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  Chapter One


  Someone tried to murder Beth Martin. Seeing her lie peacefully on her hospital bed, attached to a breathing machine and an IV providing vital fluids, one might think she was just sleeping. But, unfortunately, she wouldn’t be waking up anytime soon. As a result, getting information about who tried to kill her proved to be a bit of a challenge. But then, if it had been easy, they wouldn’t have called me.


  I sat beside her in a plastic chair, contemplating my next move. I had never entered the mind of someone in a coma before, so I really didn’t know what to expect. There was a good chance I would go in only to bounce right back out, sort of like the way the tide pushes you back to shore when it gets too high. Or I could go in and find nothing, a blank slate that offered no answers. Whatever the case, I wasn’t going to do her any good sitting there and staring at her.


  I took a deep breath and focused on her face. Her light brown hair was pulled back out of the way so I could project without hindrance. A long, cylindrical spiral of light emitted from my forehead and attached to hers. I felt all my psychic energy flow toward her and, within seconds, was inside her mind.


  It was cloudy at first. It was as if I were walking through a fog only to see it lift and disappear completely. After the haze cleared, I found myself in the center of a golf course.


  Beautiful, rolling hills spread out in all directions. I could see a building in the distance. People were sitting at elegantly clothed tables on a veranda having lunch. I started walking toward the building when a golf cart zoomed past, nearly knocking me down.


  “Hey!” the driver called to me as he barreled along. “Get off the green, buddy!”


  I heeded his words and moved more quickly in the direction of the building. When I reached the veranda, I saw her. Sitting at a table by herself and sipping a cocktail was Beth Martin. Only she wasn’t in a hospital gown hanging on for her life. She was dressed in a long, flowing white dress. Her hair fell past her shoulders, cascading down her arms. I started toward her when a waiter blocked my path.


  “Excuse me, sir,” he said. He was an older man in his early sixties. “Do you have a reservation?”


  I hesitated. “Yes,” I finally answered. “As a matter of fact, I do. The name’s Max Crawford. I made the reservation last Friday.”


  He held up a small pad and looked through a list of names. “I’m sorry,” he said, shaking his head. “But you’re not on the list.”


  “Could you maybe check with your manager?” I said, wishing he would just go away. “I’m sure it’s just an oversight.”


  “Fine,” he scoffed. “But if you don’t have a reservation, you’ll have to leave immediately.”


  “Of course,” I agreed.


  He wandered off toward the building. I waited until he was out of sight and walked among the tables to get to Beth. I noticed the people sitting at the tables were all very different from each other. At one table, a teenage girl was cuddled up with a boy wearing a Ramones t-shirt and sporting a faux hawk. At another table, three high-society women were in a circle scarfing down their lunches as if their lives depended on it. At another table, a middle-aged man in a postman’s uniform was showing his five-year-old daughter a magic trick.


  When I made it to Beth’s table, she looked up at me curiously. “Can I help you?” she asked.


  “Actually, I was hoping I could help you,” I said. “Do you mind if I sit?”


  “Not at all,” she said, motioning to the empty chair across from her.


  “Thank you,” I said and sat down. “So…have you been a member of this country club very long?” I asked.


  “It isn’t a country club,” she said. “Who did you say you were again?”


  “I didn’t actually,” I said. “My name’s Max.” I extended my hand. “Max Crawford.”


  She hesitantly took my hand and shook it. “Margaret,” she said. “Margaret Stevens.”


  “Margaret Stevens?” I said, a little taken aback. “Do you go by any other name?”


  “That’s the one I was given,” she said, letting go of my hand. “Listen, Mr. Crawford, I’m not sure what this is about but—”


  “Sorry. I’ll get right to the point.” I leaned in toward her. “I was sent here by the FBI. You were…a woman named Beth Martin was hurt by someone very badly. They want me to find out who did it.”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know anyone named Beth Martin. I’m afraid I can’t help you.”


  The waiter from earlier returned. “Sir,” he said to me. “It appears that you do not have a reservation and, as such, will be required to leave immediately.”


  I looked at Beth, who looked back at me with an almost vacant stare, and then at the waiter. It was obviously going to be a lot harder than I hoped. Realizing I was going to need to be very careful how I approached Beth, or whatever she called herself, I stood up and pushed my chair in under the table.


  “Sorry to bother you,” I told her. “Enjoy your lunch.”


  “Wait a minute,” she said. “This woman you told me about. Is she going to die?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Well, I’ll hope for the best.”


  “I’m sure she’d appreciate that.” I paused for a moment to gauge her reaction. When she didn’t bat an eye, I knew I had my work cut out for me. “Good day, Ms. Stevens.”


  “Good day, Mr. Crawford.”


  I left her and walked past the waiter toward the back entrance of the restaurant. I opened the door as if to leave through the front only to unexpectedly enter a high school classroom. A teacher stood before a full class of students and pointed to some numbers written on a chalkboard. They were random. “2-6-7-21-31.” She was standing quietly as if anticipating one of them to speak.


  “No one wants to try to solve the problem?” she said, looking around the room. She noticed me standing in the back of the room. “I’m sorry. Can I help you?”


  “Oh, no,” I said. “I’m just observing.”


  “And who are you?”


  “I’m a…district representative.”


  “Very well,” she said then turned back to the class. “Okay. If no one wants to volunteer, I’ll just pick someone.” She looked toward the front of the class and her eyes stopped on the same teenage girl that was cuddled up to the young man in the Ramones t-shirt at the restaurant. “Miss Martin, why don’t you come up and try to solve the problem?” she said to her.


  The young woman stood up and looked around at her peers. They all stared at her blank faced. Even her boyfriend had a vacant look. She moved to the front of the room and scanned the numbers on the board. The teacher held out a piece of chalk and the young woman took it hesitantly. She pressed the chalk to the board and started writing a number, but her hand began to shake. Pretty soon her whole body was trembling, and she dropped the chalk to the floor.


  She turned to the class and opened her mouth to speak but couldn’t. She grunted a few times like she was in pain and then held her hands to her face. She dug her fingernails into the skin on either side of her nose and started pulling it off, exposing slimy, red flesh underneath.


  Some of the class screamed as they watched in horror. Others ran to the door to escape but the door was locked. She continued to pull her face off, revealing a crimson creature with huge, black eyes and a salivating, sharp-toothed mouth.


  “Now you listen here, Miss Martin,” the teacher said to her as if she had merely stolen cookies from the jar. “Enough of this nonsense or I will call your parents immediately!”


  The creature let out a piercing yelp and ripped off the rest of the human body as if it were shedding clothes. The teacher pulled a fire extinguisher off the wall and sprayed the creature with it. The creature fell to the ground and squealed like a wounded animal and then disappeared completely. And then the class and the teacher were gone too. All that remained were the numbers on the chalkboard.


  I walked over to the board and memorized the numbers. They might’ve meant nothing, but I was desperate for clues. I turned to leave and noticed a charcoal-colored outline of where the creature had fallen on the floor. I leaned down and ran my finger over the substance. It felt warm and smelled like tar. Deciding it was time to move on, I walked to the door and discovered that it was conveniently unlocked.


  I stepped out of the classroom and into a lobby area that had several plush chairs and expensive couches arranged around a man playing soft classical music on a piano. There was a fountain nearby and a row of men and women wearing tan pants and white shirts behind a counter at the forefront of the room. I casually strolled over to the counter and stopped at the first one. She was a red-headed, freckled young woman who couldn’t have been a day over twenty-one.


  “May I help you, sir?” she asked with a smile that revealed braces on her teeth.


  “I hope so,” I answered. “What is this place?”


  She giggled. “What do you mean?”


  “Is it a country club? A high school? A five-star hotel? Or all of the above?”


  “I’m afraid I can’t help you, sir.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because I don’t know what it is,” she said, abruptly turning pale as if she’d just seen a ghost. “I just work here.”


  Before I could ask another question, the waiter from outside came over from nowhere and cleared his throat. I didn’t look at him, hoping he would go away. He cleared it again, only louder this time. The red-headed girl began to hyperventilate. The waiter stepped between us and scowled at me.


  “I asked you nicely to leave, sir,” he said. “And now you’re upsetting a member of our staff. Do I need to call security to escort you out?”


  “I don’t know. Would they have any answers?”


  The waiter leaned over the counter and pressed a red button. A loud siren went off above our heads. The girl and all the other people behind the counter suddenly ducked down out of sight. I turned to see two strange beings coming toward me. Wearing the same tan pants as the counter staff, their bottom half appeared human. Their top half, on the other hand, was much more alien. Dozens of glowing, yellow tentacles stemmed from torsos—the same charcoal color that was on the floor of the high school classroom. Their green, oval-shaped heads were too big for their bodies, making their dark, beady eyes and tiny mouths grossly disproportionate to their faces. They stopped at the counter and gave me a once-over.


  “Is this man causing trouble?” one of them lisped through thin, avocado lips.


  “As a matter of fact, he is,” the waiter answered the creature. “He needs to be removed.”


  The two “security guards” reached out their tentacles and wrapped them around me. They felt like wet noodles tying my arms to my sides. I could’ve easily broken free, but I didn’t want to be a threat to Beth’s psyche. Instead I stood still and let the creatures lead me away from the counter and to the front entrance. They escorted me outside into the open air and released their flimsy grip on me.


  “Don’t come here again!” one of them hissed.


  They went inside and slammed the door in my face. I took several steps back to get a better perspective and noticed that the front of the building looked more like a nursing home than a hotel. There were half a dozen empty rocking chairs in a row under an awning and neatly trimmed shrubs lined uniformly along a sidewalk leading to the porch. It was a definite contrast to the rest of my disjointed experience.


  Still scratching my head as to how everything connected, I decided I would have to come up with a better strategy for when I returned. Right as I was about to withdraw from Beth’s mind, I saw a waist high marquee sign on the ground to my left. It said, “Saint Stephen’s Home For The Recently Emancipated.” Underneath was a second line in a smaller font that read “Where Fancy Doth Not Make Clean.”


  Chapter Two


  The day before, I was sitting in Warden Pinkerton’s office at the State Penitentiary in Huntsville, Texas. Every quarter, I would meet with him to discuss the rehabilitation work I did with inmates. For fourteen years, I entered prisoners’ dreams to try to help them see the error of their ways and, for fourteen years, the warden would sign off for me to continue. But that was all coming to an end.


  “They’re shutting down the program, Max,” he said behind his oversized mahogany desk.


  He was a short, robust bald man who was always sweating even when it was freezing.


  Sometimes, during our meetings, I would watch beads race down his forehead and wonder which one would reach his cheeks first. Even more of a distraction, when he leaned back in his chair, the huge bear head mounted on the wall behind him looked like it was perched on top of his perspiring scalp.


  “They can’t do that!” I protested. “Don’t they realize how much has been accomplished?”


  “Yes, but it’s not enough,” he said. “You’ve helped a lot but what about the ones that leave here and commit another crime? I hardly call that rehabilitated.”


  “Whose side are you on, Jim?”


  “I’m on your side, Max. You know I’ve supported you from the very beginning. The feds had to make lots of cuts. You just happened to be one of them. I’m sorry.”


  “I understand,” I said and stood.


  He got up from behind his desk and extended his hand. “It’s been a pleasure.”


  I looked at him for a second to read his thoughts. The truth was he couldn’t have cared less about me or the program. He was a puppet of the system and did what he was told. I accepted his handshake despite his sweaty palm squishing up against mine. That was one thing I wouldn’t miss.


  “Listen,” he continued, letting go of my hand. “If you need a reference or anything, let me know.”


  “Thanks, Jim. How long do I have?”


  “A week,” he answered. “Feel free to take that time to get everything squared away.”


  Intensive dream therapy with dangerous, convicted criminals isn’t something you simply “square away” but there was no use telling him that. Still, a week was better than nothing. With the time I had left, I would increase sessions with the ones more susceptible to change and hope for the best. I wanted to be angrier about the whole thing but couldn’t. Fourteen years was a good run for something so unconventional.


  I went back to my office on the other side of the prison and sat down at my desk. I picked up a picture of my wife, Jessica, and my daughter, Katie. Jessica had been a kindergarten teacher for six years and Katie was in the eighth grade. I couldn’t believe how quickly time had gone. I set the picture down and grabbed my cell phone off the desk. I was about to call Jessica when the phone buzzed in my hand and her picture popped up on the screen.


  “Hey,” I answered. “I was just about to call. I wanted to tell you—”


  “Are you busy?” she interrupted.


  “Not particularly. Why?”


  “It’s Katie,” she said. “There was an incident at school. Her principal wants to see the three of us this afternoon.”


  “What happened?”


  She sighed. “Apparently she heard another student call her a ‘bitch’ and shoved her into a locker. A teacher broke it up before it got bad.”


  “Did the student call her a ‘bitch’?”


  “I don’t know. There were several students around that didn’t hear her say it. According to them, Katie walked up out of nowhere and pushed her.”


  “That doesn’t sound like Katie. The other students are probably ganging up against her.”


  “Or…” she paused for a moment. “It could be that the student just thought it and didn’t actually say it out loud.”


  “But how is that possible? She—”


  I stopped and nearly dropped the phone. There are many “firsts” in a child’s life that a parent never forgets. Her first word. The first time she walks. Even the first time she slams her door in your face because she doesn’t get to go to a friend’s house even though the whole school is going. One “first” that most normal parents never experience, however, is when she reads someone’s mind for the first time because her psychic father passed on the ability to her.


  “I’m sure there’s another explanation,” I said, trying to deny it.


  “Let’s hope so,” she said. “Can you be at the school at three thirty?”


  “Yeah,” I said, quietly wishing that the other students were just jerks.


  “Good. Barbara’s covering my afternoon duty, so I can go. What were you trying to say earlier?”


  “It can wait,” I told her. “Let’s get Katie sorted out first.”


  I left a short while later and was in my car on the way to Frederickson Junior High. I’d been there many times to pick Katie up after school. Before that, I used to pick her up at her elementary school and she’d go on and on about her day, barely leaving me a second to get a word in edgewise. Now, she’d just sit in the back seat with a singular vocabulary. “Did you have a good day?”


  “No.”


  “Did something bad happen?”


  “No.”


  “Do you know any words other than ‘no’?”


  “No.”


  When I arrived at the school, Jessica was already in the parking lot. As soon as I pulled up next to her car, she got out and gave me a little frown through the passenger window. She always made that face when there was something potentially wrong. Every time I saw it, I’d have given anything to see it curl up into a smile. I put the car in park and got out to meet her.


  We went inside together and checked in at the front office. The secretary had us sit down and wait. It reminded me of times I went to the principal’s office as a kid and had to wait. That was always the worst part. Once you got in, he gave you a scolding or called your parents then it was over. It was the anticipation that drove you mad as the loudest wall clock in the world slowly ticked the minutes away above your head.


  It wasn’t long, however, before Katie came into the office and plopped down in the seat across from us. She was wearing her gym clothes, a t-shirt with Frederick Junior High on it and a pair of shorts that in my opinion needed a couple more inches. She slammed her books on the floor and crossed her arms without acknowledging us.


  “Good to see you too, peanut,” I said.


  “This is so stupid,” she said, rolling her eyes. “She didn’t even get hurt.”


  “Well, she could have,” Jessica piped in. “You can’t just go around pushing people.”


  “Yeah, well, you can’t go around calling people a ‘bitch’ either.”


  “Keep your voice down,” Jessica told her. “Your father and I are very disappointed.” She nudged me. “Right?”


  “Yes,” I said. “Very disappointed. You can’t let people push your buttons. It’s—”


  Before I could finish, the principal, Mr. Gladwell, stepped out of his office and cleared his throat. “Mr. and Mrs. Crawford,” he said. “You may come in now.”


  We all stood up and followed him in. His office was a standard size with framed college diplomas on the wall next to a signed picture of him with a hockey player. There were three little chairs across from his plush desk chair. He motioned for us to sit and closed the door behind him. Jessica and I sat but Katie stayed standing.


  “Sit down, young lady,” Jessica told her.


  “Fine,” she said and took the seat on the end.


  Mr. Gladwell sat at his desk and leaned forward. “Thank you for agreeing to see me today,” he said. “I wish it were under better circumstances.”


  “Well, we can assure you it won’t happen again,” Jessica began.


  “I’m glad to hear that. Normally this sort of thing requires the student to be suspended but if Katie were willing to apologize—”


  “I’m not apologizing to her!” Katie cut him off. “If anything, she needs to apologize to me!”


  “Katie, that’s enough!” Jessica told her. “I’m sorry, Mr. Gladwell. She’s not normally like this.”


  He held his hand up. “No need to apologize,” he said. “Kids at this age can be tenacious.” He glanced at me then back at Jessica. “I’m sure you’re doing the best you can,” he added, holding his gaze on Jessica a moment longer.


  “Gross!” Katie blurted out.


  “What is wrong with you?!” Jessica asked her.


  “It’s not me!” She pointed to Mr. Gladwell. “It’s him! He just said he wants to see you naked! You didn’t hear that?!”


  Mr. Gladwell blushed. “I said no such thing!”


  “Yes, you did!” Katie shouted. “You didn’t hear that?!” she asked Jessica.


  “No,” Jessica replied, turning toward me with the same half-frown from earlier.


  “Dad?!” Katie said pleadingly.


  I checked Mr. Gladwell’s thoughts to confirm and he was, in fact, frantically attempting to erase images of Jessica unbuttoning her blouse from his mind and replace them with images of an older woman who I assumed to be his grandmother. I sighed. I really didn’t want this for Katie. There were already enough issues to overcome during adolescence. Thinking that you’re hearing voices shouldn’t be one of them.


  “Mr. Gladwell,” I said, leaning forward in my chair. “It seems to me that my daughter is going through quite a bit of stress. Junior high can do that to you. I’m sure you understand.”


  He cleared his throat. “Of course,” he said, trying to maintain professionalism.


  “I wonder if you wouldn’t consider allowing my wife and me to address the matter ourselves at home. We assure you that it won’t happen again.”


  I wanted to add “you horny bastard” but that would’ve blown his mind even more and, frankly, he was already looking discombobulated. He paused for a moment, allowing more time for the images of the older woman to dominate his thoughts. And then they disappeared completely, leaving a relatively blank slate in his mind that made him only slightly less embarrassed.


  “That will be fine,” he said, no longer making eye contact with any of us. “Now if you’ll excuse me, there’s a meeting I have to attend.”


  Katie hopped out of her seat and was out the door. Jessica and I went after her, finally catching up with her in the front of the school. She was sitting on a bench near the parking lot, wiping tears away. It reminded me of the time we were at the park and she fell and hurt her knee. I sat next to her and put my arm around her, but she pushed it away.


  “Everyone thinks I’m crazy,” she said.


  “You’re not crazy,” Jessica said, standing nearby. “Your father has the same thing.”


  Katie looked at me with pleading eyes. “What is she talking about?” she asked.


  “I have a lot to tell you,” I said, trying to break it to her slowly. “For now, just trust us. What you’re going through can be explained.”


  “Why don’t we all go home and talk?” Jessica suggested.


  Katie nodded and got up from the bench. She walked toward the parking lot and Jessica followed closely behind. I started to go after them when I felt my phone buzz in my pocket. I looked at the display screen and saw a number I hadn’t seen in eight years. It was one I hoped I would never see again. Agent Charles Linden of the FBI.


  Chapter Three


  I had worked with Agent Linden several years earlier on a case involving a highly delusional serial killer and was still recovering from the effects it had on my psyche, not to mention my family. I hesitated before answering and, despite Jessica impatiently beckoning me toward the parking lot, clicked the “Talk” button on my cell phone and waved them to go on ahead.


  “Hello, Agent Linden,” I said.


  “How have you been, Max?” he asked.


  “Busy,” I said. “Is there something I can help you with?”


  “Cutting right to the chase,” he said coyly. “I always liked that about you, Max. I need your help. There’s a woman someone tried to murder and you’re the only one that might be able to get some answers.”


  “I’m sure you have plenty of qualified people that could interview her. Why me?”


  “Because she’s in a coma. She was severely beaten, but, as fate would have it, didn’t die.”


  “Jesus. Is she going to recover?”


  “They’re not sure at this point, but, God forbid, she doesn’t, we’re going to need to act quickly. I thought maybe you could get inside her head and find out who did it to her.”


  “Who is this woman?”


  “I can only disclose if you’re going to commit. I know about the prison, Max. I’m sorry.”


  “Apparently word gets around pretty quickly,” I said, smiling at Jessica and holding up a finger to indicate “one more minute.” “Look, I’ll have to call you back, okay? Things are kind of hectic right now.”


  “Of course,” he said. “You have my number. Just let me know as soon as you decide. She may not have much time left.”


  After I got off the phone, I went home, and Jessica and I had a long talk with Katie at our kitchen table. She listened avidly as we explained the nature of psychic phenomena, how I’d discovered I had abilities at a younger age than her and detailed the work I’d been doing at the prison since she was a kid. Expecting a myriad of questions afterwards, Katie started with one that a lot of teenagers would’ve probably asked.


  “Can I move shit with my mind?” she inquired excitedly.


  “Katie!” Jessica scolded her. “Watch your language!”


  “What?!” Katie acted innocent. “It’s a fair question!”


  “No,” I answered. “You can’t move things with your mind.”


  “Well, that sucks,” she said. “What about controlling other people’s thoughts?!”


  “Nope,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m afraid that’s off the table as well.”


  She threw her hands in the air. “So, then what’s the point?! I just have to hear what other people are thinking and do nothing?!”


  “Well…” I continued. “We were hoping you might use it for something good one day.”


  “Like your father,” Jessica interjected.


  “Booooring,” she said and got up from the table. “This is a lot to process. May I please be excused?”


  “Of course,” I said. “But if you have any more questions—”


  “I know,” she interrupted. “I’ll come and ask you guys.”


  She took off toward her room. I watched as she cut through the living room and down the hallway. I’d seen her scamper off in that direction many times before, only now she was taller and a whole lot sassier. Jessica sighed and got up from her chair. She moved to the counter near the sink and turned on the coffee pot. She took a bag of French roast out of a cabinet directly above her head.


  “You never used to drink coffee,” I commented.


  “Gotta keep up with the five-year-olds,” she said.


  Teaching hadn’t aged Jessica a bit. She was still as beautiful as the day we met, unaffected by the passage of time and its many tolls. I, on the other hand, seemed to find a new wrinkle every time I looked in the mirror. I watched dazedly as she made coffee, her shapely figure filling out a long, flowing, flowery dress. She seemed out of place in our mundane kitchen.


  “They’re shutting the program down at the prison,” I announced matter-of-factly. “In one week, I’ll be out of a job.”


  She turned away from the coffee pot and looked at me. “Oh, Max. I’m sorry. I know how much it meant to you.”


  I shrugged. “I did it for fourteen years,” I said. “Maybe it’s time to do something different.”


  “Well, it’s not like we need the money,” she said. “We’ve saved so much over the years you could practically retire.”


  “Or…” I began. “I could work in another capacity.”


  “Like what?” she said, sitting down at the table across from me.


  “That call earlier…it was Agent Linden.”


  “Oh, Jesus. Him again? What did he want?”


  “He wants me to help him with a case. A woman was badly beaten and is now in a coma.”


  “Oh, my God.”


  “He wants me to enter her mind and find out who did it,” I continued.


  “Have you ever gone into a coma patient’s mind before? I thought you only did dreams.”


  I shook my head. “It might not even work, but, if there’s a chance, it may be worth a shot.”


  “Okay, but does it have to be with him? The last time things got pretty ugly. I don’t want any of us to have to go through that again.”


  “And we wouldn’t. Look, I don’t like him either. But what good is having psychic abilities if I don’t use them to help somebody?”


  She reached out and took my hand. “You know I’ll support you no matter what you decide,” she said. “I just want you to be careful.”


  What I hadn’t told Jessica was that I had entered one of the inmates’ minds during a moment of unconsciousness outside of normal sleep. His name
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