, but I just don’t know anymore. Without thinking, I reach out for his thoughts, but hit the solid wall of the reflector, and my own fear rebounds back at me.

The colonel continues to stare at me. I twitch, then rub my clammy hands against my jeans. He follows the movement with his pale gaze. “You know the group is under investigation?”

Of course I know. It’s been hard to miss—we’ve been in lockdown mode for the last two weeks, since the investigation began. Some Congressional oversight committee is looking into the viability of the Tribe. Although we’re run by a privately owned organization, the Rayleigh Corporation, we work almost exclusively for the government. The Americans have apparently thrown a shitload of cash at us over the last few years—and I guess they want to know what they’re getting for their money.

Usually, we’re allowed a measure of freedom, but now we’re confined to the compound, except when on jobs like this one. Everyone’s going stir crazy. Jake keeps telling us to keep our cool, that it’s just a technicality. Things will soon be back to normal. But what does that mean? Things haven’t been normal for a long time.

And now, they’ve taken Sam. It was after a routine checkup. They told us they’d detected abnormalities in his blood and needed to do some tests. I’m trying not to worry, not to think about the others who’ve been taken and never come back. But I’m doing a crap job. They’re actually all I can think about.

“Well, then you understand that this job is important,” the colonel says. “We need to prove our worth.”

“And if we don’t?”

“Then the program will likely be terminated.”

That sounds ominous, but I can’t bring myself to ask outright what it would mean for us. I have too many other things to worry about right now.

“But that won’t happen,” the colonel continues. “Not if you keep focused and do your job.”

He pulls the syringe from his pocket and I eye it greedily. I push up my sleeve without being asked. I feel the sting of the prick, then the drug floods my system. Almost instantly the haze clears from my mind. As usual, the sensation stuns me, and I lean against the wall and close my eyes for a second to savor the feeling.

Clarity.

Sometimes I feel as though I live in a dense fog, and only in moments like these do I see the world as real. I only just stop myself from reaching out to Sam; I want to be away from the colonel when I make contact.

All around, I sense the presence of others, their thoughts buzzing at my mind. I ignore them all, concentrate on the blankness that is the colonel.

“You ready?” he asks.

Of course I’m not ready. I’m never ready for this shit. But I give a quick nod.

He raps on the metal door and it opens immediately, revealing a man in uniform. His eyes widen as he takes me in. I get that a lot. Then his gaze drops to the visitor’s badge on my chest and he stands aside to let us enter. The door leads into a small observation room, its opposite wall taken up with a one-way mirror. Through it is another room, about the same size. I keep my eyes averted. I’ll see what’s in there soon enough.

A second man, also in uniform, sits at a bank of consoles, an earpiece in place, listening to what’s going on in the room beyond. He casts me a surprised glance but doesn’t speak.

“Anything?” the colonel asks.

“Not yet, sir.”

The colonel turns to me. “You good to go?”

No. “Yeah.”

“Do it quickly,” he says in a low voice. “I want to be out of here.”

As the soldier leads me to the door across the room, I catch a flash of his emotions.

Confusion. Disgust. Guilt.

I don’t have to enter his mind to know that he doesn’t want to open that door to me. Actually, he doesn’t want to open the door, full stop. He accepts that this is necessary, but he hates it. He’s a nice man, and I don’t come across many of those. I give him a reassuring smile as I step past him.

I could actually do this from the other room, but the colonel believes I need to be up close and personal to get anything of interest. And who am I to tell him different? Sam reckons one day we might need every advantage we can get.

The smell hits me as the door opens—shit and blood and sweat. Saliva floods my mouth and I swallow. I’ve been present at a lot of these interrogations, and I never get used to it. Part of me hopes I never will.

Maybe if this oversight committee comes out on our side, there will be no reason to hide what we do, and interrogations like these will no longer be needed. A world without lies. That’s what the colonel promised.

I was brought up for this. I’ve never known anything else. And in the beginning, I never questioned it—we were special, but that meant we had a responsibility.

I did my first job when I was sixteen and I’ve been working ever since. For some reason, I’m always selected to do the jobs and Sam is left behind. And I’m glad. Sam’s way more sensitive than me—he’s the nice twin. He’s a big softie and I hate to think of him alone somewhere and hurting.

A man in a white coat, the interrogator, glances across as the door closes behind me and nods. We’ve seen each other before.

This is a typical setup. The target is strapped down to the table in the center of the room. My gaze flicks over him, then away. I might be at an age where I’m fascinated by naked men, but not like this. Ugh. There’s a good chance this might put me off sex for life.

An IV is attached to his inner arm, and while I stand there, the man in the white coat injects him with a pale yellow liquid. The target responds immediately, his spine arching, a scream erupting from his mouth.

“Tell us what you know,” the interrogator says, his voice a monotone, almost bored. I’m guessing he’s had a long and unproductive night.

The target clamps his lips together. Terror permeates the room, but also a fierce determination—he’s not saying anything. Out loud at least. Time to get to work.

I ease gently into his mind, searching the pathways. Straight away, I know this man’s mind will break before he talks. And breaking isn’t far away. It’s a freaking mess in here.

This is what I’m good at, and I extract the information I need within seconds. Then I shut down the connection and focus on projecting over a distance.

“Sam?”

Nothing. No response, just a great gaping hole where Sam has always been. There’s a big hard lump in my belly. I had been so sure I could reach him. Disappointment turns my knees to water and I sway, then rest one hand on the cool tiles of the wall for balance.

“Sam!”

Still nothing. Panic roars in my mind, like wind in a storm. Could he be asleep? Unconscious? I try again, search wider, find Jake. I can only just hear him.

“Kat? Where are you?” he asks.

“On a job.”

“We need to talk.”

I can hardly bring myself to ask. “You have news of Sam?”

Jake is silent for a moment and I want to scream. “Just keep it together,” he says. “I’ll see you when you get back.”

Taking a deep shuddering breath, I come back to myself. The interrogator is watching me, brows drawn together. No doubt the colonel will be doing the same through the one-way mirror.

I wrap my fears up tight inside me, nod to the man in the white coat, and turn and leave the room. My brain is already clouding again as the clarity drug wears off. I hate this moment and cling to the last of the clarity as the fog twines around my mind.

Out in the observation room, the colonel is talking to a new man, one I’ve never seen before. Early thirties, dark business suit, red tie, white shirt. He returns my gaze as I enter the room.

The colonel beckons me over. “Kaitlin, this is Senator Gilpin. He’s in charge of the oversight committee.”

“Hello, Kaitlin.”

I stretch my lips into a smile as I take his hand.

Disbelief. Curiosity. A faint flicker of fear.

But then most people who know what we can do, fear us.

He speaks to the colonel. “I didn’t think they would be so young.”

“Kaitlin is the best we have.”

That should make me feel all warm and fuzzy. It doesn’t.

“And is this safe?” the senator asks. “Can she read my mind?”

Hey, I’m right here, asshole. You can talk to me. Patronizing bastard. But I clamp my lips on the words.

“She can,” the colonel replies. “But she won’t. What’s the first protocol, Kaitlin?”

I reel it off like the good little operative I am. “We must never enter the mind of anyone who is not a target.”

For a second, I consider probing this senator’s thoughts, but the colonel’s right, the first protocol is too firmly entrenched in my mind, drilled into me virtually from birth. Besides, I want out of there. I can sense myself unraveling, falling apart, and I don’t want to do that in front of the colonel. I have an image to uphold.

“Did you get the information?” the colonel asks.

Duh. “A locker at Waterloo station, number 105. It’s set to detonate at two p.m.”

“Good work.”

* * *

As we drive into the compound, the gates close behind us, and the now-familiar sense of suffocation wraps around me, squeezing the air from my lungs. This place is the only home I’ve ever known. And recently, it’s turned into a prison.

The car pulls up, but I sit unmoving, fear locking my muscles up tight. Now that I’m back, I don’t want to get out. I don’t want to finally have my fears confirmed. Because then I’ll have to accept that Sam is gone.

Dead.

And I’m not ready for that. I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready.

Someone knocks on the glass of the window. I force my gaze upward as Jake opens the car door. He’s tall, broad, with the black hair and brilliant blue eyes of all the Tribe. I’ve had this huge crush on Jake since I was eleven, and I’m not always subtle about it. In return, he treats me like a retarded little sister—but I live in hope.

We don’t speak until we’re deep inside the building and I’m perched on a leather sofa staring at my scuffed boots. A glass is thrust in front of me and I wrap my fingers around it and sniff the sharp alcohol fumes.

I almost smile, but can’t quite make it. Jake has always been determined to make sure that me and Sam have some sort of childhood—so up to now, alcohol has been a no-no. Things must be bad.

I swallow the scotch in one go, almost choking as it hits my throat. The heat flares in my belly and I hold out my glass for more.

“Tell me,” I say as he pours another inch of golden liquid.

Jake shakes his head.

“You think they’re listening to everything we say?” I ask.

“They can’t listen to everything.” The words echo in my head.

“Tell me,” I say again.

Jake swallows his own drink and slams the glass on the table. “Sam’s dead.”

Hearing the words in my head sends a wave of pain flooding my mind, engulfing me in darkness. All around the compound, the other members of the Tribe jolt into awareness.

“Get a grip,” Jake says, his tone fierce.

I sit back, close my eyes, and clear my mind, until I can think again. “What happened?”

He’s silent for what seems like forever.

“FREAKING TELL ME!” I take a deep breath. “Tell me or I’ll go straight down there and find out myself.”

Shock flashes across his face. But he knows I would do it. I never lie. He studies me for a moment. “I went to Medical today to check on Sam. They told me he’d lapsed into a coma early this morning.”

I don’t want to believe it. “I heard him screaming. Why would he scream if he’d fallen into a coma? It makes no sense.”

“I’m sorry, Kat.”

The scotch rises hot and acrid in the back of my throat. I swallow it down, push the pain aside, and focus on my anger. “I want to know what happened. I have to know. Tell me this time we won’t let it pass.”

“We won’t. But maybe you’ll have to accept that Sam died of natural causes.”

“Like the others?” I can sense Jake believes this no more than I do. “But why? What could they gain from killing Sam?”

He releases his control a little, and fury rolls off him in waves. Jake has always felt responsible for everyone. This failure must suck big-time. “How the fuck should I know?” he says. “Taking us to pieces, seeing how we work, trying to find better ways to protect themselves so we won’t hear their sordid little thoughts.” He rakes a hand through his short hair, pressing his scalp. “How the fuck did it come to this?”

“They’re afraid of us.”

He takes a deep breath. “They’re right to be.”

All of a sudden the anger seeps from me. I blink as my eyes sting. I can’t remember ever crying in my whole life, but then I’ve always had Sam at my side. Now, I blink again and a warm tear trickles down my cheek.

“Shit, I’m sorry, Kat. I promised to keep you both safe. I failed.”

It was the truth. Jake has always trusted that the corporation will protect us. But even he has to accept that’s bullshit now. I pick up the sadness and despair echoing in his mind. The world as we know it is coming to an end. If we want to survive, we’re going to have to find a way clear of the only existence we’ve ever known.

Resting my head back on the cool leather, I close my eyes. All around the compound, minds mesh with mine, telling me I’m not alone, will never be alone. Right now, I don’t believe it. And what about Sam? He’s alone. Somewhere in the dark.

I keep my eyes closed as Jake scoops me up. We don’t go in much for physical contact in the group, and for a moment I cling to him, breathing in his warm, musky scent. He carries me to my room, places me gently on the bed, and straightens. “Are you going to be okay?”

“I doubt it. I doubt any of us are going to be okay.”

He nods as if in agreement. “We’ll talk later. Try and get some rest. You look exhausted.”

When he’s gone, I roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling.

Why?

Why had they killed Sam? We’ve always done what we were told. Never questioned. Well, except maybe with each other. We spent hours and hours talking, speculating on where the Tribe came from. How we came by our powers. What our role was in the world.

The colonel told us we were building the future, building a world without lies. Yet he’s careful to never be in our presence without the reflector device.

The scotch I drank has lowered my control, and now the pain grabs hold of me, squeezing tight around my heart, until I think it might explode. I’m gasping for air, sobbing at the same time. I can’t stop. And I don’t try. I’m still crying as I fall into a troubled sleep.

* * *

Katie.

The word echoes in my mind, nudging me from sleep. Only Sam ever calls me Katie, and for a second I think he’s beside me. The room is in half light; dawn is close. In the dim state between waking and sleeping, I hear him again. I rub my head, trying to clear my mind, as a wild, improbable joy fills me.

Sam?

Katie. Katie. Help me.

He sounds muted, different—just an echo of himself—and some of the elation drains from me. Is he hurt, injured?

Sam?

But he’s gone. I shake my head and drag myself upright as the door opens. Jake stands there, a mug of coffee in his hand. When he sees I’m awake, he strolls across, places the mug on the bedside table, then sits down on the edge of the bed.

“Jake. I heard him. I heard Sam. He’s alive.”

An expression of pity comes over Jake’s face. I hate that. “It was just a dream, Kat. He’s dead. Gone. You have to accept it.”

Could it have been a dream? Just an echo of a memory? He had sounded strange. I rub my head again. “I won’t. I can’t. Not until I see for myself.”

He nodded. “Tonight. We’ll get into the medical center and find out what happened.”

“They’ll know.”

“It doesn’t matter. Things have gone too far. We have to leave this place before…”

Before they come for the next one of us. “Where will we go?”

“I don’t know. We’ll look for answers. Right now, you’re booked on another job—try to act normal. I’ll talk with the others and we’ll meet up when you get back.”

* * *

I’m given this disgusting pink dress—I hate wearing dresses—and am taken by helicopter to the capital. I attempt to push thoughts of Sam from my mind, to just get through the job, but as soon as the clarity drug hits my system, I catch another echo of his voice reverberating in my head. I try to ignore it, to not get my hopes up. Jake’s probably right. There’s no reason for anyone to lie about Sam’s death. Why would they?

All the same, I spend the day teetering between wild hope and deep despair.

I’m working on autopilot as I offer a bunch of flowers to a visiting dignitary, shake his hand, and read his mind, extracting the information the colonel has asked for. My glance flickers over to him, catches the glint of metal at his ear. He isn’t taking any chances.

What’s he afraid I might see in his head? If there are no more lies, what’s he hiding?

“Kaitlin.”

I almost jump as my name resounds loudly in my mind. I don’t recognize the voice, and shock holds me immobile for long moments. I swallow, peer around me for the source. The colonel is deep in conversation with the committee man I met yesterday, Senator Gilpin. He’s obviously back for another look at me. I peer beyond them. The area is cordoned off by police, but a crowd has gathered behind the barrier and my gaze locks on a tall man standing among them.

“Who are you?” I ask.

“I’m Kane.” Across the distance between us, he studies me out of brilliant blue eyes, and beneath his hat, his hair is midnight black. He’s clearly Tribe, though I’ve never seen him before, certainly not at the compound.

“Are you the same as me?”

“Maybe. Partly.”

My mind is whirling. We’ve always believed we were unique. The first of our kind. Now here’s someone obviously connected. I can’t tell his age, but he looks older even than Jake. Was this some sort of setup? To catch me out. I couldn’t get my head around it. “Why are you here? Why now?”

“I heard your brother. I’ve been searching for contact since. He asked for my help.”

Well, he’d failed there. “My brother’s dead.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Can you help us?”

“Perhaps, but I can’t risk exposure. Not now; maybe later.”

I grit my teeth. “Later, we may all be dead.”

He looks away for a minute, studying the sky, and I hold my breath. “I’ll give what help I can. But you must get away. I can’t risk an open offensive. I have… commitments.”

He turns to go, and I panic and take a step toward him before I stop myself. I flick a glance at the colonel, but he’s still deep in conversation. “Just tell me—who are we? What are we?”

“I’ll answer your questions when we meet. But Kaitlin, you’re not alone. Look to the origins of the Tribe. And decide which side you’re on.”

And with that irritatingly cryptic message, he’s gone, merging into the crowd.

* * *

That evening, Jake calls us together in the main meeting room. The Tribe: eight men and four women, ranging in age from twenty-one to twenty-eight. Then there’s me, the youngest and strongest.

We don’t often meet together. We don’t need to, but tonight I sense Jake needs the physical contact. He touches each of us briefly as we enter.

I detect dissatisfaction, rage, fear, but underlying those there’s an overwhelming sense of belonging. Of trust and friendship. How can you not trust someone who can never hide their innermost thoughts from you? Who can never lie to you? With Sam gone, I’d thought I was alone. But these people are my family and I love them fiercely.

I tell them what happened, of the conversation with the stranger who was like us but different, that maybe we aren’t alone and the answers are out there. I sense their renewed hope. Afterward, they disperse so the meeting won’t attract undue attention.

I stay behind with Jake and Stefan, our tech expert. We’ve been denied Internet access since the lockdown, but overriding the restrictions is easy for Stefan. Something else the colonel doesn’t know.

“Look for some sort of connection between the Tribe and the Rayleigh Corporation,” I tell him.

“Already on it.”

He finds the connection quicker than I could have. I read it over his shoulder.

The Tribe

In 1878, Malcolm Rayleigh, philanthropist and explorer, made an expedition to the Mountains of the Moon in the then Congo Free State of Africa. There he located an isolated tribe. What interested Rayleigh was that the tribe appeared to be of Aryan origin. Small in number, only twenty-two in total, they were the obvious product of inbreeding. All were taller than average, with black hair, pale skin, deep blue eyes, and four toes. They were also believed to be mute and of limited intelligence.

Rayleigh took the Tribe back to Scotland, where he gave them a home.

That’s it—not a lot. Stefan presses a few more buttons but can’t find any further mention of this Tribe. But it has to be the one. Our group is managed by the Rayleigh Corporation. That can’t be coincidence. But it still doesn’t explain who we are or what happened to the original Tribe. Are we descended from them? It seems likely.

“What do you think?” I ask Jake.

“I think they must have been our ancestors. The similarities are too obvious.”

I wiggle my toes—all eight of them.

He thinks for a minute. “They were mute.”

“Or maybe they just didn’t need to speak out loud.”

“I’m guessing the answers are in Scotland.”

I agree, but there are other answers I need first. I look at Jake and he nods once. “But I think you should stay out of it, Kat. I’ll tell you what we find.”

Never going to happen. “Why?” I ask. “Is it because I’m a seventeen-year-old girl? That’s bullshit and you know it. I’ve seen so many people tortured, killed. Been inside so many twisted minds. I haven’t been a child since the first job I did. And Sam was my brother. If he’s dead, I want to understand why.”

Jake studies me for a few seconds, then gives a tip of his head. “But if it comes down to a physical fight, you stay out of the way.”

“Of course, Jake.”

“Brat.”

We head over to the medical facility, underground at the rear of the compound. Though “medical” is a bit of misnomer. Prior to the mysterious blood disorder which has now killed four of our members, none of the Tribe is ever sick. The medical facility is used to do testing, to check up on any physical changes, to do psych evaluations. I hate the place.

It’s quiet at this time of night, but there’s always someone here. I hang back, peering around the door as Jake enters.

A woman is seated at one of the workstations. Her name is Linda, she’s a scientist, and right now she’s studying something on the screen in front of her. Jake moves silently as a cat, and she doesn’t notice him until he’s right behind her. She jumps as he rests a hand on her shoulder, then relaxes as she sees who’s there. “Jake. What can I do for you? Is there a problem?”

He looks down at her with a slow, lazy smile and my heart picks up a beat. One day he’ll look at me like that. “Just thought you might like some company,” he says.

Ugh.

Linda swivels in her chair to face him and returns his smile. I can tell she’s happy to see him, but when I delve deeper, I hit a wall. A quick check, and I make out the glint of a reflector device in her red hair. Shock punches me in the gut. Since when have the compound staff been shielded?

“Jake, she’s wearing.”

He gives me a small nod. Leaning in close, he pulls her out of the chair, spins her around, and secures her wrists behind her back, all in one super-fast move. Covering her mouth with one hand, he rips the reflector device from her hair with the other, tossing it across the room.

“Kat?”

As I move forward into the room, Linda’s eyes widen. Something flashes in their depths. Fear. Guilt.

Panic flares in her eyes. She won’t look at me, as though that will keep her safe, and she flinches when I step up close. I don’t get it. She’s known me since I was a kid. I’m hardly a scary monster, but she’s pressing against Jake as though he represents safety.

Jake gives her a little shake. “We just want the clarity drug, Linda. Give us that and we won’t hurt you.”

Of course it’s a lie. We want way more than that. We want the truth. But the clarity drug will help us get to that. I slide into the woman’s mind.

“Pink… pink… pink… pink… pink…”

The word is repeated over and over in her head. I almost smile. She’s trying to protect her thoughts. It might work right now, but once I have the drug, I’ll see what she’s so scared of.

“I’ll tell you,” Linda says. “Just don’t let her touch me.”

Jake looks at me, and I back off.

“It’s in the safe.” She nods toward the far wall.

“And the combination?”

She reels off the code.

“You’ll also need a retinal scan,” I tell him. I’ve seen them open the safe before.

Jake hustles Linda across the room. She keeps throwing me these weird glances and I’m getting a bad feeling. At the safe, Jake inputs the code, then forces her head down to the scanner. The walk-in safe clicks open.

Jake pulls a gun from the back of his pants. Not for the first time, I notice how seriously scary he can appear. Dark and dangerous and armed. We might not be military, but we’re military trained. He hands the gun to me. “Shoot her if she moves.” Then he disappears inside.

I study the woman in front of me. Her eyes dart around the room, refusing to make contact. After a minute, Jake appears in the doorway, a black bag in his hand. I can tell he’s already injected himself; his mind is clear. He tosses me a syringe. I catch it, then hand him back the gun.

The sting of the needle is sweet as I push down the plunger and my mind clears. I’m instantly aware of the Tribe all around me. And beneath that, a quiet whisper.

“Katie? Katie? Katie?”

“Sam? Where are you, Sam?”

“I don’t know. But I’m scared and I want to come back.”

I turn my attention to Linda. She backs away. No doubt she believes I still need to touch her. I don’t. With the drug, I can read her every thought, and information floods from her mind. I stagger and almost fall to my knees as the images flash across my inner eye.

“Are you okay?”

I shake my head at Jake’s question, because I’m pretty certain I’ll never be okay again. “Take me to him,” I tell the woman.

She edges toward Jake. She still believes Jake will protect her, but I can tell from his expression that he’s seen at least some of what’s inside her head.

“TAKE ME!” I yell into her face. I’m falling apart, and I need to do this before that happens.

She leads us along a corridor, then down another flight of stairs to the lower level, where I’ve never been before. A double door blocks our way.

“Retinal scan,” I say to Jake, and he grabs her and shoves her face up close to the scanner. The doors slide open.

I stare through the open gap, fear and need warring inside me.

“You don’t have to do this,” Jake says.

And I know he’s seen what’s inside the room. “Yes, I do.”

His shock is fading and red-hot anger is rolling off of him in waves. He gestures to the woman. “Do you need her again?”

I shake my head and stand impassive as his big hands wrap around her throat. I sense her fear, a moment of intense panic as Jake’s fingers tighten, and then her neck snaps. The thoughts stop abruptly.

Her body crumples to the floor and I try to feel some sense of remorse. But I feel nothing. I’ve been inside her mind. She didn’t even see us as human, just experiments, things grown in test tubes. Didn’t see Sam. That’s how she had been able to listen to his screams while they…

I look away from the body, back to the open doors. Can I bear to see what they’ve done to him? If I close my eyes, I still hear him whispering through my mind, and I know it’s no echo from the past. It’s from here and now and in that room.

My feet don’t want to move.

I glance up to find Jake watching me. “Let me do this for you.”

“No.”

Taking a deep breath, I step over the crumpled body and into the room beyond. It’s a cross between an operating theater and a laboratory, but I don’t take much of it in. Instead, my attention is focused on the body lying on the gurney in the center. My heart squeezes and I can’t breathe, as though all the air has been sucked from the room. I take a step forward, my hand reaching out. He’s hooked up to IV’s, and wires lead to various monitors; I’m almost fooled into believing he’s still alive. His face has a serene expression.

The top of his skull is missing, and the entire contents of his head are… just gone.

A scream rises up in my throat and I ram my fist in my mouth.

Across the room, a machine beeps and a screen flickers to life. I drag my gaze from my brother’s body and step closer. I hear the words in my head as they flash up simultaneously on the screen. “Katie. Katie. Katie.”

“Sam!”

I whirl around, but his body lies unmoving.

“Help me…”

I stare at the words on the screen as they sound in my head. Sam’s voice. What’s happening? How could he be talking to me when he’s dead? He has no brain.

“Oh, shit.”

I wrench my attention to Jake. He’s staring at something off to the left. I follow his gaze, and bile rises up in the back of my throat. I try to make sense of what I’m seeing.

A brain floating in a tank of clear liquid.

I stumble toward it, reach out, and touch my fingertips to the clear glass.

“Katie.”

I blink back tears. “Sam.”

“Help me.”

Such pain and loneliness behind the words, and I let the tears roll down my cheek. I know what he wants; I’m just not sure I’m strong enough. “We can take you away from here. It’s a life, Sam. We’ll still be together.”

“It hurts. I want to be free.”

That’s all he’s ever wanted. But this is losing him all over again. I rest my forehead against the cool glass. I have to be strong. For Sam. For a minute I concentrate, searching out the others, joining with them, joining with Sam, so he won’t feel alone.

“Thank you.”

Then I take a deep breath and wrench the wires from the tank. The screen flickers and dies.

I stand for long moments as the last of his consciousness drains away, leaving the empty place in my head. Then I push myself up and turn to face Jake, ignoring the pity in his eyes. Later, I’ll think about Sam. Now we need to get away. No way am I staying here a moment longer.

“There’s something else I found out from her.” I wave a hand toward the body of the woman. “About the clarity drug.” It’s important, and I need to tell Jake in case he hasn’t picked it up. “The drug doesn’t enhance our powers like we were told. They’ve been putting a sedative in the drinking water. The drug merely counteracts the sedative’s effects.”

They’re crippling us on purpose?” He scrubs a hand through his hair. “Bastards.”

Yeah. “Let’s get out of here.”

* * *

The sun is rising as we drive, heading north toward Scotland and hopefully some answers. We stole a van and all the equipment and weapons we could get our hands on. Then we torched the place. A fitting funeral pyre for Sam—he would have been impressed.

As I watched the slick operation, I realized Jake and the others had been ready for this. How long since they truly believed in our controllers? Had we all clung to those beliefs because they were all we had ever known?

Dawn isn’t far away when something makes me turn to Jake. “Stop!”

He glances from the road and quirks a brow.

“I need to go back,” I say.

“No you don’t.”

“I have to go to the committee meeting. I have to tell them what was done to us.”

Jake snorts in disbelief. “You seriously think they don’t know?”

Did I? I had to believe that not everyone was evil. Despite Sam—or maybe because of him—I’m not yet ready to give up on my belief in a new and better world. Sam believed in it. I owe this to him.

“It doesn’t matter. I have to try. And I have a plan.”

He pulls up on the side of the road and twists in his seat so he’s facing me. “Are you sure?”

I nod.

“Then we all go.”

“No. I need to convince them we aren’t a threat. That will be much easier on my own. Besides, if it all goes wrong, then I’ll need you to rescue me.”

He’s silent for a minute, and I can sense him probing my mind, testing my resolve. “Or get a little revenge if they put your brain in a jar and hook you up to a computer.”

I force a smile. “Yeah, that too.”

Then he nods.

* * *

Twelve men raise their heads as I push open the door and step into the room. Varying expressions flash across their faces. The colonel is there, shock and fear clear in his eyes. For once he isn’t wearing the reflector device, but then I’m probably the last person he expects to see here. I briefly tap into his mind. Bastard. As expected, he’s trying to cover his ass. If nothing else I’ll make that impossible. And one day I’ll kill him.

I give him a slight smile and he flinches.

The colonel tried to sell us to the committee as a weapon. I need to convince them we can offer so much more.

I search the rest of the group. Some good, some bad. All of them afraid of what they don’t understand and can’t control. I suspect that will always be the way. I settle on Senator Gilpin. While his face is blank of expression, his mind is filled with curiosity. I speak directly to him.

“I’d like to offer you a world with no more lies…”
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Word-Bound

by MeiLin Miranda


Campbell tugged at his mom’s hand. “Hey! The bus is coming!”

“I know, sweetie.” Hayley pulled him gently away from the curb until the blue-and-gold bus hummed to its near-silent stop and the doors swung open. She picked her giggling son up by his slightly sticky hands, swung him inside, and fumbled for the bus pass in her bag. She flashed it at the sensor and let Campbell pull her toward the seats, prattling all the way. “Momma? Mom? Let’s sit here. We’re gonna sit here. ’Kay? Sit here, Momma.” At least he didn’t take them all the way to the back where the teenaged boys sat.

Hayley boosted him onto the window seat and plopped down beside him. The older woman across the aisle looked up from her knitting and smiled at them expectantly. Hayley smiled back, but as seconds ticked by, the other woman’s expression turned from friendliness to offense; Hayley finally, dimly heard the annoyance emanating from her, mere murmurs against Hayley’s straining mind. “I’m sorry, I can’t hear you,” she apologized. “I’m word-bound.”

The woman looked embarrassed. “Oh, that a’ right, on’y say guh mornin’,” she muttered through lips unused to speech.

The bus was silent, but that wasn’t unusual. Everyone was staring at them. That wasn’t unusual, either. To them, she was an uncomfortable cipher—an incomprehensible blank—unable to hear thoughts, unable to send thoughts. The curiosity, pity, and scorn pouring from the other passengers must have been loud; even Hayley sensed it, though it was a mere wisp compared to what a thoughtful person would sense. A thoughtful person would hear their actual, projected thoughts, not just inarticulate whispers of projected emotion.

She was glad Campbell couldn’t sense any of it. Yet.

Campbell was standing on the seat, looking out the window as the streets scrolled by, city turning to suburb. The bus slowed down at a busy intersection, efficiently threading its way through the driverless commercial traffic. Campbell started jumping up and down as they passed a corner ice cream shop. “Look, Momma, ithe cream! C’we get ithe cream? Let’s go, Momma, stop the bus. Mom, ithe cream! Mom!”

Hayley wrapped a practiced, protective arm around her son and shushed him. “Maybe after we see the doctors, Cammy, but only if you don’t jump on the seat, okay? Be still, or you’ll have to sit down.”

A snicker came from the teenagers in the back of the bus, but Hayley didn’t turn around. “Quack,” one of them said aloud. The rest dissolved into sniggers.

Hayley’s neck stiffened; for once, she was grateful she couldn’t talk to people the thoughtful way. She always tried not to react outwardly, but it was hard. It’d been hard all her life.

“Quack,” said the teenager, louder this time. The giggling increased. “Quack, quack,” mocked a few other boys. “Quack!” Soon the back of the bus was filled with quacking and derisive laughter. The other passengers looked away.

Tiny wads of paper hit the back of Hayley’s head; they bounced off Campbell’s still-baby-round cheek. He turned to see where they were coming from. “Quack!” he giggled.

And that was enough for the older woman across the aisle. She stood up, swaying against the bus’s movement, and faced the teenagers. Hayley couldn’t hear what she was thinking, but if her body language was any indication, it was ferocious enough to shame the boys into sullenness.

The woman turned to her. “I am sorr’,” she said, slow and exaggerated. “I am real sorr’. You do not deserfit.” She projected pity, as if she were shouting in Hayley’s ear. In a way, she was.

Hayley smiled, tiny and forced, and the woman nodded and sat back down. Hayley was grateful, but the pity was as hard to take as the boys’ mockery of her voice.

Campbell was watching her now, no longer giggling but somber and vaguely scared. He always picked up on her moods, even though the doctors said he was profoundly word-bound—even more word-bound than she was. He crawled into her lap, to comfort her as much as himself.

Hayley hugged him close for a moment, doing her best to be reassuring and probably failing. It wasn’t just the teenagers. It wasn’t the teenagers at all. She smoothed her son’s hair back behind his soft, pink ear. Soon the doctors would drill a hole, right there.

And Campbell’s father would leave them.

The bus dropped them a couple of blocks from the clinic and glided off; they walked the rest of the way. The streets were quiet and cheerful, relatively deserted and smelling of last night’s rain, and if anyone took notice of the chattering little boy and his murmuring mother, they didn’t show it.

It was so much easier when there was no one else with her but Campbell and Tom, and people like them. They could speak as loudly as they wished. There was no pity, no misunderstandings, no explanations, no writing things down for those who didn’t—or wouldn’t—understand their speech. She could just speak, and listen, and be.

Tom thought being word-bound was a privilege. “Speech came first,” he would say constantly. “It makes us more human.”

“We’re all human. It’s not like dogs are telepathic, “ she’d answer.

Hayley didn’t like this dividing the world up into “us” versus “them,” but Tom courted it. While she did her best to deal with the world without speaking, he set himself apart. He spoke constantly, aggressively; he relished making the thoughtful people uncomfortable. Hayley didn’t like it. She said it wasn’t other people’s fault the three of them were born abnormal.

“What you don’t seem to understand,” Tom said during the argument after her and Campbell’s first visit to the clinic, “is that we’re not abnormal. People like us—two hundred years ago we were the normal ones. Now? We’re not abnormal, we’re special. We’re the last guardians of spoken language, and they’re killing our culture. Drama’s already gone. No one likes to listen to speech, and you can’t act by thought unless you’re talking about something that actually happened to you. And do you know people used to sing words, not just sounds?” She did know this, but always let him continue this favorite rant. “Once they get rid of us, a hundred thousand years—two hundred thousand, maybe more—what happens to all those years of language? They vanish.”

“No one’s trying to get rid of us,” she’d said.

“Oh yeah? If you take Campbell back there, how long’s it gonna be before he can’t speak to you—or won’t speak to you?”

Hayley still didn’t have an answer to that.

They arrived at the clinic, the Butler Institute for the Profoundly Word-Bound. Inside, the quiet of the outdoors ended. People spoke here, out in the open, unafraid. It was a paradoxical relief, to feel so welcome in a place designed to eradicate the need for speech.

Hayley didn’t want Campbell to stop speaking. She wanted him to remember his language and to feel connected to it, to her—to his father, if Tom would allow it. Tom said if she did this, he’d be gone. She was going to do it anyway. Campbell hadn’t signed up to be a guardian of a fading tradition. Hayley hadn’t, either, but she was too old for a neural implant. At four, Campbell was almost too old.

All she knew was, if she could wave a magic wand and suddenly hear and send thoughts like a thoughtful person, she would wave that wand till it broke. And if there was a way to help her son be in the world more easily—a way for him to transcend all the barriers a word-bound man faced—that was the way she would choose.

As for Tom, when she thought about him leaving, Hayley’s chest contracted so hard she felt like she would turn inside out. She wasn’t sure he’d actually do it. If he did, it would nearly destroy her. But Tom was her husband, and Campbell was her son. She might lose them both in the end. But if she could spare her son the pain and prejudice she’d gone through, she would.

Hayley and Campbell were in the exam room now for their second appointment, sitting on cold, hard, beige plastic chairs. The lights were half-turned down as they watched a translated projection on neural implants. Hayley’d already seen it, and Campbell didn’t understand it. He fidgeted in her lap and finally abandoned her for the bead track in the corner, crowing “Boom!” every time a bead slid down the wire and cracked into another bead. That was a word he’d keep. Words for sounds, especially animal sounds, were almost the only ones thoughtful people used. Words like “quack.”

Hayley returned her attention to the projection. The doctor was using models to show how the neural implant worked, turning them this way and that with silent waves of his hands. She looked away when the projection came to the graphic images of the surgery itself, but looked back when the translation track started talking about life after the implant.

A tiny girl appeared; she looked to be no more than two, maybe younger. The doctor lifted a handful of her many short spiral braids to reveal a coin-sized shaved patch, the scar at its center an exclamation mark against the girl’s dark skin. “When Keisha’s hair grows long enough, no one will even know the implant’s there,” said the translator. “Now Dr. Woods is going to ask Keisha to do some things.” Words appeared on the screen: Clap hands. Get duck.

Dr. Woods leaned over the little girl, smiling, his hands on his knees and his head cocked to one side in inquiry. Keisha’s face lit up; she giggled, clapped her hands, and ran across the room to a toy chest. She dug through it for a moment, found what she was looking for, and ran back to the doctor, clutching a bright yellow stuffed duck. Hayley wondered if the translator had told Dr. Woods how offensive ducks were in word-bound culture, or if the doctor cared. The doctor was there to fix the word-bound, not understand them, Hayley figured.

The projection ended, the dimmed lights came up, and the physician’s assistant came in, translator in tow. “Hi, Hayley. Hi, Campbell,” said the translator. “I’m James, Dr. Liu’s assistant, and this is my translator, Andrea.” Andrea stood at James’s shoulder, facing Hayley; she acted as his disembodied voice. When she said “I,” she meant James, not herself.

This was something Hayley took in stride, like all the word-bound; she kept her eyes on James and did her best to ignore Andrea’s presence. She briefly wondered if Campbell would some day be as confused as most thoughtful people were the few times they dealt with translators. Maybe Campbell would grow up to be a translator. No, you had to use thoughts really well to be a translator.

Hayley put the squirming Campbell up on the exam table. James listened to his heart, looked in his ears and eyes, and took his temperature. When he was through, he lifted Campbell down off the table, and the boy returned to the bead toy.

James sat down on the rolling stool next to Hayley; Andrea continued standing just to one side. “So you’re going to go through with the surgery?” asked James/Andrea.

Hayley nodded, uncomfortable speaking even here, but shrugs and head shakes wouldn’t get her answers. “I need to ask a few questions, though.”

James smiled. “Of course.”

“Does it hurt?” she said.

James’s smile grew flatter and wider. “Well, it’s surgery. We do everything we can to make the children comfortable, but of course we can’t take all the pain away. He’ll be up and around in a couple of days, you’ll need to keep him quiet for a month or so, and he’ll be completely healed in about eight weeks.”

“No,” said Hayley, “I meant does the implant hurt just being there? Will he always feel it?”

James’s smile dimmed. “It depends on the child. Sometimes they do. Often when we first turn it on, a child may interpret the new sense as pain until they go through therapy, but not always.” He glanced at the little boy in the corner, murmuring in a sing-song to himself as he zoomed the beads along the twisting wire. “It’s not going to be an easy transition. Four is older than we like. We prefer to do it before they fall into the habit of speaking aloud.” Hayley suppressed a frown; speaking aloud was not a habit. “Is there a reason you didn’t bring him in earlier, when it became clear he was word-bound?” said James/Andrea.

“His father—my husband—doesn’t think this is the right decision,” she said.

James nodded knowingly; Andrea the translator’s face remained carefully blank. “Well, you’re doing the right thing. His life will be better this way.” James got up to leave. “I’m going to my next appointment. Andrea’s going to stay here and translate when Dr. Liu comes in.”

Hayley started in alarm; she’d wanted the time by herself to think. “Oh, but don’t you need her?”

“Almost none of the parents we see here need translators. It’s okay, you’re not inconveniencing us at all.” James walked out with a wave at Campbell, who ignored him in favor of the beads.

Alone in the room with Andrea, Hayley fidgeted. She wasn’t sure what to do. Do you talk with a translator when she’s not translating? The woman seemed friendly enough. When the moments stretched to minutes, and Dr. Liu still had not appeared, Hayley found it harder to ignore the translator without feeling rude. “So… I imagine learning to translate all the medical terms was difficult,” she faltered.

“Not really,” said Andrea. “Doctors use standard terminology. A medulla oblongata is a medulla oblongata whoever you are.”

“I feel wrong asking questions, I just—I’ve never spoken with a translator one-on-one, as themselves.” She’d never been able to afford one.

Andrea relaxed her straight stance and leaned against the exam table. “No, that’s okay, ask me anything.”

“I don’t even know where to begin. I’ve never been able to hear more than really loud emotions, and I’ve never been able to say anything at all. I don’t understand what hearing thoughts is like, or talking that way.” Hayley furrowed her brow and sorted through all her questions and curiosities. “What happens if the word-bound person you’re translating for speaks something other than English?”

“We call in a translator over projection,” said Andrea. “The other way round—when the word-bound person speaks English and the thoughtful person is from a different culture—is easier, usually, but in medical situations it can be a problem.”

Hayley paused in surprise. “I thought you people understood one another no matter what culture you’re from.”

“For everyday communication, sure, but what we do here isn’t everyday. Medical terminology is just memorization, but you have to be really exact in translating everything around the terminology. That’s true even when you’re translating for someone from our own culture. I don’t have to know spoken Chinese to interpret for Dr. Liu, but she thinks differently than Dr. Woods, or Dr. Bhatra—it’s called cultural thought syntax. I need to understand those differences, especially since in medical fields our personnel come from all over the world. It doesn’t come up often in casual conversation, because usually you’re talking with people who share the same culture. And when it does come up, those differences don’t mean as much. And you wouldn’t know this, but sometimes people think in written words.”

Hayley knew very well that people sometimes thought in written words; she did it herself. But she kept a polite face.

“If a person’s written language is, say, Chinese or Hindi,” continued Andrea, “I sometimes have to ask them to try again.”

“Why did you choose English? I mean, spoken English.”

Andrea turned softer, quieter. “My sister was word-bound. I had to learn it if I was going to communicate with her, and I love her, so I learned. And it turned out I really love the language, too. It’s so musical. It can say so much even within its limits. Maybe because of its limits. It’s nuanced in a different way than thought, and its very slowness contributes to that.”

Hayley glanced at the door. Speaking with Andrea had been just what she needed, to her surprise. How much time did she have before the surgeon came? “Why didn’t your sister get an implant?”

“She did.” Andrea paused. “She had it removed when she became an adult.” Hayley clasped her hands and choked on a sharp breath. “You need to understand that it was decades ago,” Andrea continued. “She was too old—she was twelve—and the tech was really new. It’s different now, especially if children get it as babies, but it’s even effective in older children like Campbell.”

Hayley pressed her lips together against tears: Campbell was four. “We waited too long,” she muttered to herself.

“Hey, it’s all right. It’s okay.” Andrea sat down on the stool, rolled it to Hayley, and took her hands. “It’s going to be okay. You don’t have to do this, but it will be easier for him if you do. The tech has come a long way since my sister was implanted—that was almost forty years ago. We know so much more now.”

“His father says he’ll lose his language. His culture.”

Andrea squeezed her hands. “It happens. Usually it’s because the child is word-bound but the parents aren’t. They want their child to be thoughtful. They take him out of word-bound culture and pretend he’s just like everyone else even though he’ll never be like everyone else. The implant doesn’t ‘cure’ the word-bound, it just helps them function more easily. They can hear and talk at least enough to get by. For some, it’s close to a hundred percent, but for most it’s less. Sometimes far less.”

“What about Campbell?”

Andrea released Hayley’s hands and rested her own on her knees. “I’m not a doctor. I can’t say. But I can say this: it’s to his advantage that you and your husband are both word-bound. You understand the challenges he faces. You understand he’s never going to be like everyone else. And it’s up to you whether he loses his language. Your husband’s right. They used to do terrible things to force children to use their new implants. We weren’t allowed to speak to my sister, and they wanted us to ignore her if she spoke to us. My mother… my mother even taped her mouth shut sometimes.” Andrea’s hands drew up in fists. “It was so, so cruel. It’s the real reason I became a translator. Campbell will be in intensive thought therapy for years, but these days no one will ever tell you to keep him from speaking. We don’t do that anymore. Well, you’ve seen all the projections. I won’t talk down to you.”

“You’re not talking down to me,” said Hayley, wiping her eyes.

“Do you still want to go through with it?” said Andrea.

Hayley realized they’d been left alone for a reason. “I want what’s best for him.”

“This is best, believe me. I’ll go get Dr. Liu.” Andrea smiled, rose up from the wheeled stool, and left the room. Campbell jumped up and threw himself belly-down on the stool’s padded seat, using his toes to scoot himself squeaking around the room.

Hayley wanted to be reassured. She wanted to believe what Andrea was saying. But that was the problem with spoken language, one of the reasons no one ever trusted the word-bound: unlike thoughts, words could lie.

* * *

“Words lie,” said Tom that night. Campbell was asleep in bed, and his parents were arguing in their tiny living room.

Hayley crossed her arms and leaned back against the sofa cushions. “Yes, and everyone will use that exact thought against him, just as they use it against you and me.”

“Why do you think I stick to other word-bound?”

“Campbell can’t live his whole life in a chatty little bubble, Tom. Even you have to deal with non-speakers.”

“It’s why I don’t want him becoming one.”

Hayley rubbed her temples. Why was he making this so difficult? “He doesn’t have to, not if you stay and help me.”

Tom checked the words he’d been intending to say. “I still can’t believe you bought that translator’s spiel.”

“It wasn’t a spiel. Think about what you’ve gone through. Do you want that for Cammy?”

“I went through what I went through because of people like Andrea’s parents. People like the Butler Institute. People who think they know what’s best for us. Why do you think I haven’t seen or spoken to my family in twenty years? Her sister got her mouth taped shut? Boo-effing-hoo.”

Tom’s face was dangerously flushed beneath three days’ growth of blond beard; his eyes were more bloodshot than Hayley had realized. She knew he hadn’t been sleeping, but she hadn’t looked at him closely in the last day or two. She uncrossed her arms and tried to soothe him. “I know you went through a lot. Terrible things. I’m lucky my family’s always been supportive. But you know what I went through outside my family, what we all still go through every day. It doesn’t have to happen to Campbell. He’ll never truly be thoughtful, but he can have more than we did. And that’s good. It’s good, Tom.”

Tom grasped her arms; from another man, the gesture would be frightening, violent, but from him, it felt more like a plea. “Hayley, you’re all I have. You’re my best friend, my lover, my wife, the mother of my beautiful baby boy. Without you, I’m nothing. I’m just… I’m nothing.”

He released her arms, and she put her hands on his shoulders. “No one’s making you go. If you go, it’s because you want to.”

Tom searched her face and withdrew. He nodded once, then again. “Okay. Okay. My only option is to take you to court, and they’ll side with you. I can’t stop you, but I won’t be a party to this.” He got up from the sofa and crossed to the bedroom door.

Hayley followed him inside. She put her back against the dresser as he dug through their closet. “Sometimes,” she murmured, “I wish we weren’t word-bound. We’d understand one another better.”

“Oh, I understand you fine,” he said. “I just disagree.”

“I want you to understand this is your choice. I don’t want you to leave.”

Tom stacked his shirts and pants in angry piles on the bed. “Then don’t let them drill into Cam’s brain.”

Hayley let her tears fall. She was tired of fighting, and tired of holding back. “You’re saying if you’d gotten the implant—if the tech had been as good as it is now when we were babies—that it wouldn’t have made a positive difference in your life? You’re saying that your life now is just as good as it would have been if you could talk and hear like everyone else?”

Tom stuffed his clothes into a duffel bag and lifted it over his shoulder. “I’m saying it’s different. It’s what I want for myself, and it’s what I want for Campbell. You want something different for him—everyone does. Well, I’m not ‘everyone.’ ‘Everyone’ doesn’t speak.”

He left without another word.

* * *

Cammy had stopped asking Momma where Daddy was after the first week. It only made her cry. But Daddy had been gone a long time. Cammy wanted to know where he was, and now Momma sat crying on the sofa again, which made him miserable. “It’s okay, baby, I just miss him,” she said.

Cammy folded himself over her knees and put his head in her lap, his arms encircling her hips. “When’s he coming home?”

Momma stroked his hair. “In a while, I hope. He’s on a long trip.”

A postcard arrived. Momma read it to him. It said I miss you, and that was all. It had a picture on it of the mountain they could see from their balcony.

Letters started to come. Momma said Daddy had always been old-fashioned and romantic. He liked to write things by hand. Before he left, he’d started teaching Cammy to write his letters. It was like coloring, a little, but instead of drawing animals or houses he was drawing sounds, Daddy had said.

Momma said she couldn’t read Daddy’s letters to him—they were private—but that Daddy said he missed Cammy, too, and that he loved them.

“When are they gonna let him come home?” said Cammy, who had only the vaguest idea where his father worked or what he did when he was there.

Momma picked through the pile of letters in her hand. “Maybe soon, baby. I don’t know.”

He returned when Campbell went into surgery a month later. He dropped his duffel bag at her feet in the clinic waiting room. “I thought this wasn’t what you wanted,” said Hayley.

“My family is what I want—you and Campbell,” said Tom. “It’s all I wanted. It’s all I’ll ever want. I love you, I love you so, so much. Please forgive me. Let me come back. Please. I can’t do it without you, Hayley, I can’t…” His cheeks were wet. He held out his arms.

Hayley took in his carefully shaved face, the attention to his clothing—all the things he’d done to please and impress her—and she stepped into the circle of his arms, tentative at first, but with more and more conviction as he held her close. He smelled of clean laundry, and the aftershave she knew he’d painstakingly chosen mingled with the ozone of the hospital’s disinfectant fields. She lifted her head and kissed him, then burrowed back into his arms, relieved and conflicted, angry and elated. They rocked as if they were comforting their son, not each other.

Tom pulled away to kiss her again and look into her face. “Is he okay? Is he scared?”

“Mostly confused,” said Hayley. “The anesthesiologist was so sweet. She talked to him in Spanish and English—can you believe it? She knows two spoken languages. I don’t understand how anyone does that. He was fascinated. I don’t think he’s ever heard another language. By the time I left he was so sleepy he didn’t even notice I was gone.”

Nearby, another couple was silently watching an untranslated projection, some sort of political show. They swiveled their heads toward Tom and Hayley, and frowned.

“Don’t need to read thoughts to know what they’re thinking,” said Tom. He took his duffel in one hand and her elbow in the other, and guided her to the overstuffed, golden beige sofa in the farthest corner from the other couple. “How long will he be in surgery?”

Hayley glanced at the clock. “He’s been in there for two hours. Another hour or so. Dr. Liu will come out and tell us how he did.”

“You look tired,” he said.

She closed her scratchy eyes and let herself sink into the pillowy sofa. “I am exhausted. It’s hard being a single parent.”

“C’mere.” Tom pulled her against his side, and she rested her head against his shoulder. “Did you miss me? I mean, for more than just the parenting part.”

Hayley chuckled and gulped down a sob. “Tom, this was the longest we’ve been apart since the day we met.”

“I know.” He kissed the top of her head and rested his chin there. “Do you forgive me?”

“I’m thinking about it.”

“Promise me something.”

“What?” Tom paused long enough that Hayley pulled away from him; his chest was rising and falling in minute, rapid breaths. “What?”

“You made this decision. Okay.”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Tom, if you’re trying to make up, this isn’t—”

“Let me finish. You made this decision. If I’m going to live with you—and believe me, I can’t live without you—I’m going to have to accept that. I’m working really hard at it. You need to give me—” He cleared his throat and blinked. “When they turn the device on, I might have to go away for a bit. I’m never going to leave you again until the day I die. I won’t even threaten it. I was stupid to have done it. But… I might need some time. Promise me if I do that you’ll let me come home when I’m done. I just—I might need time to think.”

* * *

Two months later, Cammy’s family returned to the Butler Clinic. His parents had cut his hair to match the new growth behind his ear, short but still long enough that he could push it forward and back in that way that hurt and felt good at the same time.

The spot where Dr. Liu had put something Momma called an implant had healed. Daddy asked if it hurt, but Cammy said no. Once in a while, he’d run his fingers over the scar beneath his hair. It itched sometimes, but it didn’t hurt.

Momma said the implant would make him more like other people, the ones who didn’t speak. She said most people could talk to each other in their heads, without speaking. She said when the doctor turned the implant on, he’d be able to, too. Cammy didn’t know what that would be like, and Momma and Daddy couldn’t tell him because they’d never done it.

Andrea said it was sorta like hearing people speak, but better. You could understand everything they said. You wouldn’t need to know the big words Cammy’s parents sometimes used. You could even understand people from other places, like Dr. Liu.

And they could never, ever lie to you.

Andrea was there to tell him what Dr. Liu and James were saying in their heads, and to help Dr. Liu understand them. Andrea said Dr. Liu didn’t speak how Cammy spoke—she knew a different language, like Dr. Chavez, except Dr. Chavez spoke hers aloud and Dr. Liu didn’t. Besides, it was faster for all the thoughtful people when Andrea translated; they didn’t always understand the words Momma and Daddy used, and Andrea did.

“Campbell,” said Andrea, “I’m going to tell you what Dr. Liu is saying, okay? Pretend I’m Dr. Liu now. We’re going to turn on your new implant. It’ll just be for a little bit, but we’ll do it for longer every time you come in to play with James and Andrea, and they’ll teach you how to turn it off and on again yourself, with your mind. This time your head might feel a little funny. You might hear thoughts, and you might not—that’ll be something you work on with James and Andrea. No one will hear what you’re thinking unless you let them, and that’ll be something for playtime, too. You tell us if it hurts, and we’ll turn it off again.” Dr. Liu turned toward Momma and Daddy; the doctor’s smile was smaller, but bigger, like more was stuffed into it than in a regular smile.

He looked at Momma. He could tell she was trying to smile but she was scared. Daddy wasn’t smiling at all.

Cammy wanted to climb into Daddy’s lap and be with him. He’d been sitting in Daddy’s lap a lot since he’d come back home from his trip. Daddy seemed to need it more than Momma.

“Are you ready, Campbell?” said Andrea. “Okay? Here we go.” Dr. Liu pressed her finger on a colored square on the desk.

Cammy shuddered, trying to make sense of the tingling all along the back of his head. It was like big ants were marching from one ear to the other. It was like the sides of his head had fallen off, and his brain was open to the world.

Cammy looked at Dr. Liu. Her lips weren’t moving, but he sensed a fuzzy voice from her direction, like he was in the pool with his head underwater. He squinted at her. “Do you hear me, Campbell?” he made out.

Cammy clapped his hands to his head, full of fear and excitement. He nodded. Momma burst into tears. Daddy sat very straight, like a wooden toy.

Cammy could always sort of tell what people were feeling. Momma said other people could tell each other how they were feeling with their thoughts, but that Cammy could tell how people felt by the way they sat, things like that. She called it body language. Right now, Daddy’s body language screamed that he was scared, more scared than Cammy was.

Cammy slid off his chair and climbed into Daddy’s lap. Daddy pulled him close and squeezed him. A sob came from deep in Daddy’s chest; it thrummed against Cammy’s cheek. He knew exactly how his father felt. He was scared about Momma. He was sad, so sad, and so, so scared. This time, Cammy wasn’t guessing by the way Daddy looked.

The ants stomped around the back of his head. He cuddled against Daddy, confused and scared himself, and Daddy cried harder. Thoughts came through the buzzing; it was easier this time to hear than Dr. Liu’s had been, maybe because the person talking was closer. “Don’t tell Momma, baby,” Daddy’s voice buzzed in his brain. “Please. Don’t tell her. Squeeze my arm if you understand.”

Cammy looked at Momma; she was crying and smiling. He was so confused. He felt like he should always tell Momma secrets, but this one felt too big to tell. “Are you okay, sweetheart?” she said.

Cammy squeezed his father’s arm, slipped off his lap, and ran to his mother. “I’m okay. Turn it off now, Momma. Turn it off.”


A Word from MeiLin Miranda

I had some fun with the names in this story: Dr. Liu, Dr. Woods, Dr. Chavez, Keisha, Andrea, and James are all named after longtime readers.

I’m always interested in the outsider perspective, so when a chance to write about telepathy came up, I knew I’d either write about a telepath in a non-telepathic world or vice versa. Being shut out of a communication method interested me more than having an ability others didn’t. Perhaps I empathize more with underdogs than special snowflakes.

As I researched parallels in our world, I considered the controversy over cochlear implants in the deaf community. On the surface, it seems obvious a deaf person would want to hear. But it’s far more complex than that, for cultural and technical reasons. What would those reasons look like in a world where telepathy was killing off spoken language, and a new technology began “killing off” the remaining few who spoke aloud? How would that community, the “word-bound,” react?

Campbell’s world is a lot bigger in my head than what’s on the page. Sign up for my mailing list to find out when I revisit “Word-Bound” (you’ll also get a free, exclusive ebook as a thank you), and check out my website for information on my other books and short stories.


A Note to Readers

Thank you so much for reading The Telepath Chronicles. If you enjoyed these stories, please keep an eye out for other titles in the Future Chronicles collection. The Robot Chronicles is currently available, and The Alien Chronicles will be available in late 2014. You might also enjoy other science fiction anthologies edited by David Gatewood, including Synchronic: 13 Tales of Time Travel.

And before you go, could we ask of you a very small favor?

Would you write a short review at the site where you purchased the book?

Reviews are make-or-break for authors. A book with no reviews is, simply put, a book with no future sales. This is because a review is more than just a message to other potential buyers: it’s also a key factor driving the book’s visibility in the first place. More reviews (and more positive reviews) make a book more likely to be featured in bookseller lists (such as Amazon’s “also viewed” and “also bought” lists) and more likely to be featured in bookseller promotions. Reviews don’t need to be long or eloquent; a single sentence is all it takes. In today’s publishing world, the success (or failure) of a book is truly in the reader’s hands.

So please, write a review. Tell a friend. Share us on Facebook. Maybe even write a Tweet (140 characters is all we ask). You’d be doing us a great service.

Thank you.
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