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      I was going to grab some lunch. Do you want to join?” Emma asks, stepping into my cubicle space. She pushes up her thick-rimmed glasses and smiles. Her blonde hair is pulled away from her face. She happens to be my girlfriend. When I started at Wyatt, Emma took me under her wing and showed me the ropes. We’ve been inseparable ever since.

      I stretch out on my chair before standing. “Sounds good to me. Did you brown-bag it today or are we heading over to the mall?” The Grid—named after the layout of the streets downtown—is a mall located across the street from the Wyatt Building. It’s another scar the city has from its decline.

      “There’s actually a new café that just opened downstairs. You want to try it?”

      “Sure.” I grab my wallet and hoodie and follow her to the elevator.

      The Buzzing Bar is packed.

      “Guess that’s what we get for going to the newest place downtown at lunchtime,” Emma says, motioning to the crowd.

      “You’re right, but this’ll be fine. I read online that they have fresh-baked raisin bread here.” Her favorite.

      “Ooooo!” Her eyes light up as a smile spreads across her face. “I’m gonna have to get me some of that.”

      I laugh and wrap my arm around her as the line shuffles forward.

      After we get our food, we head upstairs and sit on the windowsill by the elevators, scarfing down our sandwiches before our lunch break ends.

      “Tomorrow we bring our own lunches.” I ball the sandwich paper and toss it in the garbage in the corner. I miss, but I don’t move to pick it up.

      Emma nods and tucks a loose piece of her blonde hair behind her ear. “So Mr. Marble wants to meet with me at three today.”

      “What about?” Mr. Marble is the director of the Wyatt Industries corporate office. Typically the IT department answers to the IT manager, but once Henry Haney left, we’ve been without one for months. Word around the office is that Marble is looking to shrink the IT department to save on expenses.

      Emma shrugs. “I don’t know.”

      “Do you think he’s going to cut you loose?” I ask.

      She leans forward and buries her face in her hands. “Oh God, I hope not!”

      I place a hand on her shoulder, regretting my words. They have a habit of slipping out accidentally. “I doubt that’s it. Maybe he just wants you to spend a week at the plant. That’s what happened to Craig. They promoted him and sent him off to the plant for their systems IT.”

      “Yeah, but I’m not even qualified for that!”

      Emma’s degree is in business administration. She only got the job because she worked in the IT department in college.

      She closes her eyes. “I can’t lose this job!”

      “Emma, chill. You don’t even know what he wants, right? Just go to the meeting and take it from there.”

      “You’re right,” she says with a sigh. “We should get back.” She kisses me on the cheek. “Thanks, Ethan.”

      It’s raining by the time I see Emma head up to Marble’s office. With the dark storm clouds blocking any natural light, my cubicle feels even more like a box. The fluorescent lights are almost blinding compared to the dark skies outside. Cracks of thunder boom every so often, growing increasingly more frequent as the storm lets loose on the city.

      An hour and a half passes and Emma’s still not back yet. My knee bounces up and down as I write up my report for the last call I took. I can’t focus on what I’m saying, so I make an excuse to myself that I need to go to the bathroom. I wonder if the meeting was too stressful for her to talk about how it went so she went home without saying good-bye. That doesn’t sound like her, though.

      Her purse is tucked under her desk and her desk lamp is still on when I pass by, so I know she definitely hasn’t left yet. I figure I might as well continue the trip to the bathroom, but someone stops me before I can even exit the office.

      “Hey, buddy, I need some service on this piece of shit my wife calls a computer.” The man’s belly hangs over his pants and his sleeves are rolled up, showing off his hairy forearms. His voice booms throughout the office, and I see several heads look up over the walls of their cubicles to see who it is.

      He presses the laptop against my chest, and I take it from him.

      “What’s the problem?”

      “It’s too damn slow! I need a cleanup or whatever you guys do.” He’s backing away from me now. He’s probably used to ordering people around—especially people like me who, despite the fact that I’m twenty-five, look like they should still be in high school. “My name’s John Bemurzeski. I’m on nine. I need it by tomorrow.” He’s out the door before I can respond.

      Sighing, I head back to my desk and write a Post-it on the laptop. John B-something, 9th floor. Needs by tomorrow.

      Before I can open it up to turn it on, I have a call coming in on my headset. I walk the lady on the phone through a software update. By the time I’m off the phone, the office has already cleared out. I look at the clock and see that it’s twenty after five. I’m usually halfway home by now.

      The storm is growing louder. I look out the window for a minute. I know I can’t go home yet. I need to work on the laptop the guy brought in. He’ll probably be here first thing in the morning for it. I figure by the time I’m finally able to go home, the storm will either have passed or be at its peak. Plus, I’m still worried about Emma’s meeting. At the very least, I want to walk her to the subway.

      Craning my neck over the cubicle wall, I can see lightning striking down on the suburbs on the outskirts of the city. Nope. This is definitely the peak now. What a great vantage point to enjoy the storm!

      My enthusiasm dies when I open the laptop. The thing is moving at a snail’s pace. My frustration mounts as it takes three times as long as it should to open a web browser and connect to Wyatt’s wi-fi. I pull up solitaire on my computer and play around while I wait for the laptop to load.

      I think about Emma. It’s well after five and she’s still up with Marble. I decide to head up and see what’s taking her so long when the browser on the laptop finally loads.

      Low battery.

      I fuss with the cord John dropped off and plug it into the computer. The power strip by my desk is all full, so I carry the laptop over to the main power line that runs through the center of the building. Nothing like taking energy right from the source. Plus, it gives me an excuse to check out the storm.

      The lights flicker, and I hear a crack of thunder as I plug the computer in. My fingers slip onto one of the prongs.

      In an instant I feel a jolt travel up my arm and throughout my body. The next moment, the world goes black.
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      I’m exhausted. Too tired to open my eyes or even move. I try to take in as much as I can using my other senses.

      I’m covered by warm blankets. A nice warm cocoon, but I feel something irritating my chest. Multiple somethings. My hand drags across my body as I try to feel for whatever it is. Something cold and plastic. I feel other strings of plastic running under a thin piece of fabric that covers my body, taped to various places on my chest. I have a tube running along my face and into my nose, but the air I’m breathing seems clear, fresh. A beep chimes with each breath.

      My hand slinks back down to my side, and I hear someone’s voice. I can’t make out what they say, who it is, or even if it’s a man or a woman.

      Slowly, I open my eyes and look around. There’s a lamp on the opposite wall offering soft light, but most of the room is still dark. I’m in a hospital bed, which clarifies the beeping and the various cords on me.

      My right arm is wrapped in a thick layer of gauze. I can’t quite move it, but I still feel a tingling running up and down it.

      How did I end up here? I can’t even remember what day it is. Panic sets in.

      I was at work. Worried about Emma up in Marble’s office and then . . .

      My assessment is cut short when I hear clicking heels coming down the hall. My eyes shift—I’m still too tired to move my head—and I see Emma enter with another woman.

      “Mr. Pierce,” the woman starts. She’s wearing a white lab coat and what looks like black scrubs underneath. She’s holding a clipboard with a page flipped over the top and the end of it pressed against her stomach. “Can you hear me, Mr. Pierce?” She leans down and lays a hand on my good arm.

      I search for my voice, unsure of how it will sound or if I even have the energy for it. I open my mouth, but nothing comes out at first. Eventually a croak escapes. It’s not my voice, that’s for sure.

      The woman’s skin stretches as she smiles. She pats my arm and I’m suddenly hot—embarrassed to be in such a state in front of such a classy woman.

      “Are you feeling any pain?”

      “Tired,” I manage to say in my damaged voice. At least it’s clearer this time.

      She nods and smiles again. “You should get some more rest. It’s been a rough few days. You need to rebuild your strength. Sleep.”

      I close my eyes and wonder what she meant by “few days.” Surely I haven’t been here that long, have I? Why am I here in the first place? What happened in that office?

      [image: ]

      When I wake again, I feel much more energized. The cords on my chest are gone, and the gauze on my arm has been replaced with a smaller wrap. My fingers are still tingling, but it’s not as strong as it was the last time I was awake. Whenever that was.

      “Ethan.” I hear a familiar voice—my brother’s. Cale.

      I look toward the sound of his voice. It takes a moment for my eyes to focus on his face.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Better,” I say. I sound more like myself, but it’s still not my regular voice. It’s my early-morning, just-woke-up voice.

      He squeezes my shoulder, and I reach up and place my hand on his.

      “You scared the shit out of us, man,” he says.

      I finally notice Myra. She stands beside Cale and takes my hand while hooking her arm around him. Her dark complexion is flawless. Her naturally curly hair frames her face. She always smells like coconut—likely a result of the mousse that’s required to tame her mass of curls.

      She’s Councilman Frank Lloyd’s assistant, so she’s always in professional attire for her job at city hall. Her heart is invested in the city and everyone she meets.

      Myra squeezes my hand. “I’m so glad you’re awake.”

      “What happened?”

      Cale looks confused. “You don’t remember?”

      “Not really.”

      “You were electrocuted,” Myra says. “Emma found you in your office. I guess you were plugging something in when the antenna on top of the building was struck.”

      Pieces of my memory begin to come back. Writing out the Post-it. Playing solitaire. Fumbling with the cord. “Oh. Yeah, that’s right.”

      “You’ve been in and out of consciousness for a week now,” Cale continues. “They were afraid of what kind of damage had been done. Judging from the stupid look on your face, I’m guessing brain damage.” He grins.

      Myra rolls her eyes and swats his arm. “Don’t listen to him. Dr. Fletcher says you’re doing great.”

      “I brought your mail.” Cale hands me a small stack of envelopes. “It’s been piling up on the counter, and I figured it’d give you something to do while you’re here.”

      The stack is full of cards from relatives and coworkers. I wonder how many of them have come in to see me while I was out. The one that stands out is from Tranidek Energy. My address is handwritten so I open it first.

      
        
        Mr. Ethan Pierce,

        It’s hard to miss the headlines detailing your accident. As someone who has worked with energy his whole life, I can attest how lucky you are. Throughout my career I’ve lost a number of friends in accidents similar to yours. On behalf of all of us here at Tranidek Energy, we wish you a speedy recovery.

        You must be wondering why someone from a competing company to your employer is writing to you. When I read about a fellow Olympian subjected to that much electricity who lived, well, I just had to reach out to him. Upon further research, I’ve uncovered parts of your work experience and I’m very impressed.

        Once you’re well and rested, I’d love to speak to you in person about your future. To aid in your focus on recovery, I would like to offer for Tranidek Energy to pay all of your medical bills for your time in the hospital.

        Your story is remarkable, and I’d love to have Tranidek be a part of it.

        

        Frank Rizzoli

        President and CEO of Tranidek Energy

        

      

      My mouth hangs open when I finish reading.

      “What?” Cale asks, snatching the letter from me. Myra reads over his shoulder, and I watch as their eyes grow as they read.

      “Ethan, this is huge!” Myra beams.

      “How the hell did they get our address?”

      I shrug. “Maybe from Wyatt? I don’t know. What do you think I should do?”

      “What do you mean?” Cale asks incredulously. “Ethan, they’re paying all of your medical bills. Give them anything they want!”

      “Yeah, but I work for their competitor. And they want to talk about my future? There’s gotta be strings attached.”

      “Sounds like they might want to offer you a job,” Myra says.

      I’m not sure I want to leave Wyatt. Sure, my job isn’t the most exciting, but I like it. I’ve been there long enough that I’ve grown comfortable. Plus, I get to see Emma. I’m content. Besides, would Tranidek be able to match what I’m making now?

      I look up and spot my parents walking in. Mom gives me a tight hug that lasts a few minutes. When she pulls away, she wipes at her eyes. Dad squeezes my shoulder.

      “Glad to see you’re awake. How do you feel?” he asks.

      “Tired, but otherwise okay.” I hand them the letter. “I got this in the mail.”

      They both skim through it.

      My mother, always the skeptic, says, “I don’t know . . . “

      “I’d talk to them first before you accept any money from them,” Dad says.

      “Yeah, I will.” Whenever I get out of here.

      “How’re the doctors and everyone treating you?” Mom asks. “We have nice one out by us that you might want to transfer to. It’s probably cheaper and—”

      “Mom, this is the closest one to where I live,” I say. The First Olympian Medical Center is right downtown, only a few blocks from work.

      “Besides, this is the city’s top-rated hospital,” Myra adds.

      “That one by you guys is such a joke of a hospital anyway,” Cale says. “You hear horror stories all the time!”

      “Well, maybe after you’re released you can come stay with us for a bit,” Mom insists.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “But you’re going to need help getting around.”

      “What about me?” Cale asks.

      Mom waves a hand dismissively. “You’re always working.”

      Dad puts his arm around her. “They’ll figure it out. And we’re not that far.”

      Mom lets out a deep breath but doesn’t say anymore.

      “Cale and I both think that you’re getting the best service here. Your doctor is one of the top recommended in Olympia,” Myra says.

      “Doesn’t hurt that’s she’s smoking hot, either.” Cale raises his eyebrows.

      “Cale!” Mom shouts.

      “Mr. Pierce,” the woman with the white lab coat enters again. “I’m assuming by the smile on your face that you’re feeling much better?”

      I nod slowly, happy that I’m not as exhausted as I was before.

      “Good. We want to run a few more tests, but I’m hoping to get you sitting up and maybe even eating before the day is over,” she says. “Your vitals all seem to have leveled out. We’ll monitor you to determine what our next steps will be for your recovery.”

      “How much longer do you think I’ll be here?” I notice her name tag says Dr. Alex Fletcher. My brother was right. She’s beautiful.

      “That depends on how much effort you put into your recovery. I’m going to bring in a physical therapist tomorrow to see how well you do on your feet. From there we’ll determine when you can go home,” she says. “Get some rest. I’ll be in a little later to check on you.”

      “Thank you, Doctor,” Myra adds as Dr. Fletcher leaves.
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      The next morning is possibly one of the most humbling days of my life. Sponge bath (they’re afraid I won’t be able to stand long enough in the shower), more poking and prodding, and finally, removing the catheter—once I was deemed okay enough to walk to the toilet to pee. I still need to sit once I’m there. Standing privileges come for those who don’t need a walker to get around.

      With all that went on today, I’m exhausted by the time Emma stops in after work.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, noting how defeated I look.

      “I’m fine. Just a long day.”

      “Is this a bad time?”

      “No!” I blurt. “I need to talk to someone who isn’t here just to invade my personal space.”

      She laughs and I do too.

      “Cale told me you were awake. Sorry I didn’t stop in yesterday. By the time I got out of work, it was past the visiting hours. He said that your parents were here, though. That’s good.”

      “Yeah. They want me to transfer out to New Haven, but that’s not going to happen.”

      “Then I’d really never see you! I’ve been making sure someone was here every day so you wouldn’t be alone.”

      I grin. “Thanks, Emma.”

      She grasps my hand but pulls away quickly. “You shocked me!”

      I raise an eyebrow. “It’s too soon for shocking jokes. I’m still laid up.”

      She reaches for my hand again but stops before she touches me. “They took off your bandages.”

      I look down at my right arm. I’m sporting new body art: a dark red line reaches from my fingertips up my arm, with several smaller lines branching off in different directions.

      “Pretty cool, huh? It was a minor burn from the strike. It’s still a little tender, but otherwise it’s fine.”

      “Will that heal?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “I don’t think so.”

      “At least you get a badass battle scar from this whole thing,” she says. Her fingers graze the mark. “Your own lightning bolt to remember all of this.”

      “Apparently Tranidek Energy wants to pay for my medical bills.”

      “Really? That’s odd.”

      “I know.”

      “No, I mean, you’re already all over the news as it is. I wonder why Tranidek stepped in.”

      “It sounds like they might want to hire me.”

      She grins. “But you have a job.”

      “Yeah. Hopefully I don’t have any issues with the time I’m taking off, though.”

      She shakes her head. “You won’t.”

      “So . . . I’m on the news?”

      “Oh yeah. It’s not every day someone is struck down by lighting indoors.” She shakes her head and chuckles. “You won’t let anyone one-up you, will you?”

      “Guess not.” We’re quiet for a minute, and then I remember why I worked so late at the office to begin with. “Hey, what ever happened at that meeting with Marble?”

      “Oh. That.” She reaches back and runs her fingers through her blonde hair, swinging some of it around on her shoulder.

      “Did he fire you?” I pull up the blankets and pretend to step out—knowing full well that I’d be on my face in a minute after the day I’ve had. “I’m gonna go kick someone’s ass!”

      She puts her hands up to stop me. “No! He didn’t fire me.” She tries to help me back into bed, but I’m already settled. The IV hooked into my arm wouldn’t have let me go anywhere anyway.

      “Good, ‘cause I would’ve told them I’m not coming in until you’re back at IT tech support with the best of us.” She doesn’t smile, and my expression changes. “What happened, Em?”

      “I’m not at IT tech support anymore.”
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      She tucks her hair behind her ear and looks at our intertwined fingers.

      “Did you get transferred to the plant?” My mouth is dry and I wonder if she got fired after all, but it doesn’t make sense.

      “I’m the IT manager. He gave me Henry Haney’s old job.”

      I stare at her. “So you’re my boss?”

      “Guess so.” Her eyes wander up from our hands, along my scar until they finally meet my eyes.

      “That’s great, Emma! Congratulations!” I smile and reach for her hand again, but she pulls away. Another shock.

      “You’re not mad?”

      “Why would I be mad?”

      She cocks her head to the side. “Ethan, we’re both equally qualified, and yet he still chose me.”

      “Well, if you put it that way . . . ” I flash my teeth again. “No really, it’s fine. With the way things are nowadays, I’m just happy we both still have jobs—I do still have a job, right?”

      “The good thing about being your boss is that I have a say in your job security. As far as I’m concerned, you’re still employed.” Her face scrunches as a thought hits her. “Unless there’s some rule I’m forgetting. Or Mr. Marble wants you gone . . . then it’s kind of out of my hands. Sorry.”

      I chuckle. “I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      “Yeah, you have a couple weeks’ recovery anyway.”

      A knock on the door breaks our conversation. It’s Dr. Fletcher. “Excuse me, may I have a word with Mr. Pierce in private?”

      “Oh, sure!” Emma snatches up her purse from the side of her chair, then leans down and kisses my cheek. “Um . . . I’ll see you later.”

      When she leaves, Dr. Fletcher pulls the chart from the end of my bed and scans it over. “She’s cute. Girlfriend?”

      “Yeah. When do you think I’ll be able to go home?”

      “Well, the physical therapist was satisfied with how you walked today. But he still wants you to do PT for a bit outside of here. If all goes well, I don’t see why you wouldn’t be able to go home tomorrow or the day after.” Her eyes flit over the clipboard and she adds, “So long as you take it easy.”

      “Of course. What about work?” I can’t help but think about how the lack of income is hurting Cale. Our rent isn’t cheap, living near Chester Park and all.

      “I would advise you to wait a couple weeks.” She drops the chart back in the holder at the foot of my bed and slips her hands in the pockets of her white lab coat. “You were electrocuted, Mr. Pierce. You were exposed to a very high amount of voltage. Most people wouldn’t have survived that. To be honest, I’m actually a little surprised that you did.”

      I let out a huff of air. “Thanks for telling it straight.”

      She nods to my arm. “I hope that scar reminds you of how lucky you are. Think about how tired you feel now. With a full work week, that amount would be tripled. You may even end up back in the hospital. Take it easy for a few weeks. Relax. Stay at home. Catch up on TV or a book or something.”

      I give her a thumbs-up. “Got it.”

      She pulls out a piece of paper from her pocket and hands it to me. I unfold it and see a phone number scribbled on it. Is she hitting on me?

      “On a more personal note,” she continues, “This is actually my last week at the hospital. I would like you to consider coming for weekly check-ups to the clinic I’m opening in Hopman.”

      Nope, definitely not hitting on me. My cheeks grow hot.

      “I want to continue to monitor your recovery,” she says. “Like I said, you took a high amount of voltage, and I want to be sure your heart is still able to hold up two, three, four weeks from now. We’ll reduce your visits on a conditional basis.”

      Refolding the paper, I ask, “You think there’s something wrong with my heart?”

      “Not necessarily.” She sighs and shifts her weight onto her other foot. “We needed to resuscitate you three times. That takes a toll on your body. I just want to make sure everything holds up. And, if I can be frank again, I’m curious.”

      “So I’d have to go down to Hopman?” My mind flashes to the numerous news reports Cale does from down there. Murders, drug busts, even a couple kidnappings.

      She looks to the floor for a moment. “I know it’s not the best neighborhood, but I’d like to do my part for those who need it. Opening a clinic will provide much-needed support for that area of the city. But if you don’t feel comfortable coming down there, I understand. I can make arrangements with another doctor for your follow-up care. I just wanted to give you my number in case you were interested. I’m still putting together my team and haven’t quite set up my office yet, so I have no way to make appointments.”

      I consider the idea of going down to the worst part of the city on a regular basis. My parents would flip out. So would Cale and Emma, although I doubt Emma would directly tell me not to. She knows me by now. You tell me not to do something, and it’s the exact thing I’m going to do.

      Still, it makes me nervous. But it’s only once a week, and it’ll be during the day. I’ll be fine. Just stick to the main streets.

      “You can think it over a bit and weigh your options,” she adds.

      I shake my head. “No, it’s fine. I’ll come. Sign me up.”
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      The next morning I wake up in my own apartment. Cale has already left for work—down at WOPA, the television news station—and everything is quiet.

      He called a cab last night when he brought me home so we could avoid the subway. By the time we got up to our apartment, I was wiped. I collapsed on the recliner and didn’t move until . . . well, I haven’t moved yet.

      I pull out my phone from my back pocket—my butt is numb from sleeping on it—and notice my battery is at 1 percent. I ignore the dying device and check out what’s on Facebook. Emma added her new job to her profile, but her most recent posts are updates about me. I read through some of the comments, wishing me well, offering Emma condolences. Twenty minutes later, I see that my phone is now up to 78 percent. Weird.

      I toss it on the coffee table and get up slowly. I’m tired, but I smell from having gone a week without proper bathing.

      When I get out of the shower, I’m ready to sit down again. It’s just a shower stall, and we don’t have a bench or even a railing in there. I was afraid I was going to fall a couple times.

      I collapse in the recliner again and reach for the remote. When I point it to turn the TV on, the screen sparks and then cuts out. I notice a flicker of white lightning rolling across my fingertips. I drop the remote and stare at my hands until it subsides.

      My heart beating faster now, I snatch my phone from the coffee table and scroll through for Dr. Fletcher’s number. Instantly it surges to 100 percent. I find her entry and hit “Send.”

      I get her away message and bite my thumbnail as I wait for the beep.

      “Dr. Fletcher! It’s Ethan Pierce. I, uh . . . I think I need to bump up my appointment. Something weird—just call me back when you get this!”

      I click off the phone, but my shaky hands can’t hold on, and it tumbles to the floor. Tremors rack my body. A warm feeling spreads throughout my limbs, and I suddenly can’t keep my hands still. I feel like I want to scream or run, anything to get a sense of release.

      I stand and walk to the window. I smell the smoke from the TV shorting out and open the window for fresh air. I tap my hands against the windowsill, desperate to keep them moving.

      My phone begins to buzz on the hardwood floor and I jump, sending a bright streak of white lighting surging across the street to the neighboring building.

      I stare wide-eyed at my hand, awestruck. The tremors have stopped and the warmth diffuses. A black mark smudges the red-brick wall of the building, and I catch a wave of smoke rising from the mark on the opposite building before the wind whisks it away.

      I pick up my phone and answer it just before it goes to voicemail.

      “Mr. Pierce?” It’s Dr. Fletcher. “What’s the matter? You sounded anxious on your message.”

      I gulp and think about the best way to explain what just happened without sounding crazy. “Um . . . I think something weird is happening to me. I don’t know how to describe it.”

      “Weird how?”

      “You won’t believe it.”

      “Try me.”

      “I just shot lightning across the street!”

      She’s quiet for a moment. I shake my head, feeling like an idiot for saying something so stupid. She must think I’m hallucinating. She’s going to put me in the psychiatric center, and I’m going to spend the rest of my life eating applesauce with the guy who thinks he’s Elvis Presley reincarnated.

      Her voice snaps me out of my moment of paranoia.

      “Can someone bring you to the clinic? I took the day off to put together the office, but I’ll make time for you.”

      Cale, Emma, or even Myra. Those are my only three choices. All three would give me grief for going down to Hopman. All three have jobs. The only one I might be able to bug is Emma. She’s also the least likely to make me feel even more stupid for thinking I just shot lightning out my window.

      “I might be able to ask someone,” I finally say.

      “Okay good.” She gives me the address and I scribble it down on the front of an old pizza box—tucked between the garbage can and the counter—Cale’s idea of making dinner and cleaning up.

      “I’ll wait until you show up. Do not bring yourself.”

      I nod and then add a moment later, “Yes.”

      “Hopefully I’ll see you shortly, Mr. Pierce. Call me if something comes up.”

      [image: ]

      “You did what, exactly?” Emma asks as we roll up to a stoplight along Wilkinson Avenue—a main street that runs south through the city to the skeevy Hopman neighborhood. We just passed out of the construction zone for the solar roadway installation, which had traffic backed up in all directions.

      “I told you it was weird.”

      Emma didn’t hesitate when I told her I needed a ride to see Dr. Fletcher. Didn’t ask any questions, either, until we were in the car and she was sure I was okay. Well, as okay as I can be for someone who’s hallucinating. Even now, as I explain what happened, she’s trying to rationalize it.

      “So you think the accident gave you supernatural powers?” She fixes her glasses and continues on to the next stoplight. “I didn’t realize you were a comic book nerd.”

      “That’s not what I said—”

      “It’s basically what you said,” she interjects. “I mean, I think it’s cool. You know, as long as this isn’t you tripping on some new medication or anything.”

      “It’s not—” I stop before I can finish. I don’t even know if what I saw was real or not. Maybe there was a slip-up in the drugs I was given at the hospital. Maybe these are withdrawal symptoms.

      We pull up to the address, but Emma leaves the car running.

      “Uh . . . are you sure this is the place?” she asks.

      The buildings around us are mostly abandoned. They’re littered with graffiti and trash. There’s a group of people standing outside of a corner store, one of the few open businesses on the block. They all stop and stare at us as we idle. One woman, with part of her hair tightly braided against her head, gives a scowl when I catch her eye.

      The building that’s supposedly Dr. Fletcher’s could use a fresh coat of paint itself, but otherwise it’s a gem compared to its neighbors.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “I don’t see any other car here. She said she’d be here.”

      “Maybe she was murdered,” Emma mutters as she looks around.

      “Not funny, Em.”

      “What about that driveway? Where does that go?” Before I can answer, she’s following the strip of potholed pavement that leads behind the building. One lone car sits in the small parking lot. It doesn’t look like it’s spent any time at a scrapyard, which fills me with hope that it’s Dr. Fletcher’s.
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