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There is a house standing alone in the wilderness of Arizona where sane men dare not go. Years ago, something happened to Victor there that changed his view on the world, the man he would become, and the path he would take to make people safe.

Now the people who had lived in that house have returned to seek their revenge, and Victor's team—Chad, Abby, Alice & Theo—are closer than ever to discovering the dark secrets of his past.

Can Victor stop these ghosts from his past before they cost even more innocent lives?

Everything has consequences.
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Payson, Arizona

Before it all went very, very wrong—we wanted to let you know that things could be good. There is lightness in this world, no matter how much the darkness tries to suffer it out. Madison Williams knew that, even as she stretched bracing tape over her knee and tried to stop the blood that was oozing forth from it. 

“Get back in there!” someone yelled from the huddle of players on the bench, as someone scooped the soccer ball out from under their captain’s deft feet. The cleats scraped against each other, passing like ships in the night, and all at once the progress they’d made in corralling the ball toward the southern goalpost was lost. The crowd that had been cheering for Madison now groaned, and the crowd that had been groaning cheered.

Madison cursed and slapped her knee in frustration as she got up, sending sharp shoots of pain up her thigh that she regretted, but used to her advantage. She used it like energy, gritting her teeth and transforming it into fuel. She stepped back toward the ball, limped three times, then found her footing and broke into a jog, then a run. As her pace increased so did the din of the crowd around her, starting with applause and ending in hoots and hollers, yells and horns as she reached her full speed. She was the fastest in her league and within seconds was just behind the player who had stolen the ball away from their team.

She was sixteen, with long blonde hair that moved as one solid wave back and forth as she ran for the ball. She was five-five, one-hundred and twenty pounds, with that sort of clear complexion that most people had to pay obscene amounts of money—or master Photoshop—to achieve. She came by it naturally, her sun-kissed cheeks and forehead all the evidence of their authenticity needed. People were naturally drawn to watch her, with that sort of expected, asexual attraction that infants had to some faces. Eyes were drawn to her, and she made sure that while they were on her she did something to impress.

She poured on the speed and dove in front of the opposition’s lead runner, extending her leg and scooping the ball out from under him and rolling out of the way. He continued forward several steps, as if taking a moment for his momentum to realize what had happened. The ball had gone sideways, into the waiting steady foot of Madison’s best kicker, who was now bolting his way up to the southern edge of the field. 

Though she’d tried to protect her knee, the skid that resulted from her dodge caught the edge of her wrap and ripped it clean again, the bandages fluttering in the breeze like a mummy’s wrap. She cursed again as blood found its way to air, no longer held at bay by the tightly wound cloth and flowing freely down the calve of her leg. She hissed as the air stung at the gash, crimson somehow getting onto her green jersey and making a red sash across her number, 42. She shot her head up and looked downfield to see Tim Grimes—and his shimmering vinyl number 88—kick the winning goal into the blue team’s net. Their goalie dove, both hands outstretched, and for one glorious, slow-motion moment all involved hung in midair, breaths caught in chests and hands clamped tight. The ball slid between the reach of her deft fingers, continued forward, then crashed into the back of the net, shoving it backward.

The crowd was on their feet instantly, their roar deafening, as Madison’s team surrounded her. Fans of her team yelled for her, while fans of the opposing team yelled at the upset—but as Madison’s teammates gathered around her and her smile grew until her cheeks hurt, she gazed out onto the crowd and almost everyone was yelling and whooping cheering.

Except, she noticed, a group of three blonde girls that stood just to the left of the bleachers. They stood silently; their faces as devoid of emotion as if they were watching numbers on an excel spreadsheet scroll by. They stood, each of them with their arms crossed behind their backs, in descending order of height. The tallest’s arm was intersected with the leg of the bleachers, wearing a black-and-white horizontal-striped shirt with a leather jacket. The girl next to her wore a pink dress shirt with a cat’s face knitted into the torso of it. The smallest—no more than ten—was wearing a yellow sun dress. They all had eyes of a deep blue, thin noses that expanded out at the nostrils, and a plump, well-defined jawline that came down to a squared chin. 

Madison stared at them for a long moment, her smile fading only slightly as her teammates circled around her. She tore her gaze away several times as her team swarmed her, but each time some unknown itch in the back of her eye made her vision sink back down, away from the adoring crowds and to these three—these specters, standing like statues, with the glow of the afternoon sun caught in their golden hair and making it shine like halos.

She turned back to the bleachers, where she saw her father, Cliven, shaking both his fists in cheer, a broad smile over his lips. He was balding except for wild patches of gray behind his ears and was waving a green felt triangular flag on a long plastic stick. In any other circumstance he would have looked like a madman, but here he was simply the loudest of a large crowd of supporters. 

“She did it, Lindsay!” Cliven yelled, shaking his fists with the excess energy and adrenaline of the match. “Madison, she did it! Did you see that!”

“Yes!” Lindsay yelled, turning to Cliven and kissing him full and forceful on the cheek.

“You her folks?” a man sitting in the row in front of them asked, turning and smiling. He was waving his own green felt flag, but with slightly less enthusiasm than when he had started.

“Yes,” Cliven said, smiling. He turned to the man, who extended a hand to him, and Cliven took it and shook it.

“You must be proud. Co-Ed Leagues are hard; she stood her own.”

Lindsay Williams beamed with pride as her husband clasped the hand he was shaking with his other hand. “Thank you, yes,” he said, his cheeks pushing up against the edges of his eyes. “Yes, we’re very proud of her. Good grades, too. She’s great, she’s—”

He turned back to the crowd of green jerseys that had dominated the corner of the field a moment ago and had now made its way up the centre field. It was hard to tell with the mix of blonds and redheads and brunettes... but he didn’t see his daughter’s straight curtain of blonde bobbing from side to side as they made their way up the field. None of the crowd was meeting his eye either, as she so often did, their faces always finding each other in a crowd.

For reasons he couldn’t have known at that exact moment, his smile began to falter and sidle back down his face. His grip on the man’s hand eased and he let his other hand fall aside, dropping the hard, plastic straw that held her team flag. His head scanned left as if on a dolly, lolling over the rest of the field: the only green it found was the grass itself.

“Lindsay,” he said, his voice wet and hoarse all at the same time. “Where’s Madison?”

Lindsay turned to where her daughter had last been and found that there was now only vacant field. She tracked the course of the team huddle and scanned each face, moving from person to person with increasing anxiety, before standing in her seat and turning around to look out over the bleachers. “Madison?” she said. Then louder again: “Madison?!”

Cliven got up and started to push his way past the crowd, making his way down towards the team.

“Madison!” Lindsay screamed again, though too many others were still doing the same, cheering her name with delight. Only those closest to her noticed that her tone was not the same as theirs—it was bereft of cheer, and with each utterance more and more anxiety crept in, like a cancer.

She spun, trying to see around the edges of the bleachers to see if her daughter had disappeared beneath them to see a friend or teammate away from the crowd.

In the distance, just beyond the edge of the parking lot and stepping out into the expanse of the vacant field beyond, were four blonde girls, walking away in unison. They walked in a straight line, in order of descending height. 

The second from the right had a long curtain of hair that bobbed back and forth when she walked, and beneath her arm was a bundle of green fabric.
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The Payson Mall was hot and humid from population: bodies filtering in and pushing about, and a wide glass ceiling that let in sunlight but kept in heat. It was chilled outside but inside it was too warm to keep a coat on, and the air conditioners worked overtime to battle against it. The Food Court was the worst of it: thirty or more mini-kitchens packed into a tight, cramped space, each one frying and searing and boiling their own dishes, made to order for the masses. The heat fought to leave people as they moved from the cashier to their seat and then away to another cashier, radiating out of their pores in waves that could be felt and seen in the mist above each stovetop.

It was the way Victor liked it, cramped and hot. It reminded him of home.

He was a broad man, with shoulders that seems to stretch out forever and long, blond hair that was smeared unevenly over his chin in ragged, unshaven scruff. He wore black shirts, almost exclusively, and the sort of big belt buckles that one associated with men from Texas—though as far as anyone knew, he was not. His chest was wide but tapered in quickly. He looked like a Viking, dressed like a cowboy, but moved through the busy masses of the mall like a ballet dancer.

He lifted his tray to avoid some small children that were running past him, smiled as he watched them go, then took his place at his table with four others.

Chad Matthews looked up from his phone as Victor sat down, doing a double take as he noticed the dish that the older man had sat down with. It was a mess of gray-green chunky sludge topped with alternating swirls of bright red and a viscous, textured brown. To Chad’s eyes it looked more like the aftermath of food than food itself, and he felt his gag reflex urge. “What the heck is that?” he asked, dropping his knees from the edge of the table to lean closer. Chad had blond hair much like Victor’s, except more the tone of hay than Victor’s gold. He was lanky, and his hair bobbed out in front of him when he moved forward, so he pushed it back.

“It’s Peanut Green Stew,” Abby said, taking a bite of one of her fish cakes. She was short and slight, her auburn hair back in a ponytail. She was wearing a t-shirt with the happy face from Nirvana’s Nevermind album on it. It had ripped sleeves and she’d bought it that way. It had been a favorite of hers for the last month, in constant rotation. She’d been surprised to learn that Nirvana had been a band. “He gets it at the Vietnamese place, they’re the only place in town that’ll make it for him.”

Chad curled his lip. There was a flat crepe beneath the jiggling mess of brown and green and red, as though it were meant to be served as a wrap, even though there was far too much of it to have wrapped. It was also far too... liquid-y. 

Theo watched this exchange but did not enter it. There was a thin layer of sweat over his brow, but not from the heat. He was swallowing often, his gaunt, rough cheeks a pale shade of green. He took a deep breath, exhaled, then took a bite of his gyro. Tiny curds of goat cheese tumbled out from between wisps of shredded spinach and black olive. He picked them off his plate and ate them as well.

Theo watched as Victor took a large forkful of his meal, which somehow was solid enough to stay on his utensil, and shoveled it into his mouth. He chewed out one side of his cheek, swallowed, then motioned to Chad: “You can have some, if you want.”

Chad shook his head emphatically. “No actually, I’m good.”

Theo grinned slightly as he watched it, then turned across the table to Alice, who was chewing her chicken-corn soup and watching the exchange with the same sort of resigned acceptance that he did. She turned to him as well, and when neither said anything they shrugged in near simultaneous precision and went back to their meals.

Chad opened his can of Dr. Pepper, wiped the lip with his sleeve, then took a short sip. He placed the can back down on his orange tray, where it stood alone, looking more like an art display than a meal. An odd modern update of Warhol’s Campbell’s Soup Cans.

Abby was in mid-bite of her second fish cake when she noticed, finally, that the only thing on Chad’s plate was a can of sugary cola. Her hand fell and her head fell forward slightly, hanging as if she were a puppet whose strings had been cut. “Please don’t tell me that’s all you have to eat?”

Chad shrugged.

Abby ran her fingernails through her hair.  “You can’t just... you’re going to get scurvy.”

“He’s too lucky to get scurvy,” Victor said calmly, between bites.

“You know what he ate yesterday? Potato chips. Nothing else. Just... potato chips.”

Victor paused, then nodded. “He may get scurvy.”

Abby huffed, looked back at her paper plate of food, then slid the extra plate she’d taken to guard against the heat of it out from underneath.

Theo watched as she started to assemble several cakes of fried fish from her plate onto the second, then he turned to Chad, focusing his gaze just past the blond man’s head and lingering there for a moment. “Don’t,” he said after a moment, waving at Abby without looking at her. 

She paused.

“This was his plan from the start. He knew you’d take pity on him.”

Abby stopped, narrowed her eyes across the table at Chad, then dumped the food back onto her own plate. 

Chad furrowed his brow and raised both hands to Theo. “What the hell, man.”

Theo shrugged and took another bite of his gyro.

“Offer still stands for some of mine,” Victor said.

“I’ll pass, thanks. It looks like tomato paste and peanut butter.”

“It actually is tomato paste and peanut butter,” Victor chuckled, chewing.

“Lucky guess,” Chad mumbled, as several people brushed past him to make their way through the hall between tables. The halls between the table were moderately wide, but then, so were the majority of the people who frequented the mall. “This place is packed today,” he continued, turning around. “What gives.”

“Flea market,” Victor replied. “Second Tuesday of every month the shops close early and the hall space is used for tables. It’s popular, it gets crowded.”

Alice looked from Chad to Victor, and then back again. She pushed her dark hair out of her face to keep it out of her soup, then took another spoonful of it. It was thick, with large chunks of chicken that you could tell were hand-separated. No machine-made chunks of chicken that large or unwieldy. They were big enough that the meal may have represented a legitimate choking hazard for anyone under the age of ten.

Theo looked up and around at the crowd that orbited around them again, fresh drips of sweat squeezing from his pores.

To everyone else the main source of light in the grand dining area was the open skylight above. There were streetlamp-like poles stationed at intervals throughout the area, but they were off during the day and turned on automatically when the light from the sky got dim enough. To Theo, there were more lights in the room—a light for almost every person in attendance. Every man, woman, non-binary and child had their own screen behind them. It was a billboard that displayed their thoughts: a representation of whatever was on their mind. There were album covers playing pop songs that were stuck in people’s heads, memories of gleeful children, and sexual fantasies. There was everything a human was thinking on, each on a large hi-def screen that yelled for attention and couldn’t be turned off.

There was a child screaming on his left, and to his right was an obese man sitting alone who couldn’t help but focus on the shrill sound. His screen was the screaming child again, and it continued until the penetrating yell was in surround sound on either side of him. Theo grimaced, a shudder running down his spine as he tried to block it out, then forced himself to take another bite of his gyro. Sauce squeezed its way out through the loose seams of its breaded pouch, draining and dripping into a pinkish pool on his tray.

Victor watched him as he chewed the boiled spinach leaves of his meal, slurping the green leaves coated with brown and red. He picked up his complimentary paper napkin and wiped his mouth, then stood. “Come with me,” he said, motioning to Theo.

Theo cocked an eyebrow at him. He was still chewing his gyro. 

“What’s going on?” Abby asked.

“Field training,” Victor smiled. He picked up the remainder of his Peanut and Greens Stew and placed it onto Chad’s tray. 

Chad recoiled slightly as the sweetness of the nuts and the tartness of the spinach and tomato reached his nostrils. 

Theo squinted, then took the last bite of his gyro and stood, wiping the last of the sauce from his lips. The two of them turned and walked away from the table and into the deep of the mall, away from the bright of the skylight and into the artificial din of the halls of shops and kiosks that were already preparing to close up for the market.

Abby watched them go, her eyebrows knitted together in something approaching apprehension. 

Chad inched the plate of multicoloured food away from him until it was in almost the exact centre of the table between the three of them, and then took a sip of his soda.

Abby frowned, then scooped a large portion of the Peanut Greens off her plate and slopped it down onto her own, revealing the soft tortilla shell underneath. She cut off a chunk of it with her fork and scooped it onto her plate as well, then replaced them with three fish cakes and fries.

Alice rolled her eyes and then did the same, taking the remainder of the Peanut Greens from the centre plate and replacing them with a small plate of her chicken corn soup. It was chunky to stay on the paper plate, leaving most of the broth in her bowl. She took a tentative bite of the Peanut Greens, paused, shrugged, and then put a large forkful into her mouth.

“Gee thanks guys,” Chad said, smiling with bathos sincerity as he pulled the plate back toward himself, moving his half-empty can of cola out of the way to make room for it. “You really didn’t have to—”

“Oh, shut up,” Abby smirked, taking a heaping bite of her greens. They were surprisingly good.
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In a coffee shop named Birch Dozens that was nestled on the lower floor of the mall, two people sat at the booth nearest the archway that led back out into the market proper, one male and one female. He was tall and lanky, and she was less so of each. She had deep blonde hair and wore horn-rimmed glasses that glinted purple in the light. The names printed on the sides of their paper cups with smiley faces were ‘Marcus’ and ‘Carla.’

They sat and watched the patrons of the mall walk back and forth, even as the other customers of the cafe changed and moved from their seats, cognizant of the fact that it would soon be closing. Marcus looked out upon those masses hawk-like, finding a person, studying them, then turning away to the next once he’d reached some internal quota. 

Carla also looked out upon the crowd, but with less interest. Her straw played against the edges of her mouth and between her fingers. For a long moment, her eyes lingered on a small redheaded child whose plumped fingers were outstretched towards a man who looked very much like her. She was mouthing gibberish, yet the father understood, and a moment later she was on his shoulders and laughing.

Marcus found someone off in the distance, too far away to have seen them, and trained his eye on them. He followed her, a woman trailing two children in her wake, until Carla’s oscillation with the straw caught his eye. “Are you okay?” he asked, shifting his attention to her.

She did not respond, not hearing him at first over the drone of the crowd, so focused was she on the abyss that lay just beyond her vision. After a moment, her gaze snapped to him, and she forced a smile that was devoid of emotion. “I’m fine.” Her nose twitched twice and she sniffed back only once, then sighed and forced herself to focus on the crowd in front of them.

He hesitated, unsure of himself in a way that was only socially acceptable in boys of a certain age that he’d already outgrown. He reached out suddenly and touched her hand with his own, working his thumb into the cavern of her palm. “Think about how close we are. That promised land... it’s almost here. We’re almost there. We are breathing air of its trees, even now.”  

She winced, her gaze falling back to the child with red hair and her father for only a minute, before she scoffed and arose from her chair. “Let’s go,” she said. “There’s no one here and we have supplies to get.”

Marcus looked at her with some small amount of surprise. “If you’re not up to it, I can—”

“Move,” she said. Her tone would have been harsh if there were emotion in it at all. She stared at him in a way that implied she would not say it again.

After a moment, Marcus got up and followed her out of the coffee shop.
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The main hall of the Payson Mall took several branches and corridors away from the food court, making room for as many shops and businesses as it possibly could within the same limited space. All of them converged back at the escalators, though. An aerial view of the mall would have looked yonic, with the food court at the base spreading out into arches of hallways, each of which came back to meet at its peak. The escalators were as far as the top floor went, the area beyond stretching out to the jewelry stores and fashion accessory shops. The lower floor continued back beneath them as well, stretching back to the food court itself and housing coffee shops, cell phone providers, gadget shops, and bookstores. The area below the escalators was wide and open, the most void-of-sell-space area of the entire mall. It was used to house Christmas villages and Easter huts, and other seasonal events, but today it was full of people setting up foldable tables as they prepared their goods for the Tuesday Market.

The space was fuller than Theo had ever seen it, filled with patrons and sellers and friends of each, workers closing up the traditional shops, and security. There were several long tables of used comic books being set up, and a gaggle of eager teens waited along the side for the market to open so that they could rifle through them for a hidden gem or collectable. 

Theo and Victor looked down upon it all from the glass railing that marked where the upper floor stopped short. There was an ascending escalator on their left, and a descending one on their right. People travelled up to the top floor and down to the bottom in seemingly equal numbers, and thus the sea of the gathered masses below them remained a steady swarm of talking and moving and yelps and odors. 

And each and every one of them had their own screen behind them that only Theo could see. Everyone was yelling out a Technicolour scream to be heard, to be seen, to be paid attention to: except Victor. Victor had no screen behind him; he never had.

Theo winced as the brightness of the screens grew so collectively bright that it would have blinded him had it not been chiefly visible in his mind’s eye. “What are we doing?” he asked. He tried to block the screens with his hand, but it was in vain. They were thoughts. He could see their glow through his palm, diminished barely at all by his perception of their placement. 

Victor leaned out onto the glass railing, putting his weight on its stainless-steel edge. He arched his feet, leaning forward until his nose dangled over the steep drop to the concrete tiled floor below, closed his eyes, and took a deep, calming breath. It was as though he were trying to breathe in the masses, to take the scent of their perfume and cologne and body odor and take it all in as one whole, the way strawberry and ice cream mixed together to form the memory of the ice cream parlor next to his grandmother’s house.

“Victor?”

“We’re hunting,” Victor replied, opening his eyes even as he fished his phone out of his pocket and turned it on. There were three separate text notifications that he dismissed, then he opened the camera app and aimed it down at the crowd. He held it out and away from him, almost as someone did when they were about to take a selfie, except he had the device in landscape mode. Theo wasn’t sure if the selfie-similarity was an intentional effort to disguise the action, or if Victor perhaps had legitimate issues seeing the screen if not. Victor cocked his head out toward the null space beyond the camera’s focal point: “What do you see?”

Wincing, Theo turned and stared down at the horde of screens stepping slowly from one space to another. 

There were forty-two different songs playing, none of them with the same beat, tempo, or cadence. Several were in different languages. Some were perfect recreations of the songs performed by the original artists: those people had ear buds in and their screens were just rebroadcasting the signal. Others were songs stuck in people’s heads, and he’d learned over the years that nobody ever remembered a song exactly right. The brain jumbled the lyrics, sped up the tempo, mistook the chorus. There was a blonde girl wearing a long-sleeved white jumper who was mentally singing along to Taylor Swift’s Style but changing the lyrics from “out of style” to “out for a while” with no hint of irony. She was gone in an instant though, hidden behind four other screens. A dozen or more screens were X-rated in the extreme: sometimes with fantasy, sometimes with memory, sometimes with the preoccupation of picturing the people in their lines-of-sight in the buff. Several others also featured adult-content but took their subjects to an extreme place: beyond sex, and far into violence. The people with those screens behind them seemed calm, they didn’t appear sinister, and yet there were acts so depraved on their screens that Theo wasn’t even comfortable classifying it as sex.

There were budgets being balanced, children being thought of. There were anxieties and fears and joys and sorrows, all on display and all the most important thing there was, to that person, at that time. Each of those importances infested Theo’s mindscape. He couldn’t just see and hear those thoughts... that was the practical effect, the way his brain sorted the information into something he could process. In truth, they were becoming his thoughts: he was absorbing them, each wanting priority, until there were so many voices in his head, he found it hard to hear his own.

“Unn,” he said, forcing his eyes shut tight and looking down towards the ground between his feet—like someone fighting carsickness. He shook his head, trying to force the last remnants of the songs he’d had implanted into his skull out. “There’s too much, too many.”

Victor nodded. He lowered his phone, which Theo only now realized had been in video mode. “It must feel like being in Black Springs.”

Theo turned to him apprehensively, then nodded. 

In his youth, when his ability to see the thoughts of others had first begun to manifest, Theo Flaherty had been incarcerated in a mental health facility called Black Springs. There, his powers had grown, and at night he’d been able to ‘see’ into the minds of his fellow patients—murderers, schizophrenics, and the disturbed. Their thoughts had travelled across the void of space between them and entered him, and without any knowledge of what they were, he’d thought they were his own. It had taken him years to develop the boundaries and the visualization tools needed to process the stimuli as external: as video screens that were wheeled behind people, the projections on them flapping out the back of their heads, full of sound and HD 1080p. Sometimes they were 3D. But no matter how far he’d come, the mention of Black Springs still had the ability to send cold shocks down his spine. 

Victor’s face was expressionless, the perfect definition of a poker face. He turned back to the crowd, watching them mill about with an odd chaotic regularity. They moved randomly, but somehow still formed rough lines as they passed around each other. It was something he found unique to Western culture: people forming themselves into lines. 

In some of the countries he’d visited, men only walked themselves into lines when they were stepping before a firing squad.

“Try again... focus on just one of them.”

Theo frowned, took a deep breath, then raised his head again. Again, the screens assaulted him, like several hundred televisions blaring, most on different channels. He started to squint. “I’m can’t, I—why are we—”

“How do you see them?” Victor interrupted. “Is it little pools of light, is it colour, is it—”

“It’s screens. Everyone has a screen behind them, and it displays what they think. It shows me what they’re thinking... right now. As though I’m watching it on a television, or a billboard. With sound.”

Victor nodded. He looked out at the crowd, as though in describing it Theo had suddenly made it visible to him. “Turn back again.”

Theo did, wincing from the effort of it.

“Where are they plugged in, the TVs?”

“They’re not... they’re not plugged in. They’re not real. They’re just screens that kind of... float there. There are no cords.”

“Make them,” Victor said, bluntly. “The screens aren’t there. Your mind made the screens, so make the cords. Make them stick out of the back like thick, black tendons, and they all run into power bars, and all the power bars drag behind people. Then group them together, maybe. A Mom and Dad and Baby might each have their own screen, but they share a power bar. They’re a unit.”

As skeptical as he’d been, Theo was starting to see it. The cords came out from behind the screens, just as Victor said. They fell straight down, without the hindrance of a shelving unit or entertainment station to obstruct them. They looked like the thickened, twisted strings of helium balloons, which in turn made the screens’ weightlessness noticeable for the first time.

“Got it,” Theo nodded. “Yes.”

“Start pulling plugs,” Victor said. “Pick someone—one person—you want to focus in on, and leave his power bar. Everyone else: start yanking. Power bars, they have those big, red buttons. Picture them, and start stepping on them.”

In Theo’s mind’s eye, screens started going dark. They didn’t disappear though: they remained hovering behind each person, like rectangular black obelisks, just waiting to be reactivated. Some kept the glow of the last image that had been on on them, the way CRT screens had up until the late 90s. “It’s... working,” he said slowly, unsure of himself.

Several screens he’d turned off flickered back to life.

“I can’t keep them off.”

“That’ll come,” Victor said. “Or it won’t. You don’t need them off forever... if I could show you that, you could just turn your powers off completely. That’s not how this works. It’s like a sense: you can’t just turn off your sense of smell, but you can will yourself to ignore a pungent odor, as long as it’s not too unwieldy.”

Theo nodded, continuing to flip switches. Despite the fact that they came back on, it was like a game almost: how many can you make go dark before they shutter back to life, with that fake electronic hum that his mind added for affect? He was sweating from the strain of it, garlic-flavored salt-water rolling into his ocular orbit and narrowly avoiding stinging his eye.

“Pick someone to keep light. Get as many others dark as you can, then focus in on one.”

Theo squinted, finding a heavy-set male with no facial hair who was standing in front of a long white box filled with comic books, flipping through them with the same speed that card sharks shuffled cards. The screen behind him was a still image, not a video. It was a mostly purple image with two cartoon characters entangled in each other on it, their limbs stretched and contorting as they fought. The lower of the two he recognized instantly as Spider-Man, the dominant character a flaming skull clad in leather with pinprick red eyes. The sound that accompanied it was humming, but it was nothing to do with the image. The youth was humming to himself, the theme to The Great Escape.

“Do you have something?” Victor asked.

Theo nodded. “The kid in the red, by the comic-book tables. He’s thinking of the comic he’s looking for, it’s a Spider-Man comic. It’s not a video, it’s just a still image.”

“Who’s on the cover?” he asked, without emotion. He asked as though the question were on a sheet in front of him, like a queue card.

“Spider-Man. And another guy, he’s a skeleton. He’s scary looking, flaming.”

“What’s his name?”

“I don’t—Ah, Ghost Rider. It’s Ghost Rider.”

Victor nodded and stepped forward until he was in Theo’s field of view. He was staring at the male in the too-tight red shirt now as well. “Tell me what he wants to do once he leaves here.”

Theo scrunched his nose, then turned away from the crowd. “That’s not how it works. My powers, they don’t... I can only see the surface-level thought. Like a radio feed.”

“You knew the name of that character. You didn’t, at first. Where did you get that from?”

Theo paused. “I don’t... I don’t know.”

“You told me once at Black Springs you saw that a man had abused his sister when they were younger.”

Theo winced, but nodded.

“How did you know it was the sister, and not just a girl? It could have been any girl.”

Again, Theo scrunched his nose, the way he did when he was confused. His slight freckles were caught in the crease of it, becoming pressed white lines. “I’m not sure.”

Victor gestured forward, placing one heavy hand on Theo’s shoulder and pointing at the red-shirt comic-fan with the hand that held his phone. “You’re not just getting the image. It looks like a television, but it’s not one. You also get context, when it’s needed. But you don’t visualize that, it just... comes. The way you recognize characters you haven’t seen in years when you’re flipping through old channels. It’s effortless. So effortless you don’t notice.”

Theo nodded, moving from the Spectacular Spider-Fan on to his friend, a girl with purple hair and a large piercing that weighed down her lip. She was worried about her mother: her screen was her bed in the chemotherapy ward of Palo Verde. But there was nothing in the image itself that told him it was the girl’s mother, nor that it was a chemo ward... nor where the ward was, he realized. He’d gleaned the information without realizing it. “Yeah. I didn’t... I never thought of it.”

“It’s a sense, like sound. Like smell.” Victor cleared his throat. “It comes so naturally we don’t think to examine it. Seriously: when was the last time you dissected how you smelled things? You just: do.” He paused. “Go back to the kid. That information you got from him, the name of the character. Try and focus on that if you can. Use it like a gateway to get more.”

Theo swallowed. “How do I do that?”

“Question it. Interrogate it. Work that muscle.” He gripped Theo’s shoulder, like a coach encouraging a player’s throwing arm. “What issue is it?”

Theo’s nose scrunched again. “Spider-Man number seven.”

“Who wrote it?”

“Todd McFarlane.”

“Who drew it?”

“... Todd McFarlane.”

“Who else is in that issue?”

“... someone named Hobogoblin. Mary Jane.”

“What’s he want to do when he leaves here?”

“He wants to take that purple haired girl home and have her,” Theo answered, the words coming before he had time to think about them. He gasped when he realized what he’d said, and before his eyes the image changed. The comic cover faded away, transitioning into a dark room lit with only hints of blue. Most of the screen was taken up by the male’s bed, and he knew it was his bed without any clue where the information came from, he now realized. The duvet was white and looked fluffy, like something a caring older relative would have picked out for a gift. The girl with the piercing was laying on her back, her scant weight barely disrupting the position of the sheets. She was moving along with his motion, the image a point-of-view shot from the youth’s mind’s eye. Her shirt had been pulled up, revealing further piercings. He couldn’t see her in the dim light of the basement room, all he could see of her breasts were the sparkle of those metal piercings moving.

How had he known it was a basement? He wondered.

“Jesus,” Theo gasped, turning away from the crowd. He pressed his mouth into the crook of his arm as though he were about to vomit. People stepped away from him, but nobody helped.

Victor remained at the rail, glowering down at the red-shirt as he held up a comic in a mylar bag to the light, trying to see cracks in its spine.

Theo coughed, then turned back. He stayed back from the rail and the view of the crowds, but he could still see the glow of their screens flickering back on even through the floor. “That’s... that’s fucked up. I’ve never done that before.”

“You have, without realizing it,” Victor said in a dismissive, clipped tone. “Was it consensual?”

Theo’s head snapped towards him. “Pardon?”

“The sex he’s planning on having,” Victor repeated, his eyes locked on those vibrant red rolls. “Is it consensual?”

Theo thought. “Yea... yes. She’s his girlfriend.” He paused. “How do I know that?”

“How do you know that?” Victor stressed, turning. “You’re getting this from him remember. He might think she’s his girlfriend, that doesn’t make it so. What does she think?”

Theo swallowed hard, then stepped back up to the rail. He pulled the power bars again, making screens go dark until enough were black that he could focus on hers. Her mother was still there, sitting in a pool of anxious thought. What room is she in? 315. What days are her treatment? Wednesdays and Fridays. Who is your boyfriend? An image of the red shirt, slightly trimmer in her mind’s eye, faded into view. His name was Chris, he now knew without knowing how he knew. “They’re together.”

Victor nodded, then turned away from the pair as though he’d never even seen them. He picked up his phone, engaged the video recorder, and aimed it down until its view held most of the crowd again. He cocked his chin forward. “Turn them on again. Not all of them, do it in batches. Get beneath the surface... find out what they’ve done. Find out what they’re hiding.” He pressed record. “We’re hunting for assholes.”
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The crowd moved freely in and around each other. It felt wrong to compare them to a colony of ants—disrespectful in premise if not in meaning. He compared them instead to a bottle of Orbitz soda poured over a steep incline of hot concrete: the spheres moving this way and that as dictated by random, unseen forces like heat pockets and uneven spread. The people moved like that. Calculating the motion of any one of them was next to impossible, but Theo could still track them in a crowd: the images on the screens behind them made them identifiable. Nobody thought exactly the same, nobody pictured things exactly the same, nobody even perceived the same stimuli exactly the same. 

Once you’d seen the man that was humming along to an Alanis Morissette song but picturing Taylor Swift in his mind as if they were one and the same, you could find that man’s screen in a crowd with a quick glance over the assembled masses: he was the one who thought the video for Ironic looked like the video for 22.

Theo had always been good at Search-and-Find books as a child.

Victor scanned the crowd, looking from one person to the next with a sort of clinical detachment. His phone was extended out in front of him, doing sweeping passes of the crowd, but he wasn’t looking through the screen; he was looking over it at all of the Orbitz bobbles as they moved to and fro over the hot concrete of the floor. His eyes fluttered over them all, finally landing on one of them.

“Thin guy, red jacket with the black cap.” Victor said, turning his camera slightly to follow the man he was talking about. He was indeed thin, almost ghostly, and his cheeks were pockmarked in a checkerboard pattern that looked almost too uniform to be coincidental.

Theo found him and narrowed in. The screen behind him was large and glowed purple, shimmering behind him like a halo. It was an image akin to a lava lamp, with inky black swirls coming in and out of the frame. Theo narrowed his eyes and focused in, and soon the perspective of the image changed. He was seeing the image through the man’s eyes, like twin cameras, and when his head turned away from the psychedelic lamp and toward his television, he saw legs sticking out from under a beanbag chair. There was a retro game on the screen in front of him, the pixels as big as grapes and portrayed as wobbly chunks of gelatin on the screen too advanced for them.

“He’s worried he’ll be kicked out of his apartment. The rent is due, and his unemployment is running out.”

Victor moved the camera away from the man in the red jacket without a word of acknowledgement, moving the lens and his gaze back over the crowd. He found two people, one a middle-aged woman in a sun-shirt and jeans, the other a young brunette girl of no more than seventeen. “Woman in the yellow shirt, four o’clock. With the girl. Get the girl, too.”

Theo took a second to find them; they were at his five o’clock by the time that he did, and he watched both screens flutter to life. The woman’s image was that of a bathroom stall, the younger partner’s of tiny balloons being corroded away by stomach acid. The latter was imaginary, he realized quickly, an image of what the girl thought was happening inside her own body at that exact moment. In real life she had one arm clutching her stomach tight, he realized now, the other being hauled by the woman.

“She’s a drug mule, the younger one. They’re posing as mother and daughter, but they’re not. She’s bringing something—cocaine?—across state lines. They’re from out of town.”

“Where?” Victor asked, following the two with his camera. “Give me an address.”

Theo squinted. “Her name is Dawn Hall; they live across the border in Texas. 871 Mable Drive, I can’t get the town, sorry. She doesn’t know it half the time, she’s strung out.” Theo frowned, his forehead furrowing. “She’s a runaway, I think. I’m trying to get the address, but it keeps getting garbled up with her home address.”

Victor nodded. “That’s a start, move on.” He scanned the phone over the crowd again, following his line of sight with it before narrowing in on an older man with balding hair that stood out in ruffles of gray behind his ears. He had a deep scowl that cut lines down either side of his face, and tiny eyes that watched everyone who walked past him—but he smiled pleasantly when anyone made contact with them. “The old man on the bench. Looks like Robert Redford if he lost sixty pounds.”

“Who?” Theo asked, breaking his concentration for a moment. All the screens in the hall flickered on again momentarily, and he winced from it before he found the man on the bench. “Never mind.” He focused in, and for a moment the picture on the screen was so dark Theo wondered if he’d accidentally turned it off. It flickered and fluttered, with spastic white tracking lines appearing across the top and bottom of the screen, like an aged VHS recording. The light on the screen was dim, but before his eyes, shapes started to take form in the dim glow of the moonlight.

“Ugh,” Theo grimaced, turning away from the crowd below once again. 

“What?” Victor asked, keeping the camera focused on the target man. 

“His name is Hugo Lightner. He’s—he was with his granddaughter. When she was eleven.” He coughed, as if trying to get up something sick in his throat. “He spent six years in state lockup for it. He’s out now, but he’s not supposed to be around kids.”

As if on cue, Lightner waved at a young girl that passed by with a used action figure she’d purchased. She smiled back.

“If he did time, I can find him in the federal database.” Victor frowned, catching the moment between Hugo and the child in HD quality. “I’ll send this to whoever is supposed to be watching to make sure he doesn’t do this crap.”

Theo nodded, then turned back to the crowd, keeping his gaze steadily away from Lightner. He started to scan, managing the screens that were on and spending a few moments on each internal narrative before turning to the next one, waiting for Victor’s next instruction.

After a moment, none had come. He turned. Victor had lowered his phone, which was now recording his jeans in picture-perfect quality. He was staring at the escalator, his head slowly rising to keep one person centered in his gaze. Theo followed his line of sight, eventually finding a blonde woman of medium height and build. She was halfway up the escalator, letting the motors carry her up as people walked up around her. Her hair was dark at the roots, and she had wide, horn-rimmed glasses on. There was a coffee cup in her hand, still billowing steam.

As Victor watched her, Theo watched the colour drain from his face until it became as pale as jellyfish flesh. For a moment—only a moment—there was a flicker of light behind Victor’s head. It was like a glowing rectangle, snow-crash white, as though the fixture of a fluorescent bulb had shimmered to life behind him. Before Theo had a chance to acknowledge it, it was gone.

The woman turned right at the top of the escalator, becoming part of the crowd of the theatre. 

Victor started walking, following her without saying a word. He stepped in time with her, the two of them synchronized without missing a beat.

“Victor?” Theo called, stepping after them with only a moment’s hesitation. 

Victor kept moving, winding in and out of the growing, bustling crowd as they went deeper and deeper into the theatre, past the ticket kiosks and concession stands. People walked in and out, the traffic dense as one show ended, and another began. 

The woman with the blonde hair moved throughout the crowd with ease, shifting from one foot to the next, finding gaps in the personage and slipping through them.

Ten feet into the darkened hall Victor ceased stepping around people and started bumping past them, his broad shoulders connecting with people not quick enough to get out of his way as he brushed past them. Several curses followed in his wake. He kept his eyes trained forward, ignoring those behind him as though they had ceased to exist.

“Sorry,” Theo said to one woman he passed, whose screen had become tinted red after Victor had roughly rubbed elbows with her. “Victor!” The rectangle of light flashed behind Victor again, like a bulb trying to flare on after a power surge. It wasn’t white this time; there was an image on it. It was a dark room, and he could only see highlights—but there was a man standing in the centre, and the light played off the greasy heads of children standing away from him in the distance. 

Before he could focus on any one of them, the image shimmered away again, as though this new projector Victor had grown out the back of his head were on the fritz.

“Victor!” Theo hissed, reaching him as they turned a steep corner into the main concession area that led to the actual hall of screens. He cupped the taut flesh of Victor’s arm. He pulled away suddenly and Theo grabbed at it again, more forcefully this time. 

“Where did she go?” Victor asked suddenly, turning back to Theo with urgency. He grabbed Theo by the arms when he did not answer immediately. “Could you read her?”

Theo narrowed his eyes, only realizing now that he hadn’t been able to see any screen—any thoughts—displayed behind her head as he had everyone else in the crowd. He’d been too distracted by the sudden appearance of Victor’s screen to notice the absence of another. “...No,” he said, after a moment’s hesitation. 

Victor cursed, loudly and with vulgarity, drawing the ireful glances of many parents taking their children to animated matinees. He turned away from Theo and
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