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Rissa killed six men at the age of six and became the world’s youngest serial killer. She simply thought she destroyed her most-hated toy. The brutal truth being, she slaughtered half a dozen diplomats in four different countries. It was a home run for her handlers, and the beginning of a booming career for the young girl.

There would be no DNA. No pesky evidence. Rissa could dream walk. Enter another person’s dream as easy as walking through a doorway into another room. Not only could she enter dreams, she influenced them. Changed them. Altered them, if you will, in the real world.

Whatever Rissa wanted to happen, happened. She held the power of the dream. A raw talent to shape a life while in another’s mind. They found and twisted her to their whims. 

It wasn’t as simple as ABC, no, not quite. The handlers instructed the retrievers to start small. Chat up the nearby homeless. Give them food and drink. Appear non-threatening. Ingratiate themselves. Then bring a piece of them back to the lab. 

That’s how it started. Rissa didn’t hate anything, but there were things she hated. A puppet show with a mean character. Shouts. Mistreated animals. Her handlers learned all her buttons.

They planted the seed by showing Rissa the “mean” homeless person, and then they placed the related piece of clothing in her bed that evening. Her subconscious finished the process. Bodies piled up. They praised her the next day and offered an extra dessert. 

A child serial killer trained by using her natural sympathy and love of desserts as leverage.

The real test came, and the Retrievers collected pieces of clothing across the globe. All of their work handed over to a mere child. The handlers warned they best have the right trigger.

The doctors asked what toy she didn’t like, and Rissa didn’t even have to think hard. She had a jack-in-the-box when she was younger, and she hated it. The handle on the side turned to make the scratchy music that hurt your ears. The scary pictures on the sides of the box. Then the music stopped, and the lid sprang open. A painted person popped up, and it gave her nightmares. Daddy thought it was funny. Mama threw it away.

The doctors explained it was an important night, and Rissa would have to sleep in a hospital bed for them to make sure she was safe, and they marched her into a big room with a large bed in the center. 

Machines surrounded it, and Rissa balked. They bribed her with talk of a sucker afterwards, and she reluctantly let them lift her onto the bed. 

One doctor put sticky things on her and told her he would monitor her heart and blood pressure. Rissa didn’t like the things on her skin. 

The handlers kept her up past her bedtime and finally put an overtired cranky little girl to bed with a hideous jack-in-the-box next to her pillow. The hated toy with pieces of clothing from incredibly important men from across the globe. Rissa pressed up as close to the side rails of the bed as she possibly could and squeezed her eyes tight.

Rissa fell asleep to the sound of the jack-in-the-box music echoing in her head and a frown etched on her face.
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Rissa walked into the room with a table top of the hideous toys. Each toy had a different odd hat on, but all she could see were the twisted grins and grotesque faces. New scary things painted on the sides like snakes and spiders. Her doctors wanted her to destroy each box any way she wanted.

She twisted one Jack’s head off and pulled another from his box. She found scissors and cut two up. Only a couple left. Rissa frowned and looked at the last two boxes. She hated this game. Other games were more fun. Sometimes, they would let her play dress-up. Rissa wore fancy shoes with shiny pieces on them. They always took them away when she finished. They never gave them back. Rissa rolled her eyes. She beat one Jack’s head on the table until the plastic split right down the center. She studied the last one. It seemed to stare straight at her. She grabbed the scissors and stuck them right in Jack’s eye.

Satisfied, Rissa scooted off the table and waited. They woke her, and she sat up. The main doctor handed her a cherry sucker with a small smile. Rissa told him she wanted the grape. She licked her cherry sucker and glared at the doctor. He left quickly and shut the door behind him. Maybe he was afraid he would be in one of her dreams, too.

Rissa rolled her eyes and sighed as a nurse escorted her back to her room. Tiny bare feet pattered on the cold tile as her small scrubs fluttered in the halls slight breeze. Bleach, the ever-present smell, made her tired eyes water. 

The nurse opened her door, and Rissa stepped inside. She licked her sucker and glanced around. Her bedroom looked and felt like a hospital room. It was the first time she noticed. 

This was supposed to be a school. Where were the other students? When were her parents going to come and visit? She plopped down on her bed and scowled out the window beside it. Her head hurt from the dream and lack of sleep.

The sun rose slowly and shone its first few rays into Rissa’s room. She held her tired face up to it and tried to remember this was only for a month or two. A couple of months at this school with bare walls and rude doctors. Then she could go home.
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Marcus and Elizabeth Clay married after a short six-month engagement. Elizabeth, much older at thirty-two, didn’t see the point of waiting. Marcus, twenty-four and fresh out of college, would do anything to please his polished fiancée. Elizabeth came with her own home, job, and car. Marcus had one, would gain one when married, and was on a desperate search for the third.

They were a handsome couple. Marcus a couple inches taller than Elizabeth, unless she wore heels. His short blond hair a perfect foil for her long scarlet tresses. Their green eyes contrasted but complemented each other. Marcus with the dark green you swore looked like ocean depths. Elizabeth with the pale green that conjured thoughts of seafoam in the morning sun.

He looked aristocratic with sharp angles and thin lips but built as though he could catch or throw a football at any minute. A juxtaposition of appearances. Marcus never knew which side to play up. 

She didn’t have a care what people thought. Elizabeth could wear jeans or silk and still be both friendly and elegant. She’d saved Marcus many times when he wandered away from a conversation flummoxed by what he heard. Intelligent, sweet, and patient. Marcus could not have been luckier. 

Elizabeth was his everything.

Their wedding was simple. Elizabeth had no family. They’d passed in an auto accident two summers previous. Marcus had a father who lived in the bottom of a whiskey bottle. They had friends stand for them and began their life together.

It wasn’t a surprise when Elizabeth became pregnant almost immediately. Marcus still hadn’t found a job, but they weren’t hurting for money. Elizabeth would work up until her due date, and she had maternity leave. Marcus fixed the spare bedroom into a nursery with neutral colors of green, grey, and peach. Both wanted to be surprised.

Clarissa Elizabeth Clay arrived on a snowy February fourth in the wee hours of the morning. Her mother labored for nearly twelve hours, and her father stayed and supported her the entire time. She came out quietly, this girl, with red fuzz upon her head and light green eyes that seemed bigger than her face.

“Oh, Lizzie, she’s beautiful,” Marcus whispered. Tears slid down his cheeks and landed on his wife’s shoulder.

Elizabeth cradled the newborn in her left arm and reached up with her right to wipe her husband’s tears. “She is at that.”
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Clary Clay grew to be an active child who kept her parents on their toes. 

“Is Clary in the kitchen?”

“I thought she was with you!”

“Oh, shit! Look outside!”

And there she would be. Sitting in the dirt. Face in the sunshine. Talking to the flowers or the neighborhood cat or the book she brought out.

Her parents admonished her every time, and Clary would simply study them with those big seafoam green eyes, and do it again.

Child gate. Locked door. Fence. It never mattered the barrier. Clary wanted out. Clary went out.

One night, when Clary was three, she escaped outside four times in a row.

Elizabeth and Marcus lay in bed, exhausted. 

“Did you have sex with Houdini?” Marcus glanced over at Elizabeth. 

Elizabeth laughed. “Yes, you ass.” She shook her and sighed. “How in the hell is she doing it? It’s like she knows.”

Marcus groaned and fell back. “Beats me. Let’s slap an ankle monitor on her.”

“You fall asleep. I’ll watch her.” Elizabeth kissed her husband and shuffled into the living room. She had a good view of Clary’s room and the back door. They put a bell high on the back door as the last two nights, their sweet escapist hadn’t been satisfied with only her daily escapades. The moon seemed to want to play, also.

Elizabeth’s mind wandered off, and she slumbered.

“Mama.”

Elizabeth woke up to see Clary on her lap. Clary had her night clothes on and now her little cow slippers.

“Clary! You know you should be in bed! Your Daddy and I have told you.”

“But, Mama! I am in bed.”

Elizabeth frowned. “Now, Clary. You know better.”

Clary sighed and slid off of her Mama’s lap. She grabbed her hand and tugged her toward her bedroom. 

Elizabeth let herself be taken, in fact, so she could prove to her daughter she needed to be in bed. She watched the back of her little redhead and smiled. Precocious and precious. They were blessed.

Clary led her through the doorway and pointed. “See?”

Elizabeth smiled and lifted her head, prepared to make her case, when the smile slid from her face. Clary was, indeed, in bed sleeping. Elizabeth looked down at the small hand she was holding.

“I’m dreaming,” she muttered.

Clary smiled. “Me, too, Mama.” She tugged her Mama’s hand again. “Look at me.” Then Clary let go. She hopped on the bed and took her own hand.

“Stop!” Elizabeth’s voice came out thin as a reed.

“Why?” Clary frowned. 

“You might hurt yourself.”

“Oh.” Clary carefully put her sleeping hand down. 

“Is this how you go outside?”

Clary looked down.

“Clarissa Elizabeth Clay. Is this how you are going outside?”

“Yes, Mama.” Clary raised her head. “I see where you and Daddy put the keys in your head, or how to unlock the lock when you’re sleeping.”

Elizabeth sat before she fell. She scooped Clary on her lap and held her tight. She kissed her daughter’s hair and rocked her back and forth. What did they need to do to protect their child?
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Marcus didn’t buy Elizabeth’s explanation at first. It took three dream visits from his daughter and wife to convince him. He didn’t look at either the same. 
“She can meander around in our heads when we’re asleep, Liz. Jesus Christ.” Marcus threw up his hands. “Doesn’t that creep you out at all?”
“She’s a child, Marcus! She’s not in there scavenging for porn sites. Clary wanted a way to go outside.”

“And when she wants a way to know what she’s getting for her birthday? Or is mad when she doesn’t receive what she wanted? Am I not supposed to be worried about falling asleep that night?”

“We can work with her. She’s a child. We are her parents. We are here to teach her. Guide her. Protect her.”

“Protect her?” Marcus snorted. “Who’s going to protect me?”
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It all came to a head the first week of kindergarten. The principal called Marcus in to let him know about a fight between Clary and one of the other children, a little girl named Madison. Madison pushed Clary on the playground, and the teacher put Madison in a timeout. 

The next day, as soon as Madison saw Clary, Madison screamed and cried that Clary hurt her. The teacher couldn’t calm her down, and her mother needed to be called. Did Clary say anything about the fight to him?

“Not a word,” he promised. But why would she need to, he thought. Marcus picked up Clary after school and drove home in silence. He parked the car and looked at his daughter.

“Did you hurt a little girl named Madison?”

Clary looked at him with those big light green eyes. “She hurt me first.” Then she calmly hopped out of the car and walked into the house.

Marcus confronted Elizabeth when she came home, and she talked to Clary. Yes, Clary visited the little girl in a dream and pushed her. Yes, she was sorry. Yes. She promised she wouldn’t do it again. Marcus didn’t believe his daughter’s promises. He started taking a prescription pill which prohibited dreaming. 

They kept Clary in school another month until a little boy threw a toy truck at Clary’s head. The boy’s parents woke up the next morning and found him unconscious with a large unexplained bump on his head. Clary never confessed.

Elizabeth withdrew Clary from school and hired a private tutor. Marcus found a job that kept him from the house most of the day. Clary thrived at home. She learned, and she spent time outside when she could. Marcus avoided her, and Elizabeth overcompensated. 

Then a couple years later, a miracle. 

Marcus came home at three in the afternoon, hours earlier than usual, and dropped his briefcase on the kitchen counter. He dismissed the tutor and called Elizabeth. He found the answer to their problem, and they could be a real family again.

Elizabeth rushed home to see her husband sitting next to her daughter, and her heart melted at the rare sight. She would listen. Whatever he suggested, she would at least listen. Elizabeth longed to be the family they were once upon a time.

Marcus billed for several hospitals, and consultants passed through they’re office like a revolving door. They checked dates, codes, and times. Marcus happened to have a new hospital on his books, and the consultant came in to discuss coding. They wanted a slightly different system. No names used. Numbers were more efficient. Only the hard drive on the main server kept names. None of the billing needed them. Simply a paperwork issue. Marcus didn’t care. He’d give them whatever they wanted.

The consultant was mid-forties with short brown hair, medium build, glasses, dressed in a nice brown suit. Forgettable after a first glance. He carried a briefcase of the same color. No jewelry, but Marcus noticed his cuff links. They reflected the office lights. Gold and engraved with “SL.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Clay. I’m Steve Larson. I’ve brought you the key to our coding. You’ll memorize it. We don’t use names as we have sensitive procedures, and we respect our patients’ privacy to the utmost. We deal in, uh, special cases.”  

“Plastic surgery?” Marcus smiled. 

Steve laughed. “Not quite, but I’m sure you have some of those, too.” He shook his head and lowered his voice. “More special.” He looked around. “Our patients are gifted, Mr. Clay.”

Marcus frowned. “Gifted? I don’t understand.”

“We have a young woman who can move small things,” Steve paused, “with her mind.”

“No way.” Marcus narrowed his eyes. “People can’t really do those things, can they?”

“Can and do, Mr. Clay.” Steve tapped his folder. “Some are born with abilities that humble the rest.”

Marcus glanced at the folder. “Sunmos Lab?”

“Indeed.” Steve’s brown eyes studied him. “Why?”

“I have a daughter.” Marcus glanced around.

“Mr. Clay.” Steve’s voice was placating. “I’m sure your daughter is special, but these children have abilities.”

Marcus cleared his throat. “She can walk in your dreams.”
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Elizabeth looked at the pamphlet in front of her. It was trifold and spoke of a wonderful in-house facility where special children could finally have their needs met one-on-one with dedicated staff. No longer would these children be afflicted with guilt over their abilities, they would learn to hone and use their gifts for good. Medical staff available 24/7. Scholarships available for patients in need. 

“There are others?” She set the pamphlet down and stared at Marcus. 

“I couldn’t believe it, either.” He pointed to the pamphlet. “Steve pulled one of these out of his briefcase and told me all about the place. It’s here, in Oklahoma. Well, it’s way out in the sticks, but they need the privacy for the patients. He made it sound like more states have these facilities, but I don’t care about them.” Marcus put his hand over Elizabeth’s. “Clary can go to a real school for children like her.”

“No.” Clary glared at both her parents. “I don’t want to go. I want to stay here.”

“Honey, we haven’t even looked at this place.” Elizabeth tucked a red curl behind her daughter’s ear. “This facility may be able to help you. And there are other kids who can do neat things, too.”

“Neat things?” Marcus glanced at his daughter. “She does invasive things, Liz. Maybe they can teach her not to.”

“Daddy doesn’t like me, anymore.” Clary’s eye filled with tears, and she leaned into her mother and sobbed.

Elizabeth patted Clary on the back and glared at Marcus. “Daddy loves you, Clary. We both love you. We’re going to go this weekend and look at this school, okay?” She kissed Clary’s forehead. She hoped it was the answer to all her prayers.
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They drove two hours to a patch of land outside Bells, Oklahoma. It was in the east-central part of the state, and pavement was as rare as well-done steak. The family bounced the better part of thirty miles before they found solace on a paved road that led to a gated property.

“Has to be it.” Marcus checked his phone. No signal. He strained his eyes. “Looks like a big white building back a bit.” He honked his horn.

Two men, dressed all in black, walked out from the foliage to the car. They approached Marcus, and he rolled down his window.

“Hi. I’m Marcus Clay and family. We have an appointment with Dr. Hamilton.” He handed his license to one of the men. They were both built like bodyguards in jeans and grey t-shirts. 

“Drive straight down to the hospital. He’s expecting you.” The man returned his license, and Marcus nodded his thanks and waited for the gate to open.

They drove slowly and admired the white and grey buildings on each side. Everything appeared neat and tidy. 

“Look at how much room you have!” Elizabeth glanced back at Clary who glared out the window.

“It’s dusty, and everything is grey.”

“The car is kicking up dust, Clary. Give it a chance.” Marcus glanced in the rearview mirror. She looked up at him and nodded.

They reached the top of the hill and could finally see what they’d been missing. The facility sat on ten acres surrounded by trees. It was a squat white building with four automatic doors leading in. Staff parked on the west side under an awning that ran half the length of the building. 

“Wow.” Marcus backed in under the awning and looked around. “Brand new facility.” He shut off the car and turned to his family. “You ready?”

Both ladies exited the opposite side and stood by the car. There was no movement outside. No wind. Even the birds stayed silent.

“Daddy,” Clary whispered with eyes wide.

“Mr. Clay and family!” 

Clary shrieked.

They all jumped.

“Clary!” Marcus scolded her. He turned back to the man in front of him. “I’m sorry. She’s a little high-strung.”

“She isn’t.” Elizabeth glanced at Marcus and then the man in front of them. “I’m Elizabeth Clay. You are?”

“Dr. Arthur Hamilton. Pleased to meet you.” He smiled. “Please come inside. We’ve been looking forward to your visit.” He ushered them into the sterile hallway and stopped. “We have our other patients in their rooms right now. Outsiders tend to upset most of them. We are acclimating them to their abilities slowly. As they gain control, we will begin to add other variables.”

Clary studied the doctor with the light blue eyes. He wasn’t as big as her dad, but he was taller. She didn’t like his thin lips or the way he kept clearing his throat. His hands were long, hairy, and he had dirty fingernails. Didn’t doctors wash their hands? The doctor looked down at her and then put his hands in his coat pockets.

“I don’t like the way it smells here.” Clary wrinkled her nose. Something sharp made her eyes water. Did all hospitals smell like this?

“It’s bleach, Clary. To keep it clean.” Her dad smiled down at her. “It’s a good smell.”

Doctor Hamilton nodded. “We don’t want anyone sick.” He smiled. “The hospital is u-shaped. All residents are on the left side, and we have art, music, and activities on the right. We also take our residents out when weather permits and let them enjoy the grounds. It’s gorgeous in spring and fall.”

“You have academics? Clary won’t fall behind in school? She’s only six, but she’s bright.” Elizabeth glanced around.

“Residents have school three days a week. Since it’s concentrated here, they don’t need five. Tutors work with each child to ensure no student is left behind. We value education here.” Doctor Hamilton escorted them to the end of the hall. “Our cafeteria holds all of our residents, but many choose to have quiet time in their room for meals. As I’ve said, they’re adjusting, and we don’t want to push them at any point.”

“How many residents do you have?”

“Nine right now.” Doctor Hamilton motioned back down the hall. “We have room for fifteen. Clary will make ten.”

“I realize it covers everything, Doctor Hamilton, but the tuition is a bit pricey.” Elizabeth looked at Marcus because they planned for her to make this point. Her husband nodded.

“Oh, my dear Clays. I’m sorry I didn’t say anything at the beginning of the tour.” Doctor Hamilton removed some papers from his interior jacket pocket. He handed them to Elizabeth with a smile. “Clary received one of our scholarships. There will be no financial burden on your family.”

Elizabeth took the papers and looked through them, perplexed. “When did we apply for this?”

“I did.” Marcus appeared sheepish. “I’m sorry, honey. It was a long shot, but I thought maybe we would get it, and I knew it would help.” He kissed his wife on the cheek. “Isn’t it great?”

Doctor Hamilton nodded. “Everything is contingent, of course, on Clary being able to do what you say she can do.” He peered down at Clary as if she were a bug.

Clary felt all hope die at the looks on her parents’ faces. This place thought of everything. 

Elizabeth turned to her daughter and squatted down beside her. “Clary. How would you like to go to school here with other children that have abilities? Children who understand what it’s like to be different?”

“I’d rather keep my tutor,” Clary whispered to her mother.

“Oh, love.” Elizabeth pulled Clary to her and hugged her tight. “I know change is scary, but your tutor can’t help you with your gift. She can only help with school. This place can help you with all parts of you.” She looked up at Doctor Hamilton. “And we’re allowed to visit?”

“Any time you want.” He nodded.

“I don’t want you away from me, Clary, but I don’t want to hold you back, either.” Elizabeth kissed her cheek. “I love you more than anything. Can you please try it here? Maybe for a month?”

Clary sighed and looked into her mother’s eyes, so much like her own. “Yes, Mama.”

Elizabeth pulled her in for another tight hug. “That’s my girl.” She straightened. “We’d like to give this place a try, Doctor Hamilton, perhaps for a month or two?”

“Ah, Mrs. Clay. We aim to please.”
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Clary watched her parents fill out more forms, and her stomach dropped when they signed the last. She knew Daddy didn’t like her but not why. He would probably be happy she was here. But Mama? Clary fought back tears as she said goodbye to them from her new room. Doctor Hamilton said it was best for everyone. He had someone go get her belongings from the car and bring them to her new room. She already hated him. Daddy thought ahead to bring her things. 

Clary sat on her bed by the two suitcases and looked out her window at the trees. Alone. The sun sank slowly, and she knew she would not sleep. Had she ever slept in any besides her own? No. Now, she sat on a small hard bed in a strange new place. It couldn’t be much worse. 
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“You think we did the right thing, don’t you?” Elizabeth’s light green eyes, the mirror of her daughter’s, were worried.

“My love. I know we did.” Marcus kissed her forehead. “Clary will thrive there. They know exactly what to do with a girl like her. You heard them. They’re experts. She’s in good hands.”

Elizabeth let her head fall on her husband’s chest. “I hope so,” she murmured.
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Early the next morning, Steve Larson hand-delivered a check to Marcus Clay for three million dollars. Marcus cashed the check and was out of town by the time Elizabeth sat down to eat lunch. When she arrived home that evening, his “Dear John” letter sat up straight against the salt and pepper shakers on the kitchen counter.

First, the pain at his betrayal of their marriage, and then fury he’d given their daughter away and then left. Elizabeth swore she’d retrieve Clary the next day. Forget Marcus Clay and the disgusting piece of shit he was.

Elizabeth dressed early the next morning and walked into the kitchen. She needed lots of coffee and some toast to settle her stomach. She pulled her hair back into a bun on her head and wore a pantsuit in grey silk. Nothing would stop her. She put two pieces of bread in the toaster and grabbed her coffee.

The doorbell rang, and she frowned. Neighbor? Paper boy? 

Elizabeth opened the door, and her brain registered the threat too late. The stranger threw liquid into her face, and she screamed as it burned her eyes and dripped down her face. Elizabeth opened her mouth to scream again when it splashed across her chest and down her right arm and hand. She was on fire! 

“Help me! I’m dying! Help me! I’m on fire!” Elizabeth rubbed her face and body while she screamed and tried to get it off her until she fell and knew no more.
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Pain.

Exquisite pain.

Darkness.

She couldn’t...breathe.

She moaned and cried while hands held her down.

Please.

Please.

Make it stop.

Pain.
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“Miss Lizzie. You awake?”

Elizabeth swallowed, which hurt, and whispered, “Yes. Why is it dark? My voice?”

“Oh, child. You’re one of those. Have to know everything right away.” The voice sighed. “I’m Nurse Verna. Here to take care of you.” Elizabeth felt a soft hand cover hers. “I’m going to tell you the same way you asked, child. The same exact way.” Verna paused. “You’re blind. Chemicals blinded you, darlin’. Those same chemicals? Some got in those lungs of yours. And to top your shitshow off, pardon my language, your right arm and hand sustained damage, too.”

Tears slid from Elizabeth’s eyes. “Blind?” She reached up and touched her face. Cloth covered her eyes.

“You won’t be taking those bandages off until doc says so, Miss Lizzie.” Verna dabbed at her tears. “Now, your left hand is fine. I don’t know if you’re one or the other hand, but it wouldn’t hurt to start practicing with that one.”

“Practice what?” Elizabeth’s hoarse voice strained as she struggled to sit up. “The fucking piano? Surgery?” She collapsed back against her pillow and breathed shallowly in and out.

“Don’t you hyperventilate on me, child.”

“Hy-hy-hyper...” Elizabeth hit the bed with her left hand. Then again. Then...darkness.
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“I know you’re awake, child.”

Elizabeth tried to pull her thoughts together. The pain pushed them away, but she fought to keep them. “My daughter,” she whispered.

“You have a daughter?”

“Yes.” Elizabeth smiled. She would find her daughter and get her back.

“I’ll ask. Doesn’t say anything in your records. You’re a widow with no children.”

“No.” Panic built in her chest. “Wrong.”

“Child. I do not want to strap you down, and I don’t want to drug you. Calm down. Let me check on this for you.”

“Please.” Elizabeth reached out for Verna’s hand. “Please.”

Nurse Verna checked which set off bells that would rather remain silent. Elizabeth Clay found herself on a cocktail of drugs that kept her a bit hazy on details and moved to an assisted living center with Nurse Verna. A trust paid the bills. A trust from the three million Marcus took since his dead body was found two weeks later with a bullet between the eyes in a shallow grave in Texas. 
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