
  
    [image: ENCODED MINDS]
  


  
    
      ENCODED MINDS

      A BIOLOGICAL THRILLER

    

    
      
        KFIR LUZZATTO

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: PINE TEN]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

    

    
      
        Thank you for reading

      

      
        Join my reader community

      

      
        Science Fiction Thrillers You May Enjoy

      

      
        Meet the Author

      

      
        Also by Kfir Luzzatto

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Pine Ten, LLC

      205 North Michigan Avenue

      Chicago, IL 60601

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, places, organizations, or living or dead persons is entirely coincidental.

      

      First publication, May 2026

      

      Copyright © 2026 by Kfir Luzzatto.

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any form without permission except as provided by U.S. Copyright Law. For information, please address Pine Ten, LLC.

      
        
        ISBN: 978-1-953864-42-0

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      “I didn’t break it, I didn’t!”

      “Don’t lie to me, Olivia.”

      “I’m not lying!” Liv cried. “Bobby broke it.”

      “You always blame Bobby. Or Hanna. Or anyone else.” Her mother’s voice cut hard. “Enough.”

      “I saw it,” Liv whispered.

      “Saw what?”

      “In the wall.”

      Silence fell, sharp and cold.

      “Your stories again,” her mother said at last. “Your stupid fantasies. Go to your room. Don’t come out until I say so.”

      Liv went, her head bowed. She had learned there was no point in explaining. Grown-ups never listened.

      She was nine years old, small and freckled, with red hair that never stayed neat. Curious, her father said—too curious. He worried when she wandered the neighborhood alone, watching buildings, stopping to touch old stone.

      “I like to see things,” she told him.

      Her mother had stopped arguing. Worry was easier than questions.

      That afternoon, Liv stood in a small garden before an ancient wall, the only structure left standing there. The rest had been torn down long ago. She pressed her palm to the stone and listened.

      “It’s interesting, isn’t it?”

      A man stood behind her, well-dressed, holding a walking cane. He smiled, as if they shared a secret.

      “Yeah,” Liv said.

      “One wonders why the city kept just this piece,” he said. “Why not remove it entirely?”

      “Something bad happened here,” Liv said. “The wall is sad.”

      The man studied her. “Sad?”

      “Two people died right here.”

      “And how would you know that?”

      Liv hesitated. “When I look at walls, sometimes I hear things. And sometimes I see them. It’s like they want me to.”

      The man’s smile faded. “I’m a university professor,” he said carefully. “What you’re describing is… remarkable. I’d like to speak with your parents. What’s your name?”

      “My father says I shouldn’t talk to strangers.”

      “But you’re talking to me.”

      “Yes,” Liv said. “But that’s all.”

      He reached into his jacket and handed her a small card. “Give this to your father.”

      Liv slipped it into her pocket and promptly forgot about it.

      The wall did not.
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      Liv breezed into the antique store with her morning giant cup of coffee and a smaller one, which she placed on the counter.

      “Here’s your coffee, Tim, just as you like it,” she said.

      “Tim” was Timothy Burns, the shop’s owner, Liv’s unofficial mentor and official friend despite the age difference. Tim was almost sixty, while Liv had just turned twenty-four. She had known him all her life, and he was like an honorary uncle. He was her father’s oldest friend–in practice, at that time in his life, his only friend. Her earliest memories of Tim were at the dinner table, where he sat like one of the family. To her, it felt as if he’d always had the mane of ruffled white hair that made him look wise. She always felt safe and comfortable around him. 

      Tim never stopped being amazed by how she had grown from the scrawny little girl with tousled red hair he remembered, into that pretty, slender, green-eyed young woman with copper-brown hair that always looked as if it had just been brushed.

      “You’re late,” said Tim, picking up his coffee.

      “Late for what?”

      “Late for work. We agreed that bringing me coffee won’t make up for your being late.”

      Liv smiled. She wasn’t buying Tim’s forced grumpiness. She handed him a stack of papers.

      “I stayed up all night writing this paper on the impact of Julius Caesar’s war in Gaul on eighteenth-century France, which I know you would very much like to read and comment on,” she added with a smile. “Besides, I can see that you are coping well with the zero customers clamoring for your goods.”

      “Yes, it’s disheartening. No one walked into the shop in the last two days.”

      “Well, you said you are in it for the love, not the gold…”

      “True. I’m not counting on sales to get by, but it would be nice to know that customers are helping pay your salary.”

      “Which is measly, by the way,” Liv said, suddenly serious.

      “I know, but that’s the best I can do. Do you manage?”

      “It was better when Daniel was around, taking me out to dinner and stuff every now and then. Now I may have to skip a meal or two a week, but I’ll manage.”

      “Your father would help.”

      “You know him—he would shower me with riches if I asked, even to the point of giving up his own needs. But my pride doesn’t allow it, and besides, I don’t want him to sacrifice his comfort for me.”

      “You can’t pay with your pride at the grocery…”

      “I’ll manage,” Liv said curtly. She hated being pitied as much as she disliked self-pity. “Let’s get down to work. What’s new?”

      “Those two boxes in the corner contain items I bought at an auction. It was a blind buy and needs to be checked and cataloged. Perhaps we’ll find something of value there.”

      “I’ll start on it immediately, Boss. Anything else?”

      “Um, yes. Daniel called. Again. Aren’t you going to put him out of his misery?”

      “I don’t know what to do yet. I thought staying away from him would provide the answer, but so far it hasn’t. Something’s missing from the mix. I love being with him, and I miss him now, but something’s not there.”

      “The sex’s not good?”

      “Mister Burns!” Liv blushed.

      “Just asking to help you understand. That might be a problem, you know.”

      “For your information, the sex is great—not that it’s any of your business, and I don’t believe I’m discussing this with you.”

      “Only a fatherly inquiry,” Tim smiled.

      “I would kill myself if my father asked me that. Anyway, that’s not the problem. Daniel is perfect... perhaps too perfect. He’s bright, loving, and successful. And as I’m sure you realize, he’s hot. I don’t know what’s missing, and I’m trying to find out by staying away from him.”

      “I won’t even start trying to understand you. Go work on those boxes, please.”

      Liv was naturally focused and organized. She quickly cataloged all the items in the boxes, but when she put the last one on the shelf and checked her watch, she realized she was running late for a lesson. She was juggling too many chores, and running late had become her second nature. She waved goodbye to Tim and ran out.

      Liv’s desire for independence was strong. She wanted to prove to herself she could manage on her own, so she accepted a small allowance from her father to cover her tuition and a little extra, and supported herself by working at the antique shop and taking on odd jobs whenever she could. Her father was very proud of her, yet he was constantly worried and frustrated that she wouldn’t take more money from him. Since his wife’s death eight years earlier, he and Liv had grown closer than ever. He spoke with her at least once a day, even when he had nothing specific to say, and Liv always answered patiently. But this time, she was in a hurry and didn’t have time for small talk. When her cell phone rang, showing her father’s face, she answered tersely.

      “Yes?”

      “Liv… where are you?”

      “I’m on my way to the university, why?”

      She suddenly grew worried. Something in her father’s voice was different. He always called her Livvy or Cricket, the nickname that had become their private joke. The last time he had called her “Liv,” her mother had died.

      “Can you come home, please?”

      “What’s the matter, Dad? You’re worrying me. Are you okay?”

      “Yes, yes. It’s not me; it’s your brother.”

      “Bobby? What happened? Is he hurt?”

      “No... he was arrested.”

      “Arrested? What happened, Dad? Can’t you explain?”

      “Come home, Livvy. Please just come home, and I’ll explain.”

      Liv was a cool-headed young woman who refused to panic. She took two deep breaths to steady her voice.

      “I’m on my way, Dad. Don’t worry; I’m sure this is all a misunderstanding. We’ll sort it out.”
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      Liv couldn’t believe her ears. Her brother was being accused of murder? That was preposterous! He was a slob, often annoying, but he was sweet and gentle. He was far from bright. Their mother had often said that all the brain the Lord had given Liv, He had taken from Bobby. Sometimes Liv had wondered if her mother resented her for being so much more intelligent than her brother.

      She listened patiently while her father told her what he knew, sometimes incoherently. He never coped well with stressful situations, and she couldn’t recall a more stressful one than this.

      “They must be joking. Bobby wouldn’t hurt a fly!” Liv said indignantly.

      “I know, but they say there was no one else there. And Bobby… he took something in his drink, and he can’t remember a thing.”

      “You mean drugs?”

      “Yes. He said his drink was spiked, but he didn’t know it.”

      “And the other boy?”

      “He was hit on the head with a lead pipe. It was in the parking lot where they were doing construction work, and the pipe was just lying there. That’s all I know.”

      “So, what do we do now?”

      “We need to find a lawyer to help us.”

      Her father seemed lost, as she had never seen him before. His gaze was distant, as if he weren’t seeing her.

      “I know where to find one. Let me handle this,” Liv said, taking charge. When things went south, she always instinctively sprang into action. She was a born leader, even if she didn’t see herself that way.

      Her father nodded, and she stepped from the living room into the kitchen. She didn’t want him to overhear the conversation she was about to have. She didn’t have to look up the number she was calling; it was the first on her speed dial.
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      Daniel F. Engelheart, Esquire, wasn’t often at a loss for what to do or say. He was on the fast track to becoming a partner at Pelham Squire, one of the largest law firms in the area, with offices nationwide. He was elegantly dressed, always clean-shaven, and he smelled of the right French aftershave. After a stint in the District Attorney’s office, he had decided that prosecuting rapists wasn’t his vocation and had accepted a position as an associate at P-S. He was now a rising star at the firm. His specialty was real estate, and the last few deals he had handled had resulted in a fat bonus. All in all, he was sitting pretty.

      He was a very persuasive man who got business done... except with Liv. At first, he was sure that when she said, “Don’t call me for a while,” she hadn’t meant it—but, apparently, she had, because she wasn’t returning his calls. Daniel was not a quitter and hadn’t gotten where he was by giving up, so he kept calling. Still, after his last attempt to speak with her, he realized he had to reevaluate the situation, as the good legal strategist he was.

      But her face kept popping up in his mind, and he couldn’t get her out of it. She had a hold on him. Perhaps it was her little pointy nose, with a sparkle of freckles, which he knew from a picture he kept in his wallet was a leftover from younger years, or her smooth, white skin, which she kept away from the sun, or her perfect, regular white teeth. He couldn’t tell what bewitched him, but to say she was haunting him wouldn’t have been an exaggeration.

      He sat in his office with his feet up on the table and threw his mind back to his last conversation with Liv.

      “What do you mean by ‘taking a break’?” he had asked, feeling as if he had been hit in the stomach with a baseball bat.

      “I mean we shouldn’t see each other for a while,” she had answered almost inaudibly.

      “Why?”

      “I told you.”

      “I heard you, but it doesn’t make sense. You know I love you.”

      “I do.”

      “And you love me too—you said that.”

      “I did, and I do… love you. But I don’t know if I’m in love with you.”

      “That’s semantics, isn’t it?”

      “No, it’s not. I wish you understood the difference.”

      “I’m having a hard time understanding what you’re driving at. So now, what?”

      “I need time alone to figure this out, okay? I need to understand where I stand on the scale between loving and being in love, and I need to figure it out on my own. So please don’t call me. Give me the space I need to figure this out. Pretty please?”

      “This is the most roundabout way I’ve ever seen to break up with someone. I’ll give you space, but this can’t go on forever. If you want to call it quits, be fair and do it. Don't give me all this ‘love scale’ nonsense.”

      For five days, Daniel kept his promise to give Liv space, and then he started calling. He was delighted that his persistence had paid off and that Liv had returned his call.

      “Hey! I’m glad you called me back. I was about to give up hope,” he said after hearing Liv’s perfunctory “Hi.”

      “This call isn’t about you and me, Daniel. I wanted to tell you right away. I’m calling to ask for your help, and I’ll understand if you don’t want to help me, given where we are now.”

      “What are you talking about? You know you can always count on me for everything and anything.”

      “Thank you. I need you to recommend a good lawyer to me—it’s not for me, it’s for Bobby.”

      Liv explained the situation, frustrated that she couldn’t answer most of Daniel’s questions because she had no information. After she finished, a long silence followed before Daniel spoke again.

      “I’m coming right away,” he said at last.

      “Thanks, but this isn’t a real estate deal. I know you’re a brilliant lawyer, but my brother is in serious trouble, and we need a real criminal lawyer. Don’t think I don’t appreciate your offer because I do.”

      “I’m offended not by what you’re saying but because you’ve forgotten that I was a criminal lawyer in the district attorney’s office not too long ago. I know my way around cases like this and still have friends working there. I’m definitely your better choice right now. I promise that if, at any point, I believe someone else should take my place, I will let you know immediately.”

      Liv remained silent, considering the offer.

      “This has nothing to do with us, okay? If you come over, you do it to help Bobby. You don’t expect it to affect us in any way. Agreed?”

      “Agreed. I’m doing this for Bobby and you because I love you and like your brother, but I’m not expecting anything in return from you.”

      “And another thing. We can’t pay the Pelham Squire rates. That’s another reason we’ll need you to recommend a cheaper option. We’ll manage with a few hours of your time, but not more than that.”

      “Now you are seriously insulting me. I won’t take money from you, your father, or your brother, and that’s non-negotiable.”

      “We’ll see about that. I don’t want to agree to anything right now. I want to reserve the right to make decisions later, when things are clearer. Can you respect that?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then, please hurry up. My father is a nervous wreck.”
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      Daniel had come and gone, and Liv was getting organized in the room that had been hers since she was five. A knock at the door announced her father, who hesitantly stepped inside.

      “I’m so glad you decided to stay, Cricket,” he said.

      It broke Liv’s heart to see him so helpless and scared. Her father had always been the strong figure in the house, the one she could turn to for support and comfort. But now she realized she had to be the strong one.

      "Come in, Dad. Sit with me on the bed. I need to keep busy, so I’m going through a couple of boxes of things I haven’t seen since I was little. It’s a bit like what I do at the antique shop. It helps keep my mind from wandering to bad thoughts.”

      Her father nodded, looked at her, then looked away. It was clear he was struggling to say something difficult, so she stayed quiet and waited for him to speak.

      “You remember when you were little, ten or maybe thirteen years old?” he said at last.

      “Yes, I do remember being that, once,” Liv forced herself to smile.

      “You always said you could see what had happened by looking at the wall. You said it was as if the wall retained images and sounds, and that you had this uncanny ability to gaze at the wall and see what it had witnessed. You scared me back then because I believed you after what happened at the hotel, where you saw that boy who had perished in the fire.”

      The memory hit Liv. She had pushed that event away and forced herself to forget it. Her mind went back to that day, as if a movie were running through it…

      

      “I won’t. I WON’T!” Liv cried.

      “But Liv, be reasonable,” her mother tried to reason with her. “We are guests here. We can’t decide which room to take, and besides, they are all the same.”

      The small family hotel on the coast where the Scotts were staying was a picturesque three-story house built in the late 1800s. Traveling to visit family, they had decided to stop for the night. Liv, who was twelve years old at the time, had a room to herself, while her brother, five years younger, would sleep on a cot in his parents’ room.

      “I can’t sleep here,” Liv insisted in tears.

      “You’re being unreasonable,” her mother huffed. “Tell me why.”

      “I can’t. You don’t believe me, so I can’t tell you. I’ll tell Daddy.”

      "Alright. Tell your father, and let’s put an end to this nonsense.”

      Liv’s mother left the room, and Liv waited, her back to the wall, until her father walked in.

      “What’s the matter, Cricket?” he asked softly. He had started calling her that when she was little, always asking questions and coming up with quirky ideas. The nickname had stuck. He waited patiently for an answer, knowing he had to be patient when his daughter was emotional.

      “I can’t sleep in this room, Daddy. Please find me another room.”

      “I can try to do that, but you have to give me a reason I can give to Reception to request a room change. Is the bed hard? What don’t you like?”

      “It’s not that… I want to tell you, but last time you didn’t believe me.”

      “I believe you. You always tell the truth.”

      “Mom thinks I lie.”

      “We won’t tell her.”

      Liv stared at her feet for a minute before speaking again.

      “It’s the boy.”

      “Which boy?”

      “The boy in the wall. I see it all over again.”

      “You’re not making sense, Cricket.”

      “You remember I told you I see things when I look at a wall? Things that happened.”

      “I remember. You imagined things, but you were little. Now you are grown up.”

      “I wasn’t imagining. I see things that happened near a wall—all the time—and sometimes I hear them too. I hear them now. The wall is like a TV, only not as sharp.”

      “Sweety… It’s just your imagination.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t believe me. You can’t make me sleep in here. I see the flames and the boy crying in them until he cries no more. And then it repeats over and over. I can’t bear it!”

      Liv broke down in tears, and her father hugged her, trying to stop her sobs but failing.

      “It doesn’t matter what I think. What matters is how you feel. Don’t worry, I won’t make you stay here. Come down with me to Reception, and we’ll find you another room.”

      He took her by the hand and led her to the stairs. When they reached Reception, he asked her to wait in the small adjacent lounge while he spoke with the clerk. The receptionist greeted him with a smile and waited patiently for him to speak, while he searched for the right words.

      “I’m sorry to trouble you, miss, but I have a situation. My daughter is afraid to sleep in her room, and we need to move her. Could you find her a room close to mine?”

      “I hope so, sir. We are not very busy today. What rooms are you in?”

      “108 and 110.”

      The clerk looked surprised for a moment.

      “May I ask why your daughter is afraid to sleep in room 110?” she finally asked.

      “How did you know she’s in 110?”

      “We’ve had complaints before. Some people said there were strange noises in the room. We believe that may be due to a fire that started in that room in 1924, which almost burned the whole hotel down. The fire was contained, but a boy who slept in that room tragically died before the fire that had reached his bed was put out. We made renovations just a few years ago to reinforce the floor, but the room may still make noises at times as the reinforcements settle, or so the engineer said.”

      A shiver ran down Arthur Scott’s spine, and he had to make an effort to maintain his composure.

      “Yes, the noises. You’re right. I’ll need a room with two beds so I can sleep in my daughter’s room tonight. She’s too scared to sleep alone.”

      He took the key offered to him, and with a brief nod of thanks, he went to Liv.

      “Here, we have a new room. I’ll sleep there too. We won’t tell your mother what you told me, okay? I’ll tell her you got scared by noises, and I don’t want you to sleep alone.”

      “I love you, Dad,” Liv said emotionally.

      “I love you, too, Cricket,” he murmured.

      …

      

      Liv shook her head, taking herself back to the present.

      “Mommy never believed me,” She murmured.

      “She didn’t see what I saw. You and I agreed never to speak of it again, but now... now your ability might help your brother. Maybe you can see what really happened last night.”

      “Oh, Daddy! I lost that ability years ago. I let it go on purpose because it was making my life miserable. I haven’t seen anything in a wall since that incident at school; do you remember the peeing boy? Now, when I look at a wall, all I see is the wall itself.”

      “I thought this would be your answer, but I hoped ...”

      “I’m sorry. I wish I still had it, even though it made my life a living hell, but I don’t.”

      Her father nodded and got up without a word. He shuffled to the door, grabbed the handle, turned back, and nodded once more.

      “I’ll wait to hear from Daniel, then,” he said.

      “I’ll let you know when he calls.”

      Her father closed the door, and Liv turned her attention back to the box on her lap. It was full of trinkets, including a tiny plastic doll she used to take to school. She picked it up and examined it. It felt like a foreign object, not something she had once cherished. She put the doll back, and a small rectangular piece of paper caught her eye. It was a visiting card:

      
        
          [image: Prof. Quincey’s visiting card]
        

      

      Holding the paper in her hand brought back memories of the day a strange man with a walking cane had expressed interest in her ability to see things in the wall. She examined the business card. She knew “ESP” stood for extrasensory perception. No wonder the professor was intrigued by what she had said—seeing things in walls was certainly an ESP event. Perhaps she should talk to this professor, but they had spoken briefly fifteen years ago, and he might no longer work there. He could have died. He had looked old when they met, but then again, everyone seems old to a nine-year-old.

      On an impulse, she looked up the university’s main phone number, dialed it, and reached a live operator.

      “Can you please put me through to extension 46-567?”

      “Wow! We don’t use those kinds of numbers anymore; we haven’t for ages. Who are you trying to reach?”

      “Ah... Professor Charles Quincey—­written ‘ey’ at the end.”

      “Connecting you,” the operator said. After a few rings, the receiver was lifted at the other end.

      “Quincey,” said a deep masculine voice.

      “Professor Quincey, my name is Olivia Scott. We met briefly fifteen years ago when I was a little girl, so you may not remember me, as I never told you my name. I need to speak with you urgently and hope you can make time for me.”

      “A little girl, fifteen years ago, hmm… I may be wrong, but I think I remember you. This is most interesting… You can certainly come over now. Take note of my cell number so you can call me if you get lost on campus. It’s a big place. How soon can you get here?”

      “Half an hour, forty-five minutes.”

      “Good, I’ll wait for you,” he said and hung up.

      Liv was excited. It wasn’t in her nature to give up before trying everything. This was definitely the wildest idea she could think of, but she didn’t have a better one, and she wasn’t going to settle for hoping the system would do justice to her brother on its own.

      Liv knocked on her father’s door and found him sitting at his desk, doing nothing but looking beaten.

      “Dad, I’m going out. I remembered someone who might be able to help, so I’m going to meet him. I’ll call you if I hear anything from Daniel.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “No one you know, and I don’t want you to keep your hopes up. I need to stay busy, so I’ll try everything that comes to mind. I’ll let you know when I’m coming back. Love you, Daddy.”

      “Love you, Cricket.”
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      Bobby Scott’s last few hours had slipped by in a haze. Sometimes he felt as if he were trapped in a nightmare, and the whole situation felt like one. He spent most of his time with his head cradled in his hands, but he jumped up when he heard the jingle of keys and the click of his cell lock turning. 

      “Daniel!” he exclaimed, recognizing the man who stepped inside the holding cell.

      “How’re you holding up, Bobby?” Daniel asked, patting him lightly on his shoulder.

      “I’m in hell. Did Livvy send you?”

      “Yes. I’m officially your lawyer, and I know a few people around here, so they let me in instead of taking you to a meeting room. Now, let’s sit down. I need you to tell me exactly what happened.”

      Daniel sat on the bed beside Bobby and waited patiently for him to speak. After a few moments spent collecting his thoughts, Bobby spoke quickly, his speech reminding Daniel of loaded junkies he had seen.

      “See, I am at this rave, and someone laced my drink. The next thing I know, I wake up with people shouting. This guy was lying on the floor in a pool of blood, and there was a lead pipe next to me. I had never seen him before, but now he had blood all over his head and on the ground. I went to puke in a corner, and then the police came and said I was under arrest for murdering this guy with that lead pipe. Then they brought me here and let me make a phone call, so I called my dad. I’ve been racking my brain since then, trying to remember more, but my head is a blank.”

      “Did they take a blood sample from you?”

      “No. Nobody spoke with me since they put me in here.”

      “The first thing I’ll do is make sure they take your blood. We need to know what was in that drink. Did you see anyone near your drink who could have spiked it? Anyone suspicious you can identify?”

      “No, nobody. I got my glass directly from the bar and never put it down.”

      “Can you identify the bartender?”

      “Maybe. You don’t pay much attention to the bartender at a rave; you’re too busy looking at the chicks. But I had to stand in line and push through the crowd to get a drink, so I think I would recognize him if I saw him.”

      “All right. I’ve got a few things to do. You let them take your blood, and otherwise sit tight until you hear from me, okay?”

      Daniel got up and patted Bobby on the shoulder. He was far less optimistic than he wanted his client to believe.

      Back at the station, Daniel stopped by the main desk. He knew the sergeant on duty, who acknowledged him with a nod.

      “What can I do for you, counselor? It’s been a while since I’ve seen you around,” the sergeant said.

      “Yeah, my real estate clients don’t require me to visit them here, although a few of them should probably end up here,” he joked. “You can help me by explaining why no one has taken a blood sample from my client.”

      “Search me.” The sergeant shrugged.

      “Well, then, I am putting in a formal request for a blood sample to be taken from him immediately.”

      “We ain’t got any cute nurses here, you know? We’d have to take him to the hospital, and I haven’t got the manpower to do that.”

      Daniel considered the situation. He could’ve forced the police to take Bobby to the hospital because that was the law, but he didn’t want to antagonize them if he didn’t have to.

      “Then I’ll bring a doctor to you; cool with that?”

      “Be my guest. I don’t care one way or another.” The sergeant shrugged again.

      “I’ll be back in a little while. I’ll ask the doctor to take two blood samples and leave one with you so there’s no question about whose blood is being analyzed.”

      “You can drain him of all his blood for all I care.”

      “Thank you, Sarge. I owe you one.”

      “Yes, but I need to tell you that your boy is going down no matter how many samples you take. They found him next to the victim, holding the pipe he had used to crush the victim’s skull. Nothing much left to investigate on this one.”

      “You’ll be surprised,” Daniel said, then left. He felt much less optimistic than he had shown, but he knew Bobby, and the kid was no killer.
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      Liv had learned to ignore the walls. Seeing things others didn’t see made her feel like a freak and, at times, got her into trouble, such as when, at school, she defended a boy falsely accused of peeing against the wall in the backyard. She had identified the real culprit but could not explain how she knew. That year, she was treated like a snitch and ostracized by her classmates.

      She had stopped looking at walls, and as the years went by, she almost convinced herself she had imagined her visions all along. She had lost her ability to see the things more deeply hidden. In fact, she had repressed that ability on purpose, almost as if she had found a switch in her brain to turn it off. She sometimes missed the ability that set her apart from other people, but overall, she was happier that way. She didn’t have to know about events that didn’t affect her or lie to explain her knowledge of things others believed she had no way to learn. Now she could safely gaze at walls without seeing any recorded events in them—no images, no sounds—her mind had blocked it all.
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      Quincey gazed at the young woman seated before him and listened patiently to her story. When she stopped speaking, he sighed.

      “You have no idea, Miss Scott … or can I call you Olivia?”

      “Liv, please. It’s Liv for virtually everybody.”

      “All right, Liv. I started to say you have no idea how much I looked for you after that day by the park wall. You made a lasting impression on me, and I returned to that place many times, hoping to see you again, but as you know, I didn’t. I handed you my card to give to your father…” he said, sounding reproachful.

      “I know. I forgot all about it until this morning when I found it in a box of sundries.”

      “Better late than never,” said Quincey.

      “Is it? Over the years, I lost the ability to see things. It was a curse to me, and I pushed it away until it left me alone. To this day, I can’t understand what was happening to me, but I am… was… glad it had disappeared. Now, it would make a big difference to Bobby if I knew what really happened to him.”

      “I believe your ability may be innate, and although it has been pushed into a dark corner, it could reemerge under the right conditions.”

      “What do you mean, ‘innate?’”

      “It's similar to telepathy. You’d be surprised to learn how many people are born with telepathic abilities.”

      “‘Surprised’ is a mild way to put it. I had never heard of it.”

      “Little wonder. Different theories have been developed to explain why telepathy, which is common among teenagers, fades in later years. Some scholars believe telepathy is an important function in early life and is responsible for the strong bond between mother and child.”

      “Okay… but I don’t see what this has to do with me.”

      “It’s an example of an analogous situation. Like many other functions, telepathy atrophies if not used. Most telepathy occurs unconsciously in the earliest stages of life, which is why that ability disappears in later years, except for a few rare individuals who continue to exercise it.”

      “So you think my ability to see things is telepathy?”

      “No, telepathy is just a parallel example. I’ll try to explain. It’s unfortunate that my colleague Matyas Cherny isn’t here today, because he would have articulated it much better, but I’ll do my best. Matyas is a Czech visiting professor; at least, that’s his title, although he has been visiting for twenty years now, and nobody is even remotely considering letting him leave us. He’s a genius.”

      “Does he know about me?”

      “He sure does. After I met you, I felt both excited and at a loss to understand what might be going on. Had I just encountered a new type of human with unknown abilities? I overwhelmed my mind with all the possible ways you might have known what happened near that wall a hundred years ago. Telepathy? Divination? I lost sleep over it.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t know…”

      “You couldn’t, and at your age, you shouldn’t have cared. Anyway, after a few sleepless nights, I confided in Matyas, and he came up with a theory that made sense. At least it was the only one that could explain it.”

      Quincey paused as if gathering his thoughts. Liv waited, enraptured, holding her breath to avoid interrupting until he resumed.

      “It has to do with bacteria. You know about bacteria, right? They are tiny organisms found everywhere—on your skin, in your gut, in the air, and in many other places.”

      “Aren’t those diseases?”

      “Some are indeed harmful, and others are beneficial. Some bacteria can cause infections, while others assist in digestion, break down waste, and even produce oxygen.”

      “Wow, you sound like a bacteria groupie!” Liv laughed at the professor’s enthusiasm.

      “I’m sorry. I’m a teacher, and I guess getting excited about such things comes with the job. Anyway, these microscopic beings have existed for billions of years. In fact, they have been around long before humans. Do you understand?”

      “Actually, Professor, I still don’t see how this has anything to do with anything.”

      Liv began to worry that the old man was rambling. She was a straight talker and wouldn’t hold back, but Quincey remained unfazed.

      “You will, you will. Bear with me. It’s a bit complex, but we’ll get there. Bacteria can undergo small structural changes in response to environmental conditions, for example, when they absorb light. Notably, bacteria have memories that can be passed down for generations. They also talk to each other and, moreover, exhibit group behavior.”

      “Still at a loss, sorry,” Liv said.

      “Don’t you see? A wall can harbor millions of bacteria, all invisible to the naked eye. They can develop from a few bacteria left on the wall after someone touches it or from bacteria found in the soil.”

      “Yikes!”

      “Fascinating, really. When something happens—an event that alters the light conditions, the sound of the environment, or other nearby conditions—it changes the bacteria’s structure. It’s somewhat like imprinting an image on film, which is how photographs and movies worked before the digital age.”

      “So, the bacteria are actually recording an event!” Liv exclaimed, suddenly thrilled by the concept. “And you said they can share their memories across generations?”

      “Yes, that has been scientifically proven.”

      “But what do those bacteria on a wall have to do with me?”

      “Aha! That’s where Matyas truly blew my mind. I was aware that our bodies are made up of cells, a trillion of them, to be precise. But I didn’t know that each of us carries around ten trillion bacteria, which are present everywhere in and on our bodies.”

      “That's a scary thought, but so what?”

      “I told you that we now know bacteria talk to each other. That wasn’t recognized a few years ago, but it’s clear now. They use chemicals to communicate. The variety of bacteria is immense, and different species still communicate when two colonies are near each other.”

      “How?”

      “Small chemical molecules can be carried by air movement from one place to another and can bridge different colonies. We observe their behavior changing as a result… or at least Matyas does. I’m just repeating what he says.”

      “Can you put that into plain language that I can understand, Professor? I’m kind of lost here.”

      “To put it simply, Matyas and I believe that when you approach a wall, the bacteria in your body send a signal to the wall bacteria, interrogating them.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “What you see is the image or movie that was imprinted long ago in previous generations of the wall bacteria. All this information is transmitted at the bacterial level.”

      “But how… how can I see and hear it? Even assuming that bacteria in my body do everything you said, how…?”

      “That’s what’s left for us to find out. I have some ideas, but to test them, we need to restore your ability to see what the wall shows you.”

      “Can you do it? Let’s do it!” Liv cried out, suddenly excited.

      “I hope I can. I can certainly try. But I must warn you that you may not like the result. When a person suppresses an ESP trait in childhood and then allows it to reemerge, it may become permanent.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “It means you may not be able to repress it again. If it is a curse for you, you may remain cursed for life.”

      Liv considered his word, but only for a moment.

      “I don’t care. If I can save my brother, it will be worth it.”

      “Then, my dear, let’s get down to work.”
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      “I am going to hypnotize you now, but I need your cooperation,” said Professor Quincey. “Real hypnosis is something we do together, and it can succeed only if you want it to. You should be relaxed because I can’t make you do anything you don’t want to do. Do you trust me?”

      Liv didn’t have to struggle much with the question.

      “I do, Professor. Please go on,” she said.

      Quincey nodded and continued explaining.

      “Hypnosis is a state of focused attention. It will take us a little while to get there, but once you are hypnotized, you will have control over things your mind doesn’t normally do, including a renewed awareness of what it has hidden from you for years to protect you. To shield you from unpleasant memories.”

      “So what could happen if I lost that shield?” Liv asked. All those explanations were making her nervous.

      “We must be careful not to unleash anything that might make you uncomfortable. I’ll guide you carefully through this process. Now look at the tip of this pen while I keep talking. When your eyelids grow too heavy, you can safely close your eyes.”

      Quincey continued speaking softly, offering Liv suggestions about the feelings in her body and helping her relax. This went on for almost ten minutes, and when he felt she was ready, he tackled the difficult part.

      “Now, Liv, you are going back in time. You remember how you felt the last time you saw what a wall was showing you. You are reliving that experience and opening your mind so your body can convey those feelings to your consciousness. What do you see?”

      “I see… I see the wall in the park. I hear a voice calling to me, and when I gaze at the wall, I see them.”

      “Who are they?”

      “I don’t know. They are two young men. Their hands are tied behind their backs. I can only see their backs. I see men in uniform facing them. They have guns pointed at them. But it’s all very blurry; I only see vague shapes. I need to guess who or what they are.”

      Liv stopped, breathing heavily, and Quincey prompted her to continue.

      “And what happens then?” he asked.

      “I sense great sadness coming from the wall. It’s making me sad, too.”

      “Describe what you see.”

      “The image is very blurry. It’s not really an image I see. It's like someone is describing to me what he's seeing, and the description makes me see it too. Then… something bad, very bad.”

      Slowly and quietly, Quincey guided Liv to relive her experience. Through it, she found herself immersed in the awareness of her deep connection with her body and the trillions of bacteria that inhabited it. For the first time, she felt as if they were speaking directly to her and realized the power their connection with her created.

      Liv was so lost in the hypnotic experience that when Quincey counted her out of it, she couldn’t tell how long she had been hypnotized.

      “Now I’ll count to five to bring you out of hypnosis. When I finish counting, you will be fully alert and out of hypnosis… in one, two, three, four, and five. Eyes open and fully alert. And welcome back, Liv. How was it?”

      Liv sat up straight, blinking as she struggled to adjust to the bright light Quincey had turned on.

      “It was… amazing! I saw them, the bacteria. They spoke to me through my body. I can’t explain how. It was all so quick.”

      “What was quick?”

      “Well, I was hypnotized for how long, five minutes?”

      “Look at your watch. We started putting you under hypnosis almost fifty minutes ago.”

      “Wow, it didn’t feel like that at all. I’m still a bit fuzzy, but I think I have my power back. Let me check your wall,” she said.

      She turned her head toward the only bare wall in Quincey’s office. All the others were covered with framed certificates and pictures from his research papers. She gazed at it intently, then shook her head, dismayed.

      “I thought… but it didn’t work. I don’t see a thing, only a white wall.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. Matyas explained to me that not every event is recorded on the walls. If it were, you wouldn’t be able to see events from a hundred years ago, as you did
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