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Prologue

[image: image]


Sylvia held Jason’s hand as they walked through the park to the swings. Jason loved the swings. He could go for hours, begging her to “Push! Push!” She would push, even when her arms grew tired and ached. She had prepared some apple slices with peanut butter for a snack when he finally got tired. 

Jason tore away and ran toward the swing, then stopped. He looked down at something. 

“Mama, it hurt.”

Sylvia caught up with her son and saw a tiny injured bird, wings flapping wildly, trying to fly. 

“Jason, don’t touch it. It could have germs.”

“Mama, it hurt!”

Sylvia tried to pull Jason away, but he freed himself of her grip and went to the little bird. He bent down over it and closed his eyes, moving his little hands over the twitching body, back and forth, back and forth, until there appeared a strange glow around the bird, like an aura.

Jason stood up and opened his eyes. He smiled up at his mother.

“I fix it,” he said.

And the tiny bird flapped its wings and took flight.
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Chapter One
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Smoke.

Jason woke up coughing. Something dark filled the little boy’s room. Thick shadows moved around his night lamp that cast stars on the ceiling. It smelled bad and stung his eyes. Frightened, he tried to call out for his mama but only sucked in thick air that made him cough harder. His nose and throat burned.

Jason heard something outside his bedroom door. 

Screaming. 

The six-year-old scrambled out of bed. Running across the room, Jason tried to turn the doorknob, but it was too hot. He cried out in pain and fell back, huge tears rolling down his face.

“Mama! Mama!” 

“Jason! Baby!” a voice called out, choking and crying, from the other side of the door.

A scary sound of sirens blared in the distance. His heart ran away with him. He had to get to his mama. She’d make everything okay. She’d made the smoke monster go away. 

“Mama!!” he cried out, trembling and trying to touch the doorknob again. “Ouch!” he yelled, tears streaming down his face. “Mama, the door won’t open!”

A strange orange light glowed beneath the door and felt hot on his toes. Jason cried louder and jumped back.

“Baby! Go to the window!” 

“Noooo! Let me out! Where are you?” He cried, sucking in gulps of smoky air. “I’m scared!” he coughed.

“Jason, please listen. Everything will be okay. Just listen, all right?” she sobbed, her voice weak. “Do what I tell you. Go to the window. Do it now, baby! Okay? Go now! I love you!” she cried pitifully. “Always remember, mama loves you...” 

Her voice faded until Jason couldn’t hear her anymore over the sirens and scary creaking noises the house was making.

The sirens drew closer until they stopped outside, then Jason heard shouting. 

A man near the window yelled, “If anyone’s in there, move out of the way!” 

As Jason hovered near the door, he watched as his bedroom window was smashed inward. A fireman crawled through the splintered wood and shards of glass. 

“It’s going to be okay, son,” he said as Jason cried long wails of terror. The fireman crossed the room quickly and swooped Jason up, carrying him back toward the window. 

Jason panicked. 

“Noooo! Mamaaa!” Managing to escape the fireman’s grip, he bolted back toward the door. Grabbing the doorknob, Jason howled as the heat burned his palm and rushed in at him when he opened the door. He felt the intense heat sting parts of his skin. 

Thick black smoke and flames filled the hallway, but Jason could see his mother just beyond the fire, lying quietly on the floor. She looked asleep. 

“Mama!” he wailed.

Before he could take another step, the fireman grabbed Jason, rushed to the window, and handed him out to a second fireman. As Jason was toted away from the burning house toward an ambulance, he looked over the fireman’s shoulder and pointed back at his home. 

“Mamaaaa!” he screamed, squirming to get down. Taking in large gulps of air, Jason fought to catch his breath.

The fireman sat him down in the back of the ambulance and a paramedic took over.

Jason’s skin burned and tears streaked through the soot on his face. He looked around and saw two firemen coming out of the house, now engulfed in flames. One of them carried his mother. 

Paramedics rushed to them. Jason watched the fireman lay her limp body onto a stretcher. Hot tears blinded him as he jumped down and ran to her.

“Mama!” Jason grabbed her hand and tried to shake her, but she didn’t move. “Mama! Mama, wake up!” Jason immediately began to sway back and forth, his eyes tightly shut, his hands moving over his mother, faster and faster, saying something unintelligible under his breath. 

A female paramedic’s face was a mixture of horror and sympathy as she watched Jason choke back tears and continue his strange behavior.

“Please, Mama! Why won’t you move?” He kept trying, but still his mother never stirred. 

Finally, the female paramedic took Jason’s hands in hers and tried to guide him away from his mother’s body. But he refused to leave, screaming and waving, frantic and desperate, until a fireman came to the paramedic’s aid and carried Jason back to the ambulance. He carefully placed Jason’s thrashing body on a gurney inside and covered him with a thick blanket before the paramedic administered something that made the darkness get darker . . . until it finally overtook him.

~~~
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Six Years Later

The world before him was unlike any other. Uncle Henry pulled up to the back gates at sunset. The Ferris wheel, Tilt-A-Whirl, and The Whip were spinning silhouettes against a blazing sky. The smell of buttery popcorn laced with sugary cotton candy permeated the air. Screams mingled with laughter and the pings and bells from games were punctuated by the hawkers selling their goods.

Jason remembered his mama telling him about Uncle Henry’s carnival and showing him pictures of all the rides and games. He felt like he’d been here already, and he smiled, feeling a tinge of excitement growing in his stomach. Then he felt sad that his mama wasn’t there with them. She promised they’d spend some time with Uncle Henry in the summer. But that would never happen now. 

Jason had been to a carnival before, but it was a small one. This huge carnival made him feel lost amidst the noise and color and chaos. He hurried to his uncle’s side and gripped his hand tight.

Jason’s eyes grew wide as he took in every sight, every sound, and every emotion coming at him. The carnival was now his home.

He met everyone, the carny workers and the people his uncle called ‘extended family.’ They welcomed him as one of their own, and they didn’t cringe or hide or run from him the way the kids at school did. They didn’t taunt him for being different. They were nice. Some were different themselves, part of what his uncle called the sideshow or Freak Show. But he said it like he cared. Not making fun. 

The term made Jason feel strange at first. But when he met them all, they embraced him as family and he felt accepted for the first time since his mama died.

The carnival was set up outside of Indianapolis. In the early morning hours, Jason spotted a dog limping through the back area of the carnival grounds, not far from his trailer window. He ran out and quietly headed toward the animal. The dog whimpered, and its leg appeared broken. 

Jason crept softly toward the dog, whispering gently, not wanting to frighten it away. As he came closer, the dog’s heart pounded against its scrawny frame. Ribs showed through its filthy coat, and Jason wanted to find some scraps for the animal and give it a bath. 

He had to get it some help. 

He knelt and slowly reached out to the dog. “Here, boy,” Jason urged. The dog limped over and sniffed Jason’s hand. He petted his head and cooed to the injured animal. The dog calmed then slumped to the ground. Jason’s eyes grew wide with fear. He ran his hands over the dog’s little body, trying to get it to move. “Wake up, boy. Please be okay. God, please let the dog be okay...” he implored over and over again, distraught.

Jason’s hands grew warm and his palms began to glow with a soft light. The light soon surrounded the dog, forming a cocoon around it.

The light scared Jason. He wanted to run back inside his trailer and hide. But he couldn’t just leave the dog there to die.  

You alone can heal.

The voice startled him. He looked around, before realizing it was coming from inside his head.

His heart pounded and sweat slid down his back, even though there was a chill in the air. Jason’s mouth became dry and his head began to hurt. He had to get help.

Just as he was about to stand up, the dog whimpered. Jason rocked back on his heels, startled. The animal got to his feet and turned around in a circle a couple of times, as if chasing its tail, testing out his leg—which seemed perfectly fine now. The dog put its paws on Jason’s chest and gave him a big lick across the face before running off, no sign of ever having a broken leg.

Jason went back in his trailer and ran to his room. He closed the door and quickly dove under the covers and, pulling them over his head, hid himself away from the world. He didn’t know what to think. What had just happened? 

He pushed the thoughts out of his mind enough to finally drift off to sleep.

He dreamed. Of a little boy with dark hair, himself perhaps. 

Of flame and fire and burning skin.

And of white feathers.

Even in sleep he was haunted by things he could not understand. Images, symbols, people. There was no escape.

~~~
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Two weeks later he did it again. This time it was a racoon in the middle of the road that had been hit by a car. It was bleeding from the head and lifeless but for the sputter of blood and a strange choking sound. Jason found the creature as he walked alone behind the carnival grounds during their stint in a rural part of San Bernardino County. He thought about leaving it alone to die. It seemed too far gone, too close to death. But his heart got the best of him and he made sure no one was around to see him as he got on his knees and leaned over the suffering creature.

He closed his eyes and began chanting softly. His body rocked over the animal. It only took a few moments before the heat and light from his hands moved over the raccoon, creating a fiery aura that engulfed the animal and imbued it with some kind of energy field. The raccoon  made a squeaking sound as it jumped to its feet, shaking its fur and hobbling unsteadily for a minute, getting its strength back. Just before it ran off into the trees, Jason could swear it looked back at him and nodded its head, as if to say, “Thank you.”

I am some kind of cosmic mistake. Some kind of freak.

Yet there was a part of him that knew he was something special, that he could do what no one else could do, at least not anyone he’d ever heard of or known.

Big deal. I can heal animals. I couldn’t heal my mom...

Jason felt the sharp pain of sadness at her memory. He missed her more with each passing day. He knew what she would tell him if she were there, standing beside him. He promised right there and then, as the racoon vanished into the brush, that he would never let his power get the better of him, that he would stay humble and not use his gift for dark intentions. He knew his mother would never want him to become one of those cocky television healers who made millions and drove around in fancy cars. He would not let this go to his head.

Because if it ever did, something deep inside of Jason told him that it would be the end of him. And maybe even the end of the world.
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Chapter Two
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Present Day

Gina loved the fall, even though living in San Diego meant there wasn’t much of a season change. Unless you went to the mountains, where the trees and foliage often reminded her of growing up in Bridgeport, Connecticut. The promise of fall meant the air turned a bit cooler, with a crispness that reminded Gina of the first bite of a Granny Smith apple. San Diego was great because you could be at the beach, the desert, or the mountains all within the span of an hour. Every now and then the weather pulled off a surprise and it actually felt like a change of seasons. America’s Finest City. Best weather in the world, or at least in the United States.

Bo-ring!

The angle of the sun on the hills spoke of shorter days and longer nights to come.  That meant crowded commutes at 5pm in the dark but getting up at 5am to sunlight. Yesterday it had thundered and poured down rain steady for hours, a rarity here. For San Diego, stormy weather was like the Apocalypse, and Gina loved how the local news stations made their little storm a top story, headlines blazing, reporters salivating at the chance to cover some real weather for a change. The names each station came up with were hilarious. “Rainpocalypse.” “Stormaggedon.” “StormWatch.” They sounded like bad disaster movies she’d seen on streaming networks.

It was all so dramatic. 

For eighteen-year-old Gina, the perfectly clean air after the storm brought clarity, allowing her to see for miles from the right vantage point. It gave her a sense of inner clarity as well, a nice change from the balmy mist of summer and the equally misty vision of what her life would be like. She had choices to make. 

Her high school days were a thing of the past, but she had discovered a gift and a love for journalism there; thanks to a wonderful teacher named Ms. Tarses, who’d made her editor-in-chief at the high school paper and told her she had the talent to become a full-time writer one day. No one else had told Gina that, including her mother. Gina realized maybe, just maybe, she could make a go of being a writer one day. One who actually got paid to write.

In her freshman year at Kenwith College, Gina was satisfied being on board the well-respected college online and print newspaper, The Kenwith Bugle. The Bugle’s editor, Will Tandy, was a senior with one hell of a resume. He had been published on Huffington Post, in Salon, Buzzfeed, and other top news sites, and was simply waiting to graduate before going off to bigger and brighter prospects. 

Working as a staff member for The Bugle came with higher stakes than her high school paper. Gina dealt with story assignments, deadlines, and managing lazy students who thought they wanted to write, but really wanted to “have written.” She also helped her editor put the papers together every month online and in good old-fashioned paper format so they could be distributed to local cafes and off campus hot-spots where people liked something page through while they drank their morning coffee.

Always ambitious, Gina was the first in her family to go to college, courtesy of mom and student loans. But her part-time job at the local Home Shoppe would barely make a dent in those loans. Gina knew what she wanted. She didn’t focus on the social scene like her fellow classmates and had no care for becoming a social media influencer. She had her eyes on the prize—of one day writing articles, then books that would change the world. The influence she sought wasn’t the 15-minutes-of-fame kind.

For now, she was happy paying her dues. Gina had a nice online resume and tear sheet portfolio to show any future job sources. And she’d never met a deadline she couldn’t meet or beat. 

Gina sat reviewing some human-interest stories. One potential story was an old lady in the North Park area who made it her mission in life to save one turkey every Thanksgiving. Her neighbors filed a complaint with the city about the stink and noise of the survivors she housed in her suburban yard. Zoning laws, lady, don’t you get it?

Other stories Gina knew would go over well were the usual “here comes Halloween” ghost hunting tales involving well-known local haunted locations like the Whaley House or the Hotel Del Coronado or some old crumbling mission up in the North County area. She’d given the story to one of the junior staff members. It wasn’t like ghost hunting required any hard news skills. You followed around a bunch of people with their phones and video cameras and listened to them say, “What was that?” a few million times. News alert: “That” was never anything paranormal. Usually rats or bats or squeaky floorboards.

One story intrigued Gina enough to keep it for herself. A huge carnival was coming to the rodeo fairgrounds on the outskirts of the city; one traveling around the country with a good reputation as kid-friendly, except for one thing - the freak show. Gina couldn’t recall the last time she actually saw a freak show. Hadn’t they been banned in these politically correct times? The big San Diego County Fair didn’t touch them, since they were so offensive and everyone was so damned sensitive these days.

But not the Rainier Traveling Carnival. Wow, a freak show. She wondered what constituted freaks these days. Maybe just women with beards and eight-year-olds who were tall enough to play for the Knicks. She doubted there would be any three-headed dogs or one-eyed cats that could predict the future. Still, it was kind of fun to imagine.

Gina normally hated carnivals, they were so dirty and dusty and noisy, but her fingertips tingled as she read the lead sheet. Carnivals, no matter how well done, were always a chaotic blend of screaming kids, snotty teens, and sleepwalking parents. But for some strange reason, the idea of seeing the alleged freak show both repulsed and attracted Gina. There was something about this carnival that tugged at her.

“Off to see the freaks,” she mumbled, transferring the lead sheet to a desktop folder.

She would cover the carnival and find something seedy to report, maybe failing safety standards or food health violations, and make a Saturday of it. She didn’t have anything better to do. 

“Hey, Torelli. What story is the mighty queen taking for herself?” 

Gina turned to see her best friend from high school, Bo Anderson, standing behind her with a big grin on his face. He was one of her few good memories of high school. She had disliked all the cliques, drama, bullying, and worrying about who wore what and who “unfriended” whom on the dumb social networking sites. They shared their disgust of all things “influencer” even then, and it continued through into their college years.

Bo often addressed Gina either by her last name, or ironically as the queen, because Bo—tall, gorgeous, with the bluest eyes to die for—was gay. No one knew but her. Often in high school, Gina and Bo went out together to keep people fooled. Bo wasn’t ashamed of his sexual orientation, but he didn’t want it broadcast over the PA system either. 

Especially after his father nearly beat Bo into a coma when he came out to his parents.

Lucky for Bo, his mom kicked his dad out on his sorry ass. Bo and his mom, Della, were close. Gina loved Della and spent a lot of time at her house talking and eating dinner when her own mom, Gloria, had to work. Gina’s dad split when Gina was around six or seven. Her parents divorced, and he never looked back. Gina hadn’t seen him or heard from him since and she didn’t care, not after what he had done to her. Her mom had told her it was because he was a drunk, which he was. He was also an abuser but Gina didn’t ever tell her mom about it. Her dad had threatened her if she did. 

Actually, he threatened to kill her puppy, Sparks, if she told. She never told.

She and Bo understood each other. 

They were both fatherless. They were both pretty damaged because of it. But they both didn’t care. At least that’s what they told themselves. 

Fathers could be monsters.

Bo worked on the college newspaper too; only he focused on hard news, politics, and religion, which their editor, Will, didn’t think Gina was prepared for yet. She didn’t hold it against Bo; he was a great writer and her lead reporter on the high school paper. He also nailed a part-time gig writing for a major online news outlet, which made her a tad jealous. Despite the editor showing her the ropes with only an occasional bout of impatience, Gina often wondered whether Will Tandy was one of those editors who wouldn’t give her more meaty stories because, well, she had tits and a vagina, which was weird because she also got the impression he thought she was cute or something. She often caught him staring at her. 

Gina tilted her head full of long dark wavy hair and smiled at Bo. “Gonna hit the Rainier Carnival Saturday. Wanna come with?”

“Oh, hell yes. Kettle corn and cotton candy until I vomit. I love watching all the freaks, and I don’t mean just the freak show. It’s a people-watchers wet dream. Hey, I read where some guy who works at the carnival is rumored to have healed someone who got sick or injured. Maybe some idiot who failed to keep his arms and legs inside the car in the “Tunnel of Love,” Bo said, flashing a grin. “Who knows? But I am so there.”

Gina looked at him quizzically. “Huh? I didn’t hear about any healing.”

“Yeah, it was on Telegram or TikTok or TitWack or InstaTok, whatever. I can’t tell one from the other. Social influencers don’t influence me. There’s your story angle, though. What could be more freakish? Let’s go see the weirdos and healers. Got any tumors you want resized?”

Gina laughed and put her arm around Bo. “It’s a date then. And the junk food is on me. I heard they have fried water.”

“Girl, fried water is not a thing, please tell me. Okay, it’s a date, but it’s not a date, date. Don’t try to get me to bat for your team. My square peg doesn’t fit in your round hole. I’ll pick you up at eleven.” 

Bo winked and strutted away. Gina stifled a laugh, shaking her head. What could be more fun than spending a Saturday with Bo and a bunch of freaks? 

Her cell phone beeped with a text from her sister, Hallie about making plans for the upcoming holidays. Gina didn’t answer. The holidays were the last thing on her mind. She’d call Hallie later.

Hallie, and brother, Ben, were twins and eight years older than Gina so they didn’t bond much in childhood. Gina grew up mostly alone. Gina chose to stay with her mom until she was out of college, since her siblings had moved away years before to start their own lives and families. But they saw one another on holidays, and they were always there if Gina needed them.

Still, her brother and sister had their own lives, and she had hers. She would get back to Hallie later.
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Chapter Three
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They backed away, giving him room, their faces full of reverence and awe. 

Jason, now 20, kneeled over a man who lay prostrate on the floor of a darkened room. The man was unconscious but still breathing, barely, after an apparent heart attack.

No one dialed 9-1-1. They knew they would not need emergency medical services, or a hospital, despite the severity of the man’s condition. Jason was there. The police or the paramedics weren’t needed.

Jason moved his hands above the man’s body, manipulating the air in a series of strange, slow movement only he understood. The others sat hypnotized, barely taking a breath, watching every move, absorbed, enthralled, and enchanted by the young man they had come to know as one of their own.  

Jason’s hands trembled as a strange light emanated from his palms, and the light intensified the closer he put his hands to the man’s heart. Soon, the light became unbearably bright and they turned away. They could no longer watch to see how he did what he did. To see his secret.

Jason manipulated the light, urging it across the length of the man’s body, as if stretching fabric with his fingertips across a board, letting it surround him like a cocoon of vibrating energy. He closed his eyes and surrendered to the light. The light could heal, and it did. 

Afterward, Jason always felt sick, as if he wanted to vomit until nothing of him remained. It took so much out of him, draining him of energy for hours. Uncle Henry came in and sat on the bed beside him in the small single-wide trailer. A trailer his uncle gave him when he turned sixteen so he could have privacy and a place to call his own. For Jason Rainier, it was his home no matter where the carnival took him.

Uncle Henry had taught Jason how to run the Rainier Traveling Carnival so he would be ready to take over when he turned 21, which was fast approaching. His uncle wasn’t well and no one knew how much time he had left. But Jason didn’t want to think about the day the carnival would be his. He didn’t want to think about being abandoned, left alone ... again.

“You doing okay, Jason? You look pretty pale.”

Jason’s thick, wavy dark hair, which dusted the top of his shoulders, draped softly over the scarred side of his face as he looked at his uncle. “The healing took a lot out of me. I wasn’t sure I could save him.”

“But you did, Jason. You did.”

Footsteps sounded outside the trailer, and Jason reflexively reached for a dark brown leather mask hanging on the bedpost. When the footsteps passed, he relaxed. Uncle Henry was one of the few people Jason ever allowed to see him without it on. The partial mask was crafted to cover a little less than half his face. One of the temp carnies in Santa Fe, New Mexico made the special mask for Jason while they were there on a two-week run, and he always wore it whenever he ventured out, although he rarely saw anyone but the carnies and workers who knew and cared about him no matter how he looked. 

The damage from the fire left Jason scarred, physically as well as emotionally. The left side of his face, and some areas of his body were marked from that night with skin that looked melted and mottled. 

Strangely enough, part of his body bore the memories of the fire, but the other half rejected those memories and remained perfect. Whole. Jason often felt like half a person because of it.

Freak!

He hadn’t gone back to school since Uncle Henry pulled him out of first grade. Jason often wondered whether the kids knew, even then, the damage their words could cause to another human being. And if they had known, would they have stopped? 

Probably not. Adults bullied one another all the time, and worse. “Do unto others” had never quite caught on as it should have.

Jason sighed. “It always drains me.” 

“Nobody is forcing you to heal. You know that.”

Jason looked his uncle in the eye. “But you don’t understand ... I have to do it. I have to.”

Smiling, Uncle Henry nodded and left Jason to rest. 

Jason knew he understood.

He loved his uncle. Henry had practically saved his life and had done so much for him over the years. He wanted Jason to learn everything he could and entered him into an online, homeschool program so he could study while the carnival moved from town to town. Jason was given his own computer so he could explore the world around him, though he rarely left whatever fairgrounds the carnival set up in. At least he got his high school diploma. As for college, it just wasn’t in his cards.

Jason realized his uncle tried to make sure he had all the things a normal boy would want, including love and acceptance. But Jason knew he wasn’t being prepped for a normal life, like getting a nine-to-five office job and having a family in the future. He would never have that kind of life and it burned his heart and left its own brand of scars. No wife, or children. 

No, Jason Rainier knew his life would be lived among the shadows, and his future was here, with the carnival. Where he felt at home, if he could feel such a thing as truly being home anywhere.

Jason felt what he could do with his hands, with the light and the power, was a gift as well as a curse. He didn’t know where it came from, but in a dream his mother appeared and told him to go forward and use his gift. To not be afraid. She would always be there when he needed her. Seeing her in those dreams comforted him. 

She said healing people was his destiny. 

He didn’t know what she meant. Destiny. Was it his destiny to be half a man; someone no girl could ever love? Was it his destiny to live the life of a traveling carny, always on the road, always on the run like a fugitive who had committed no other crime than being scarred by a fire? Never a place to grow roots? To call home?

Jason couldn’t run fast enough. Not from the fire burning deep inside his soul, as if he stood watching his mother die over and over again, every moment of his life.

I couldn’t save her ... 

His gut churned, and when his thoughts overwhelmed him, Jason’s hands and knees trembled. An icy sliver of fear ran down his spine. Being different because of his appearance was bad enough. But he also had this ... thing ... to contend with, this blessing of helping others, and this curse of being the one who could help. He both loved and hated it with every fiber of his being.

He could heal the sick. But no matter how many people Jason healed, it didn’t fill the void. Because the one person he most wished he could have saved was gone. Forever. 

Jason lay on the bed in the small bedroom of his trailer. He drifted off to sleep to the sound of carnival music in the distance.

~~~
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She stood before Jason, bathed in white light like an aura surrounding her body and face. She appeared as perfect as he remembered before the flames took her.

She held out a box, a beautiful glowing box covered in jewels. Each jewel dazzled in the light, brilliant reds and bold blues, royal purples and deep greens. They captured and played with the light as if alive, as if ... dancing... 

Jason watched, entranced.

“Go ahead ... take the box. It’s a gift,” she said, her voice as soft and warm as the sun’s first morning rays. 

Mama, come back!

As he reached out to take the box, the light around her changed and grew dark. His fingers touched the box, and the jewels lost their shine and turned into tiny skulls. The lid flew open and inside lay blackness, a blackness without beginning or end, and he felt drawn forward and could not stop.

“But beware, my son. It is also a curse!” She spat the word out like poison, and as he looked up, he saw her face. The beautiful and glorious face of his mother had changed.

He was staring at a demon.

––––––––
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Jason awoke with a start to find Rod, a carnival security guard, standing over him looking concerned. 

“Dude, you all right?”

Jason nodded, still dazed by the dream.

“I need you to come with me.” Rod’s voice held a serious tone. 

Jason sat up and paid attention. Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, he felt the familiar scarring from the fire above his left eyebrow. The scars always brought him back to reality; even when he would dream of being perfect, of being whole, and normal. The reality of waking always left his blood cold.

“What—what is it, Rod?”

“It’s your Uncle Henry. He’s not doing too well.”

Rod stood back as Jason leapt out of bed. He grabbed his mask and sprinted out the door. 

Reaching his private trailer, Jason and Rod found Uncle Henry in bed, breathing with effort, his face pale.

“We thought he was having a heart attack, but he says he ate a bad burrito,” Rod said.

“They’re going to kill someone with that awful hot sauce of theirs,” Uncle Henry said, struggling to sit up. “I told you they should be banned from ever cooking again. If cooking is what you call that.”

Jason gently pushed him back down. “Don’t try to sit up. Just rest Uncle Henry. Indigestion or not, you know you have a bad heart.”

“The doc had something to do in town. But should we maybe take him to the ER?” Rod asked. “Or can you ...” He glanced at Jason.

Jason gazed at his uncle with loving eyes. “I could try...”

“Oh baloney. Stop all your fussing, you two. I feel fine. Popped a couple Tums. I’ll be good to go in a few,” Uncle Henry said, winking at Jason.

Rod shook his head and smiled as he turned to leave. “Okay, I’m back out there, then.” 

“You sure the attack was a false alarm? I can get one of the nurses in here,” Jason asked, sitting on the bed and removing his mask.

Uncle Henry didn’t answer right away. Instead, he gently stroked his hand across the scars on Jason’s face, now hidden by a soft wave of hair, with the love of a father caressing his son’s cheek. Jason cringed, but he longed for the touch, the way his mother used to touch his soft skin as a child. For a second, he wondered whether anyone after Uncle Henry would touch those scars the same way, with kindness. Without disgust, fear, and judgment. Why did people fear the scars?

“Definitely a false alarm. But I think it’s time you and I talked, Jason, about your future. About what will happen when I’m not around to care for you.”

Jason cut him off with a wave of his hand. “No. Not this, not now. You are not going anywhere, Uncle.” His throat tightened with rising emotion.

“Jason, I know you don’t want to, but you have to. We have to make plans.”

Jason was quiet for a long time, staring at the floor. “Mother came to me again in a dream.” 

Uncle Henry sighed deeply. “What did she tell you?”

Jason didn’t answer. He shook his head as he recalled the vision of her holding out the box. The lovely box that turned to blackness and made his soul feel thick and heavy and tired. 

Uncle Henry clasped his hand over Jason’s. “You’re a man now, Jason, and you have to face things so you can have a life of your own.”

“What life? This is my life.”

“No, it isn’t. You have a life waiting for you, and no scars can stop you from living it. Only fear. And I want to at least ensure you have your basic needs met,” Uncle Henry said staring at Jason. “I swore after your mama died I would take care of you, guide you, and set you right. That’s what I’ve tried to do, and what I plan to do until the time of my last breath.”

Jason shook his head, not looking at his uncle. “Why? I’m not worth the time, or the effort. I’ll never be...”

“So help me God, you ever say anything like that again in my presence and I’ll slap those scars off your face, Jason Rainier. Do you understand?” He scowled. “No son of mine will ever think low of himself. You are my son in my heart, and nothing can ever change that.” Uncle Henry leaned forward, grabbed Jason by the shoulders, and shook him gently. “Don’t you know how special you are?”

Jason could only look into his uncle’s eyes, and seeing the love there, let out a deep sigh. “Okay. We can talk soon, Uncle Henry. Just in case.”

“Not soon, Jason. Now. Kingsley is on his way over with some paperwork. No more avoiding what needs to be confronted, understand?”

Jason nodded and hoped his uncle just had a bad case of indigestion and nothing more. But deep inside, he knew better. If he had called his attorney, Robert Kingsley, things were far more serious than Jason wanted to face. 

He let Uncle Henry rest until a knock sounded on the trailer door.

Robert Kingsley bustled in with a sheaf of papers. His forehead glistened with sweat and his breathing was labored. The portly man sighed and shook Uncle Henry’s hand. “I brought the carnival ownership papers as well as your living trust as requested.”

Jason shot a look at Uncle Henry who struggled to raise himself in the bed. Jason helped his uncle and resettled his pillow.

Kingsley cleared the nightstand off and put the papers down. “I’ve updated the most recent holdings to the trust, so all it will need is initials where I have the tabs and a signature on the last page.”

Uncle Henry flipped through the pages initialing where appropriate and scrawled his signature on the final page before handing them back to the attorney. “I haven’t had a chance to explain the ownership papers yet, Kingsley. Why don’t you go ahead?” He leaned back against the pillow.

Kingsley cleared his throat and picked up the second sheaf of papers. “Your uncle has run a tight and profitable ship over the years, invested well, and wants to set up co-ownership of his company with you.”

Jason stared at his uncle. This was too much, too soon. He wasn’t ready for such a big commitment. But then his eyes took in the lines on Uncle Henry’s face, his pallor, and knew he couldn’t object.

“Since your uncle is not married and adopted you as a child, you are his sole heir.” Kingsley paused and met Jason’s eyes. “The net worth of the holdings are in excess of three million dollars.” 

Shock hit Jason in the pit of his stomach.

“The entire holdings will come to you upon your uncle’s passing and until then you will share equally in the carnival profits.”

Kingsley presented the papers to Uncle Henry. “You’ll need to initial where all the blue tabs are, Henry, and sign the bottom.”

When Uncle Henry finished, Kingsley presented the papers to Jason. 

“You’ll need to initial at the green tabs and sign on the second line under your uncle’s signature.”

Uncle Henry rested his head on the pillow and closed his eyes. He looked so sick a sliver of fear slid down Jason’s spine. 

Reluctantly, Jason took the papers from Kingsley. Feeling like a traitor signing his uncle’s death sentence, Jason flipped through the document initialing and signing where required. He handed the papers back to Kingsley.

“Let me know whether you need anything else, Henry. I’ll get
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