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      “This is my son, Patrick. I need access to his records.” The woman on the other side of the reception desk produced a photograph of a young boy with a cheeky grin that showcased his chipped front tooth and jabbed it with an emphatic finger. “I’m his mother. I have a legal right to see whatever information you have on him.”

      I worked hard to keep the smile pasted on my face despite the throbbing that had started between my eyes. The Archives were situated in the lowest levels of the Department for Protection and Integration of the Gifted, and as such, the dampener spell that covered the building should have been enough to stop my empath ability from kicking in. But Ms. Ryan’s anxiety levels were ratcheting higher and higher with every minute she stood before me. And so were mine.

      “I don’t dispute your right to access, Ms. Ryan,” I told her for a third time, trying hard to keep my tone soothing. “But I can’t find any record of Patrick in the Gifted database.”

      “He has to be there,” she insisted, the tremor in her voice clearly audible. “Can you check again? P-A-T-R-I-C-K R-Y-A-N.”

      Once more I typed her son’s name into the computer, struggling to focus on the words that came up on the screen as the pain in my head turned from a dull throb to a sharp blade darting from one side of my skull to the other.

      “I’m sorry, there’s nothing coming up. Can you tell me a bit more about him? What his gift is? Maybe he’s been logged incorrectly.” Not something I’d like to believe since my job is to maintain the accuracy of all Gifted records, but human error is a real thing whether you have an additional element of your genome activated or not.

      Ms. Ryan hesitated, her expression becoming shuttered. “I don’t know, his gift hadn’t” – she waved her hands as if trying to find the right word – “manifested yet. He’s only twelve.”

      On the border of puberty … If he really was Gifted, that would make him somewhat of a ticking time bomb. It was even less likely in that case for him not to show up on my system, since the government had made it their business to provide support to all prepubescent Gifted for the past decade. With the right guidance, the manifestation of gifts could be a reasonably painless process. Without it … Well, let’s just say I knew from personal experience that wasn’t fun.

      “Okay, can you tell me what his father’s gift is? They generally pass down through the generations without too much change.” And based on the fact Ms. Ryan’s wide eyes were green instead of the telltale gold, it was a safe bet to assume Patrick had inherited the genetic mutation from his father.

      “I don’t know. He … his father’s not in the picture.”

      Desperation flowed from her in waves, and my vision blurred for a moment. I gritted my teeth in an attempt to focus.

      “What about documentation from Support Services? They should have assigned someone to monitor Patrick’s changes as he approached puberty. If you have a name, I can contact them and get his case number.”

      “No!” Ms. Ryan grabbed my hand to stop me before I could dial the extension for the Support Office three floors above us. “You don’t understand. They took him. They took my boy.”

      The touch of her skin against mine shattered any remaining mental barriers I had against her emotions. Panic washed over me and left me gasping for breath.

      I stumbled backwards, but it was too late. I couldn’t think past the pain that exploded in my head or breathe past the fear that tried to crush my chest. She was so afraid for him, so certain that something terrible had happened to her little boy.

      The world around me turned fuzzy and I felt like I was drowning. Ms. Ryan was still speaking to me, but her words sounded mumbled now, secondary to the anxiety that threatened to consume me. Then there was another voice, a male voice.

      Through my hazy vision, I could just make out the shape of Richard, my boss, as he hurried into the reception area and to the other woman’s side.

      It wasn’t lack of concern that led him to ignore me, but rather practicality; the quickest way he could help me was by removing the source of the heightened emotions from my presence. So, when he placed a hand on Ms. Ryan’s back and ushered her down the hallway to his office, I thanked the gods and slumped in a heap on the floor, tears burning the back of my eyes.
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      “Take the rest of the day off, Emma. I’ve got things covered here.”

      I peeled my head up from where it rested on my desk to find Richard frowning at me from the doorway of my pokey little office. I hadn’t even heard him knock.

      It had taken me a few minutes to claw my way up off the floor of the reception once Ms. Ryan’s emotions had subsided sufficiently. The splitting pain in my skull remained, however, and I’d stumbled to the sanctuary of my office lest any other members of the public decide today was an ideal day to visit the Archives.

      “I’ve got registrations to file,” I mumbled, wiping the trickle of drool from the corner of my mouth as stealthily as I could.

      My boss gave me a patient look and kindly refrained from pointing out that spelling my name was likely beyond my capabilities at the moment.

      “She really knocked you sideways. For her emotions to hit you that hard with the dampeners in place …” He shook his head. “Poor woman. I think she needs some serious help.”

      The way he said it made me think he didn’t mean help in finding her son.

      “Wasn’t careful enough. Let her touch me.” I winced, rubbing the bridge of my nose. “Did you find the record she was looking for?”

      Even now, the memory of her panic clung to me. It had left something inside me feeling raw, and I didn’t think I’d be forgetting the experience any time soon.

      “I put her in touch with Support Services. Between you and me, the initial check they ran while I was calming her down showed up no record of a Patrick Ryan, or even of another Gifted relation registered. They’ll look into it further and see that she gets the support she needs.”

      I nodded, too weak to think further on it.

      “Go home,” Richard ordered again, his pale gold eyes softening in concern. “You’ll feel better once you get some rest.”

      I didn’t bother to protest this time, simply lay my head back down on the cool wood of my desk when he turned and left. One benefit of working in the DPIG Archives was rarely having to deal with the public. And the dampeners in place all around the building meant my gift didn’t usually end up getting too taxed on the odd occasion when I did. The downside was my need to endure public transport, thanks to the office’s location in Dublin City Centre. It seemed today I was just getting a kick in the teeth from all sides.

      The sooner you suck it up and move, the sooner you can curl up in bed and die, I told myself.

      With a martyred sigh, I pushed myself up from the desk and grabbed my coat. I needed to pick up a prescription for my elderly neighbour, Mrs. Robinson, on the way home, and dog food for her little fluff ball. I could put it off until later, but I knew that once my head hit the pillow, it was unlikely I’d wake again before nightfall.

      It was close to lunchtime by the time I left the DPIG offices and made my way towards the bus stop. Workers hurried about in search of an emergency caffeine hit before returning to their glass office buildings, and I made a concerted effort to avoid touching anyone.

      The bus arrived after only five minutes – a miracle I thanked the bus gods for – and I collapsed into a free seat near the back.

      It was a universal fact that no matter how many empty seats there were on a bus, some weirdo would inevitably choose to sit next to me. And lo and behold, I was only fifteen minutes into my journey when an emaciated man with his four front teeth missing stumbled onto the bus. He slurred a greeting to the driver, and staggered down the aisle towards me, ignoring the driver’s protests that he’d given the wrong fare.

      I groaned and ducked my head down, praying for mercy. I got none.

      “How ye doin’, lurve?”

      I didn’t look up. If I closed my eyes and wished hard enough, maybe he’d go away?

      Nope. The thud in the seat next to me told me I was shit out of luck, and the sickening-sweet smell of alcohol washed over me, making my stomach roil.

      “I’s not that bad,” my new friend said with a nudge of his elbow. “Scooby will be all right, you’ll see.”

      Confused, I looked up and found myself staring into golden eyes that appeared eerily lucid given the man’s obvious inebriation. He gave me a wide smile that nicely showcased the gaping hole where his teeth should have been and started giggling as if he’d just told the world’s funniest joke.

      Too uncomfortable to worry about being polite any longer, I stood up and excused myself as I attempted to squeeze past him. Our legs got tangled as I did, and I staggered into the aisle with all the elegance of a drunk baby learning to walk for the first time.

      I didn’t care that I was still five stops from my intended destination as I pressed the bell to let the driver know I wanted to get off.

      “They won’t get the boy,” the man called after me, his words punctuated by wheezing chuckles. “Not like they got me. Nope, not this time.”

      A shiver ran down my spine
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