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Prologue
Worn-out garments are shed by the body; worn-out bodies are shed by the dweller within the body. New bodies are donned by the dweller, like garments. - Bhagavad Gita 2:22
The human body is a temporary home for something far more eternal than the body itself. The soul is the essence and everlasting entity within the body. Upon physical death, the soul vacates the flesh and returns to universal source. Physical death is merely a dropping of the body as the soul is eternal. The return to source is often followed by rest and reflection on the lifetime. Eventually some souls embark again to enter a new body for further experiences. The revisit to the physical is widely known as reincarnation. Not a popular belief among Western societies, reincarnation has been accepted for thousands of years among vast groups including Buddhists, Hindus, Orthodox Jews, Africans, Native Americans, Gnostic Christians, ancient Greeks and more. These people believe, or believed, the soul is the true essence of life while the body is a shelter in which to experience and grow.
In rare cases a soul may decide to leave the body without it physically dying, to vacate it and allow that body to become the home for another soul. It is known as soul transference, where one soul leaves a living body as a gift for another. This is a story of one such event.
Body of Jim's Life
The wise fisherman cast his net into the sea. When he drew it up, it was full of little fish. Among them the wise fisherman saw a fine large fish. He easily chose that one and threw all the little fish back into the sea. Let those with good ears hear this lesson. - Gospel of Thomas
Queensland, Australia 2150AD
Iggy trudged one step at a time across the sandy terrain of the outback. The rover was a hundred meters back, scattered about the harsh landscape in busted pieces by the splintered gum tree. His master, James Ranck, lay like a crumpled heap in the robot's arms.
Iggy looked down. James didn't appear to be alive. No sign of breathing showed in his chest, and the broken limbs of James' legs and arms hung straight to the ground with no resistance, swinging loosely in tempo with Iggy's steps. The robotic unit was distressed by the look of it. His emotional programming would have created a mournful sound from his voice box if it were still working.
The crash had damaged Iggy as well, including his transmitters. Wires protruded from an open shoulder joint. Dirt covered his metallic frame. He had lost some power too, and without his solar cells recharging he wondered how long he might hold out. What are the chances of getting home? Iggy thought. Iggy had carried a few children before, but they were much smaller than James, a fifteen-year-old who felt surprisingly heavy. He walked for hours in the afternoon sun. With each step Iggy debated internally if he could make it back. He also wondered what the reception would be if James was dead.
Iggy resented the burden he carried. How did I ever get assigned to this boy? Iggy had been designed for professionals like architects, to be used in their creative processes. Instead, he got sold to a mechanic and then given to the man's son. He hated the nickname. For a thousand times, my name is Ignatius! I've never asked for anything else, and still James can't even do that.
Brison Ranck flipped the meat on the grill. He sprinkled salt from a shaker and pressed it into the sizzling slabs with the tips of his fingers. He adjusted the angle of the solar receiver to catch more light of the setting sun. Now that it was February and late summer, the Australian sunset came much earlier than the past few months.
Flow chopped vegetables as she watched her husband through the kitchen window. She reached over the stove to stir the rice pudding, James' favorite desert. She sipped her glass of red wine then checked the clock. Six-thirty. Ten minutes after James was supposed to set the table. The knife took out some of her anger onto the carrots.
Brison caught her eye and held up five broad fingers, indicating the time needed for the meat. Flow nodded and checked the clock again. James had his faults, but being late for supper wasn't one of them.
Brison came in with the steaming steaks as their juices bled into a puddle about to run over the plate. He walked with great care not to spill on the carpet. Flow watched him in his balancing act, appreciating her gentle giant moving so delicately.
"How we doin'?" Brison asked.
"Two minutes, love." Flow stirred the pudding with a wooden spoon while she put the veggies in a small oven.
"No response from Iggy?"
"Not yet."
Flow took another sip of wine and stared at the clock. She became lost in thought until the oven's timer sounded. She took the greens and carrots out and placed them on the table.
"Anything else?" Brison asked as he lit candles on a table set for three.
"No, nothing."
Brison served himself the largest of the steaks, Flow the smallest and the middle one for the absent boy. He poured his wine and added some to Flow's glass. He checked the time and looked out the window. Twilight was taking over with no sign of their son's return.
"What do you think, Bris?"
"He'll be in," he assured her and sat down. "Something must've happened to the transmitters. Iggy's with him. Not to worry."
Flow sat in compliance. Brison sawed into his steak and placed a large piece in his mouth. Flow sipped her wine then stabbed at a carrot. They ate in silence.
Minutes later the evening sky had become fairly dark. Flow's steak had a few bites in it while Brison had nearly finished his meal. They heard their dog begin to bark outside.
Brison jumped from his chair and went to the front door. Flow followed and stood by him on the threshold of the home, peering into the dim horizon.
"See anything?" Flow asked.
"No."
The barking persisted.
"Shep in his pen?"
"Yeah."
"What's that?" Flow pointed at an object that appeared to be moving toward them.
"Where?" Brison squinted but saw nothing.
"Right there," Flow insisted as she extended an arm out in front of his face.
Brison found it. Sure enough, something slowly approached from a hundred meters away. They walked cautiously out into the yard.
"Who's there?" Brison demanded. No answer. He squinted as he moved further out toward the entity. "Who is that?"
The dark figure came closer. It made no sound except the shuffle of dust under its feet.
"This is private property," Flow said. "Who's there?"
The curious figure silently closed the gap between them. Brison's fists tightened instinctively. Flow held him at his shoulder.
"Want me to get the laser?" she asked.
Brison shook his head. He didn't know what it was but he wasn't afraid. Shep barked incessantly as Brison moved ever closer toward the dark figure.
Eventually Brison realized he was looking at the family robot as it trudged awkwardly through the desert night. It's Iggy, he thought with relief.
"Iggy," he called out. "Where've you been?"
He strode to the robot with Flow just behind him. As they came closer they noticed Iggy was carrying something and looked like he had been through hell, with dust all over him and several wires hanging out. How odd everything seemed. It took a moment in the darkness for them to realize that the motionless lump in Iggy's arms was their son.
Flow screamed, "Oh God!"
The darkest hour is just before the dawn. - Anonymous proverb
Nurses and robotic units bustled in and out of the Global Alliance hospital room. They connected the boy to a multitude of devices and medicines. Brison and Flow stood in the office of Dr. Sandra Maynard, the head of St. Teresa. They leaned against each other and somberly watched a holographic image of their son lying deathly still in bed. With the activity about James, his face was all they could clearly see. It was bruised and badly cut, more like a swollen blob of purples and reds than a human face. From inside the comfortable office they absorbed the grave reality of the situation. The buzzing sounds of machines, the sterile smells of antiseptic and the bright lights on the other side of the door were a stark contrast from where Iggy had returned their son. Flow wiped her reddened eyes while she mumbled to herself all the reasons why this shouldn't have happened. Brison squeezed her free hand.
When Dr. Maynard came into the room, the parents turned eagerly. She removed the thin hospital gown and gloves then tossed them in a receptacle.
"Mr. and Mrs. Ranck, sit down, please."
"Just tell us how he is," Brison said.
Maynard lowered her eyes and motioned to the couch. "Please."
They hesitated before obeying. Flow braced herself for the worst while Maynard pulled a chair over to face them.
"He was gone when he got here, but we were able to get a pulse back."
"He's alive?" Flow asked.
"His body is alive. EEG shows preserved brain activity but no reactions to external stimuli."
"In English," Brison said.
"Your son is brain-dead."
Brison couldn't believe it. "No. No, it can't be."
"Unfortunately, there's not much we can do. I'm very, very sorry."
Flow expressed panic in fragments. "No… oh no… this… this can't..."
Brison shook his head, refusing to accept it. "There must be something that can be done."
"Brain-death is typically irreversible. Especially after several hours. He's on life support, but that's the way he'll remain."
"What are his chances?" Flow asked.
"For recovery? Mrs. Ranck, there have been extremely rare cases, but I need you to realize… it's not likely."
"He's a fighter," Brison said. "Do whatever you can."
"We already are. Just be aware of what he's up against." She squeezed the couple's hands and stood to leave. "You may stay here and watch him as long as you like."
Minutes later, Brison led Flow down the hospital corridor. She moved numbly. Her mind spun with the turn of events. Two hours before she was angry at her boy for being a bit late to dinner. Now she wondered if she would see him conscious again.
The sky-car drifted down into the Ranck property. It hovered a meter over the ground and settled in front of the walk. Brison looked over to Flow and caught her staring at something.
"Who's that?" Flow asked.
Brison turned and noticed the Federation car parked just off the driveway to his left. "Dunno."
The Rancks got out of their vehicle as the front doors of the Fed car opened. Two men in dark suits emerged. One of them held up an illuminated image displaying his credentials as a Federal detective.
"Mr. Ranck?"
"Yes?"
"I'm Randall Hutchins. This is Burnum Jerara," the elder man said. Hutchins was old with pale complexion. The younger Jerara looked Aboriginal with very dark skin.
"Something I can help you with?" Brison asked.
"Do you have any idea why we're here?" Jerara said. Standing out from his black skin were shiny platinum eyes and teeth, two indicators of cybernetic body parts still uncommon among the native Australians.
"No, officer."
"It's about your son," Hutchins said.
Brison was confused. "We know he's had an accident. Is that why you're here?"
Hutchins looked away momentarily. "We're aware of that. I am sorry, but no."
Flow poured coffee into four mugs as the men sat around the kitchen table. Though it was too late for coffee, Flow didn't expect to get much sleep anyway.
"Thank you," the officers said in unison.
Randall Hutchins, a cyborg of half man and machine, accepted the mug with his artificial arm. His internal sensors indicated the Rancks were upset but not nervous, that they likely knew nothing of the event.
"We're sorry to hear the news of your son," Hutchins said. "And yet, your family being Simplists, we have to conduct this interview. Do you know if James was with Abigail Walkins earlier today?"
"She goes by Missy," Flow said. "Her middle name. I don't know where James was but it's possible. Her folks live down the road."
"The Walkins are also Simplists," Jerara said. "Are your families close?"
"Not really," Brison said. "They're a bit more devout."
"A bit?" Flow reminded him.
"About a hundred times more."
"They're good people," Flow said. "Just extremely devout."
"And the kids?" Hutchins asked. "James and Missy?"
"Her parents don't like Missy in our home," Brison said.
"Because you're liberal with technologies?"
"Right. Sometimes the kids see each other outside."
"How long have they been mates?" Jerara asked.
"For years. 'Bout the same age."
Hutchins gently raised the difficult subject. "Does it surprise you then, that Fed rescue responded to a life alert after Missy was raped and strangled?"
"That couldn't have been our James," Brison insisted.
"So her memory has already been checked of that?" Flow asked.
"Yes."
"And what did they find?"
"Even if I had that information, I couldn't disclose it."
"Officer," Flow said, trying to remain composed, "there's something Fed should know about Missy."
"What is it?"
"She's not entirely sane. She lives in a fantasy world."
Brison summed it up. "She's nuts."
"How so?"
"She fabricates things… a twisted sense of reality," Flow said.
"Twisted enough to alter her perception?" Jerara asked.
"I believe so."
"Anything's possible," Hutchins said. "That's why we're here asking you questions. We've talked with the Walkins. Missy's having forensic tests done, and your son is being evaluated by Fed investigators."
"In the hospital?" Flow asked in disbelief.
"There's no other way," Jerara said.
Hutchins tried to calm her. "Please don't worry. Our investigators are familiar with the needs of patients. Happens all the time. In some ways, they're better suited for it than hospital staff."
Brison ran his hands through his ruddy brown hair and lamented, "Christ, this is just what my son needs now."
Flow needed him to be a rock. She said quietly, "If something happened, I can't believe it was rape."
"Was anyone else with James at the time of the accident?" Jerara asked.
"No," Brison stated. Flow shot him a look and pinched his leg under the table.
"How did you find him?"
"The rover's transmitter. I tracked it in the car."
Flow sipped her coffee and wondered, What the hell is he doing? Hutchins' emotional sensors detected deception for the first time.
If Allah brings you to it, Allah will bring you through it. - Qur'an
Missy lay awake in bed at a Federal hospital room about ten kilometers from St. Teresa Memorial. Her glazed eyes fixated on the ceiling as her mum watched with concern. As a Simplist, Detty Walkins was not permitted to physically be there. Instead, her holographic image sat on the bed next to Missy and mimicked the efforts of wiping away the last remnants of her daughter's tears.
Detty wished she could pull the covers a tad more over her daughter. Her hologram continued the act of stroking Missy's blond hair with the back of her fingers. Time stopped. This wasn't supposed to happen.
Detty's image turned away from her daughter and whispered angrily, "You had no right to sedate her without my permission."
"We had every right," a Federal computer voice answered.
"You've committed a terrible sin. There will be an inquiry."
"That is your right. Our agents can assist you—"
"We'll use our own agents, thank you."
"Your daughter's own life alert brought about Federal involvement. She will resume the rights of a Simplist, but only after she is fully released from Federal custody."
"There's more to it than that!"
"I'm okay, Mum," Missy said. "Try to relax." Missy felt horrible, not only for herself but for her parents.
"I'm so sorry," Detty whispered. "This never should have happened."
"Then why did it?"
"I don't know. I wish you could be at home with your dad and me tonight."
"But everything happens for a reason. I know it does."
"Not this. It's the devil's work."
Missy clenched her jaw and rolled her eyes.
"Visiting time is ending," the computer said.
From above the hospital ceiling a clap of thunder split the night sky. Its reverberations rumbled within the room. Moments later, heavy drops pelted the roof and created a steady patter throughout the upper floor.
Detty stared at Missy's eyes. She'd always found them mysterious, one blue and one brown. My beautiful child. Why this?
She managed, "G'night, Missy."
"G'night, Mum."
Detty's hologram faded from the hospital room.
At the Walkins' house, Missy's image disappeared from the living room. Detty turned from it, furious that the image maker had been installed in her all-natural home. She went down the hallway, her emotions about to spill over. She opened the bedroom door and found her husband waiting expectantly.
At the hospital, Missy lay awake as the tears welled up. A crack of lightning burst in the skies and flooded the room with flashes through the window. Then the calm of the rain returned, and the room powered down to its dimmest sleeping level.
"Help me understand," Missy whispered in the darkness. "All I want… is to understand it."
Ten kilometers away, lying in his hospital bed, a peaceful aura of blue light enveloped Jim. He was oblivious to the people and equipment working to keep his new body alive. Sleep. Breathe. Forget. Die and be born again. By now he had lost all consciousness of his previous existence. No memory of the lab. Nothing of his past friends or The Grandmother. He lay in a restful coma like a blank slate with no past and no foreseeable future. Sleep. Breathe. Forget. Die and be born again.
Every being experiences life,
and every being returns to the source.
Returning to the source is bliss. - Tao Te Ching 16:2-3
Victoria Morgan chose to stay late at St. Teresa's that evening. She went about trivial nursing duties while remaining nearby one of her patients. Vicki intuitively knew the elderly woman was ready to move on. Shame she has no family, Vicki thought. The old woman's wrinkled, weathered face seemed out of place behind the bright, youthful expression she emitted. So peaceful, so ready. Vicki had seen the look before, when a person knew they were about to leave. How often they left in an apparently happy, relieved state of mind.
Finally the moment came. Something within Vicki told her to draw closer to the old woman. She sat on her bed and gently brushed the white threads of hair back in a comforting manner. The woman, unable to speak, smiled at Vicki.
"You look beautiful," Vicki told her.
The woman's wrinkled eyes barely acknowledged the comment before closing slowly. Her face softened until it was completely relaxed. The hospital monitor showed a flattening pulse line until there was no pulse at all. Vicki felt a wave of energy pass through her, taking her breath for the moment. Then the tears came.
She spent a few minutes appreciating the woman's time there and imagined her as a young girl again. When the robotic units entered to take the woman's body away, Vicki gathered herself and collected her things to head out. Just then an image of Dr. Sandra Maynard appeared along with an image of Jim as he lay in bed.
"Mrs. Jennings passed away, I see," Maynard said.
"It was her time."
"Thanks, Vicki, for staying with her."
"No worries." Vicki turned her attention to the boy in the image. "Please don't tell me this kid is heading my way."
"James Ranck. We're doing what we can. Not much optimism though. He'll probably be yours soon."
"I'm sorry. When do you think?"
"A day or two, maybe longer. This one is tied up with a Federation thing."
"How so?"
"The boy may have committed a crime before the accident. It's being investigated."
"Okay," Vicki added. "Just let me know."
"Will do."
Maynard's image disappeared while the one of Jim remained. Vicki put her things down and gazed at him momentarily. She thought, My God, he's so young. Please don't let him be my patient. Then she headed out passing by other patients, some in comas, some on life support.
"Stay still," Brison told Iggy.
The family unit sat on a bench in the huge garage, Brison's workplace. Iggy's back latch revealed the internal access. Brison sat on a stool behind Iggy. He read from a mobile monitor while going in with an electrode and a tiny screwdriver. Brison's expertise was heavy equipment for building and farming, but he liked to dabble with Iggy. He had already fixed the robot's voice box.
"The warranty is still in effect," Iggy reminded him. "You'd pay for the excess, but at least we'd know a professional—"
"Staying still means your mouth too."
Iggy worried. This was the first time Brison had attempted anything beyond routine maintenance.
Brison probed through a tangled area of wire with thin pliers and removed Iggy's primary memory chip. Even though Iggy had been unable to access the information since the crash, Brison assumed it would contain recorded data. He took the chip and plugged it into a mobile monitor. Then he flipped a power switch that shut Iggy down. The robot froze in place.
"Back with you in a minute," Brison said.
The monitor showed a still image of the desert floor, an extreme close-up of grainy sand, the last image it had recorded from Iggy's perspective. Brison played it in reverse and saw the rover back up from the tree trunk and go over several rocks in reverse motion. He let the chip play and reviewed his son's final conscious moments.
The image showed Iggy's perspective as he stood behind James on the rover. James' brown hair flapped wildly as he steered the device over occasional rocks. The boy jumped the rover long distances for fun. Brison winced watching each landing. Finally, after taking a huge leap, the rover was about to plow directly into a thick tree trunk. "Off!" James yelled. The two of them abandoned the rover just before it smashed into the tree. Upon hitting the ground, Iggy rolled violently until he came to a stop facedown in the sand.
Brison wiped his face of sweat then rewound the chip much further back, displaying the entire ride in reverse. Finally, it showed James addressing Iggy at the Ranck property. Brison stopped it there and let it play.
James drove the rover onto the property. "Iggy, hurry!" the boy called, motioning for Iggy to join him. James' eyes looked wild, and he wiped blood from a fresh gash on his cheek, a gash that had dripped red lines all over his grey shirt. Iggy obliged and off they went. James drove the device over the road briefly before heading full speed into the outback. He checked behind his shoulder then turned to the terrain before him.
"What's the matter?" Iggy demanded.
The rover sped on, and James steered the device to jump over brush and rocks. Iggy gripped tightly around James' waist as they approached a mound of dirt. They flew a great distance through the air and nearly contacted the ground on the landing.
Iggy repeated, "What's the matter, James?" Again, no response but James glanced behind them.
Brison watched another few minutes. James never slowed down and continuously checked behind him. He jumped over a large rock sending the rover airborne and into the path of a thick tree James hadn't seen. Then the rover crashed.
Brison sat in the silence of his garage. He breathed in and exhaled deeply.
"They'd use this against him," he said to himself. "I know they would."
Brison pulled the memory chip from the monitor. He walked over to the workbench, grabbed a hammer and smashed the chip into tiny pieces. He brushed the remains into the wastebasket.
With a flick of Iggy's power switch the unit came back to life.
"How did it go?" Iggy asked.
"Fairly well," Brison said calmly. "There's a few circuit changes to make. Plus we've got to get you a new memory chip. Your old one's been through hell."
Mariposa Salvatore woke to the light of dawn. She stretched out under silk linens and yawned deeply.
"Time to get up," she announced.
A golden-hued unit placed a steaming cup of herbal tea on the nightstand. The unit then pulled back the sheets while another assisted her from bed. A third unit wrapped the naked woman in a velvet robe. Mariposa, or Mari, had lived for a hundred and twenty years though she looked far from elderly. Her hair retained nearly all of its lustrous dark color. Her body was slender and fit.
She reached down to the nightstand for the cup of tea and cradled it with both hands as she walked toward the balcony door. When it slid open she was greeted by the calls of the Brazilian rainforest. The sounds of birds and bugs by the thousands filled the air with banter. As she sipped her tea, Mari closed her eyes and listed the species she could hear. Macaw… toucan… parrots… so many cicadas… The rainforest was never quiet, but for those who lived in it the sounds became familiar and comforting. Mariposa thought of them like a close friend.
The glow of the morning sun warmed her face. Mariposa had the skin of a Brazilian, deep olive brown. Skin so unlike that of the fair Vicki Morgan or Randall Hutchins. Her son, Angelo, also was at home in the rainforest. Mariposa watched him from the balcony as he performed tai chi in the garden. She sipped her tea and skimmed through the news on her monitor while the three units stood quietly in the background. Mariposa read for a bit then stopped to appreciate her son. Angelo's movements made for a pleasant distraction. He looked much younger than most men at fifty-three. Broad shoulders. Toned stomach. Fluid movements. An easy smile turned up the corners of her mouth.
She returned to her monitor and scanned the news from sources around the world looking for anything out of the ordinary. She knew the time had come. Venus in Jupiter, Leo sun, Aquarius rising. I would have thought something by now. Mariposa not only saw the signs but she also felt something. A quick fear entered her mind that she had missed it. But what? Her favorite Einstein quote reassured her. God does not play dice. She couldn't help worrying though—Mariposa was a perfectionist.
Flow tossed an armload of dirty clothes into the open machine. The door materialized in place as the device inspected the colors and fabrics. Flow walked down the hall to the kitchen. She checked some items on a menu to thaw for dinner. Then she checked on Iggy. The unit was in the backyard tending her flower garden.
"Some of the orchids need water, some don't," Flow said. "Check the soil for moisture. And for the blue gums, check for pests eating the leaves. If you find any, spray them with that solution."
"Okay," Iggy said with disinterest. "Are you coming out here?"
"I'm off to see James."
"Any new developments?"
"Not really. Back later."
"What else do you want me to do?"
Flow couldn't think. Getting through the day was difficult enough without having to keep her robot busy. "I don't know, Iggy. When you're finished here, check with Bris in the garage."
"Terrific," Iggy said quietly.
Twenty minutes later, Flow entered her son's new room. He'd been transferred to the lowest floor amid other patients in vegetative states. Vicki was there. She held one of his arms and drew chi energy through it toward her abdomen. She welcomed Flow with a smile.
"Don't let me interrupt," Flow whispered. She sat in a chair and watched the nurse work.
In the few days he had been there, Vicki spent the most time with Jim. Flow was already fond of her. Vicki was twenty-seven, blond and very pleasant. She was experienced in Reiki healing and tonal vibrations, some of the last resorts to bring patients out from states of unconsciousness.
Flow watched Vicki as she channeled healing energies. Vicki ran her hands over different areas of his body. Sometimes she touched him, sometimes her hands grabbed the air around him and tossed it away. Vicki also had the room's computer emit a series of musical notes to accompany her energy work. She set the computer to move up and down the musical scale and hold each tone loudly for a few minutes while she worked with unseen energies around certain body parts.
The day before, Brison had observed a session with skepticism. He didn't believe that someone drawing energy or playing musical sounds could assist in the healing process. Flow watched with hope that the tones and Vicki's hands would work magic. She still couldn't fathom her son was on life support, every breath going into his lungs with artificial assistance. She had to stay positive and focus on the good signs. Hair was already poking out from the shaved spots of his scalp where cuts had been treated. Bruises were healing. He was still alive.
When Vicki finished she smiled at Flow and left quietly. After a moment alone, Flow walked over to the boy. She squeezed her face through the collar that held his head centered and she kissed him.
Brison visited after work. He put a hand on his wife's shoulder and stared at their son. Then he ambled over to the other chair and sat heavily.
"Lab results were positive for hair and semen," he said.
"Oh Christ." Flow put her hands to her face.
"They also have his skin from her fingernails plus asphyxiation. They're trying for reckless endangerment of life as well. Same penalty as negligent homicide."
Flow held up a hand to cut him off, unable to bear any more.
That night they avoided the subject. In twenty years of marriage, they'd never had difficulty discussing anything. Neither of them believed the charges were entirely accurate but each felt the anguish, anxious to have James awake and hear his account. Brison still hoped the sex was consensual though he now realized he was wishing for a lot. Flow wondered, Might he have pushed his limits then things went too far? She knew her son hated to be told he couldn't have something he wanted. But reckless endangerment of life? Oh James, it can't be true.
The body that had belonged to James Ranck lay motionless on the hospital bed as it had for many days, kept alive artificially with oxygen to the lungs and blood sugar to the cells. Though the new spirit within the body was anything but dead.
Through the crown of his head, the spirit of Jim lifted beyond the body and into the realm of source. A world of wavelengths, light and pure emotion greeted him. He basked in the glow of loving compassion—a place without fear, without pain. A place of infinite peace.
The essence of Jim was in a state of bliss. That part of his soul didn't entirely want to heal the body designated for him, didn't want to return to the physical plane. It had been there many times and remembered the pain of separation from source.
But the spirit also knew of the mission and accepted that.
In the realm of spirit, the consciousness of Jim saw the body that used to belong to James. It saw the body fill with light of source, a healing white light encompassing every cell. Destroyed fibers were regenerated and made whole again. Dead energies were sent out into the universe and replaced with live ones.
A bit each day, the spirit of Jim left the physical plane and returned to source to direct healing energies back to the body. In Earth time, the process would take many weeks. In spirit time, it happened very quickly.
When people describe something as beautiful,
other things become ugly.
When people describe something as good,
other things become bad. - Tao Te Ching 2:1-2
Roger Tolsom stood in front of his desk. He pulled plaques from the wall and dusted the edges with a charged feather. The dirt particles flew from the plaques and covered the yellow feather in a brown mess.
The image of his boss, the daughter of the network owner, appeared on his desk. "Hello, Rog."
"Chloe. What's up?"
"Two things. We're scaling your show back to one slot a week."
"Why?"
"Lack of interest. You've seen the numbers."
"But my show hardly costs the network anything. Even Clarky's there as a volunteer."
"Right. The boys-who-refuse-to-grow-up club."
"That's not the point. We can make—"
"Roger, it's what it is. Assignments as usual. We're being generous here. You're still free to do what you want on your show, so long as it's one slot a week."
"Great. Is that it then?"
"No, they also want you to do a piece on the Ranck case."
"Who?"
"James Ranck. The boy in the coma." Chloe began talking with someone else as her image faded.
Roger shook his head as if he could deny this from happening. At thirty-five, he'd been working as a reporter long enough to feel stuck. Above his desk he looked at the hologram of himself from many years ago, covering his first story about a couple who danced everywhere they went. It was what he wanted to do, produce feel-good stories that would subtly change the world.
Over the years his interest in the job had waned steadily. He often spoke how it was morally important to maintain status with Global Alliance, but in time he came to admit things might be easier if he joined Federation. I wouldn't have to worry about bills. But that wouldn't be right. I just wish my work could be more satisfying.
Most of his reports were about events that he found disturbing. The Ranck case appeared to be just that, one of rape and life endangerment. This one was slightly different, being that the participants were both minors. But what really made it stand out was that the accused was brain-dead, a Simplist kept alive awaiting a Federation trial.
Roger researched the staff at St. Teresa GA Hospital. He stared at a picture of Victoria Morgan as he read about her. Pretty gal.
Such a handsome young man, Vicki was thinking. She stroked the boy's curly brown locks as he lay in the hospital bed. She moved a strand back from his eyes and decided James was ready for a haicut. But it's so nice and thick, maybe in a week. Her finger moved down to his cheek, which was already showing signs of healing. A face that was once so gashed and bruised now looked a bit fresher. She noticed the sporadic hairs coming in under his chin and nose. Hospital beds and comas had no effect on a boy becoming a man. She liked watching him, wondering how he might look in ten years.
"Such a shame," she whispered.
Vicki felt a strange attraction to the comatose boy, a chemistry the nurse had for certain patients. It was an energy she couldn't explain, and it was especially strong with James. Something about him fascinated her and left her gazing at his face for minutes on end.
The boy's head was held in a flexible collar and turned to one side. Vicki and the other nurses adjusted its position two or three times a day. After moving it, they'd make a note to the computer.
"Head moved to left side," she said upon completing the movement.
Vicki exited his room and walked down the hallway. She opened the supply cabinet in the stockroom and took out a box of gauze pads. She placed the box on the counter then closed the cabinet. When she turned around she was startled by the sight of Roger Tolsom standing at the image maker across the room. The man smiled pleasantly.
"G'day, Ms. Morgan," his holographic image said. "Sorry, didn't mean to alarm you."
Vicki gathered herself. She recognized him but couldn't place it. "That's alright, Mr.…"
"Tolsom. Roger Tolsom. I'm a GA reporter."
"Of course." Vicki had seen him on the net many times.
"Fed sent out a release of the impending trial. We're informed that you're one of the nurses assisting with James Ranck. Is that correct?"
"Yes."
"If I may, how is he?"
"Still comatose," Vicki said, pointing out the obvious.
Roger was patient. "Of course. Anything you can shed light on?"
"He's alive and he's brain-dead. How's that?"
Roger needed more for his story. "It's an interesting situation for the boy, isn't it?"
Vicki played dumb. "How do you mean?"
"Well, two Simplist minors in a rape and life endangerment case. The accused comatose immediately afterwards."
"If you say so."
"You are aware that he's being tried for those crimes against Abigail Walkins?" Roger asked.
"I'm aware of that."
"Do you know Abigail is only fifteen?" Roger waited but Vicki didn't respond. "Do you have any thoughts on that?"
"No, I don't."
"What can you tell me about the chances for recovery?" Roger asked.
"It's a long shot, but it's better than what Fed would probably do with him."
"Fed plans to use salvageable body parts for cyborg transplants."
"Exactly," Vicki said.
"How long might recovery take? If he comes out of it."
"I don't know. It might take years."
"I see." Roger looked as if he was about to disappear when he added, "May I keep in touch with you, Ms. Morgan? So I can keep track of the boy's progress?"
Vicki took awhile to respond. "I suppose," she said at last.
"Thank you. I will be in touch and have a great day."
The image of Roger disappeared. Vicki felt relieved once it was gone. She looked around, trying to remember what she was doing before the interruption.
When Vicki returned to Jim's room, she noticed that his head was facing forward. I did leave that to his side, didn't I?
"How was James' head last placed?" Vicki asked.
The computer answered, "To the left side."
"Has anyone touched him since I left?"
"No."
"Show me the last few minutes."
A screen over the bed showed Jim's head angled to the left side. The recording sped through the prior few minutes. About halfway through, Jim's head turned to the center. Vicki became excited.
"Intracranial EEG right away."
The screen switched to a brain scan. It showed little activity, only the chemical reaction to the devices that kept him alive. Vicki snapped her fingers and touched his face.
"James. James, can you hear me?" No response of brain activity. "That's odd."
For the rest of the shift, Vicki thought of nothing else. She was about to make a note of it for Dr. Maynard and the other nurses, but something within told her to wait.
Brison gripped a huge wrench in the sweltering garage. He was halfway through disassembling a seized head bolt from the axle of an ancient tractor. Two enormous vises held the mighty axle in place. Iggy clutched the end of another wrench, doing his best to offer resistance. Each time Brison pulled, Iggy was nearly lifted off the ground by his owner's strength.
"Come on," Brison grunted as sweat beaded up on his brow.
"A small investment in another vise machine would work wonders here," Iggy said.
Brison rolled his eyes. "Small investment? Great idea, Iggy. Why don't you pay for it?"
"Excellent suggestion. We could arrange a work-trade for me at an architectural firm."
"Just stay focused."
With a sharp, creaking noise the bolt began to turn. Brison gasped for air as he pulled the wrench as far as it would go, then he moved it back and worked it again until it went smoothly.
"That's better," he said. "You can get it from here."
Brison breathed deeply while Iggy loosened the parts.
"Thank you," Iggy said with quiet sarcasm. On each turn of the heavy wrench Iggy thought, Indentured servitude is what it is. Why don't I have any rights?
Shep barked from his pen as the sound of footsteps approached the garage. Brison heard them shuffle. He turned around to see Officers Hutchins and Jerara in the opening. The detectives wore large brimmed hats.
"Wonder if we might have a few more minutes of your time?" Hutchins asked.
"A few? Sure." Brison wiped his sweaty face with a rag and cleaned the grease from his hands. "Come on in, out of that sun."
The officers met him in the middle of the garage.
"Surprised to see you in person," Brison said. "Why not an image visit?"
"Fed policy dictates actual presence for all investigations."
"I see."
"Nice place," Jerara said, looking around at the extensive workshop. His eyes fixed on the labyrinth of metal chains and pulleys that hung from the ceiling.
"It's useful. Iggy, go see if Flow needs you."
"Of course," Iggy replied.
Brison shifted nervously as tension filled the garage. "What can I do for you?"
"Mind if I sit down?" Hutchins asked. Brison motioned to the bench, and the older man took a seat. Hutchins removed his hat and placed it next to him. "I'm trying to get my report straight, so tell me again how you came upon your son the night of the accident."
Brison paused. "How so?"
"When did you find him?" Hutchins asked. His emotion sensors indicated Brison was on alert already. Jerara leaned against the outer vise, letting the senior officer take care of the questioning.
"Just after dark."
"Where was he?"
"About ten klicks west."
Hutchins nodded. "We've been to the crash site. We saw the tree and a lot of rover pieces. That's where you found him?"
"Yeah. He wasn't in any shape for moving."
"Of course. And you said you took the car?"
"Yes." Brison knew he was winging it. His left leg twitched, and he leaned his back against the wall to put some extra weight on it. He suspected the officer had a hunch, But what's the worst that could happen?
"You found the rover through its transmitter?" Hutchins asked.
"That's right."
"See, that's an interesting point. We found the transmitter not working, badly damaged from the crash. As a Simplist, James doesn't have internal transmitters. You could have only found him from the rover's, or from someone else's."
"Must've been lucky. Must've caught it on its last legs."
"We interviewed Dr. Maynard," Hutchins added. "Do you remember talking with her that night?"
"Sure. I don't remember everything. We were pretty upset."
"Dr. Maynard reported that you told her the family unit had returned the boy to this property. That Iggy had saved his life."
"I don't remember saying that."
"The hospital computer confirmed it."
"That was a rough night for all of us."
"Mr. Ranck," Hutchins began. "I appreciate your concern with young Ms. Walkins, but I sense you're not being honest."
"I'm telling you what I know."
"You're at risk for obstruction of justice and being an accomplice."
"I understand."
"You still have Simplist rights though evidence is mounting to put you under a brain scan."
Brison didn't respond.
"Spending time in a Fed cell won't do your wife or son any good," Jerara said.
"I said I understand."
"Give him the papers," Hutchins told Jerara. The younger man produced the legal documents and handed them to Brison. "Your physical copies." Then Hutchins stood to leave.
Brison scanned the papers. "What's this?"
"A court order to examine your robot. We'll be taking him with us. Where is Iggy?"
Vicki removed her white robe and placed it on the hook of the bathroom door. She raised her eyes to the morning check of her body in the mirror. She smiled, moderately pleased. Today was a good day.
She stepped into her shower, a molded form made just for her. The casing closed from her toes to her neck and shot soapy mist at forty degrees Celsius. Vicki rolled her neck in small circles to loosen the night's kinks.
She thought, Head too.
An attachment lowered. It washed and combed her hair. An extension moved before her, gently cleaning her face and around the eyes. Vicki made minute adjustments to get every spot just right.
The soapy mist was replaced by pure water then warm air. Half a minute later, Vicki emerged from her shower with dry, combed hair.
Twenty kilometers away, Missy sat with closed eyes in lotus position on a pad in her room. Behind her was an altar—a small counter with a lacy, purple sheet over it. Incense and a candle burned, surrounded by several crystals and precious stones. There were also statuettes and illustrations of past saints and angels. Above it on the wall was a framed picture of a series of overlapping circles, a pattern known as the Flower of Life, an ancient symbol of sacred geometry. The crucifix with a bloodied Jesus wearing a thorny crown lay unceremoniously on the floor behind a chair.
Outside, the rising sun poked through thick mist. Through a nearby window, it illuminated Missy's form and her yellow pajamas. Missy sat without expression, her breathing slower than that of most people during sleep. She thought of nothing at all, the state of detachment sought by master yogis. As the sunlight warmed her body, Missy returned to thoughts.
She rose from the mat, inhaled deeply and stretched her thin arms above her head. Then she exhaled and brought her arms back to center, palms together before her heart. Namaste.
A knock was heard from the door. It cracked open enough for Detty to stick her head through.
"Morning, dear," she said.
"Morning, Mum."
"Breakfast ready in five minutes."
"Okay."
Detty was just about to leave when she noticed the Flower of Life picture on the wall above Missy's altar. She entered and walked up to it until she saw the crucifix on the floor.
"Abigail, what's gotten into you?" she said as she picked up the crucifix and blew off the dust. She pulled the Flower of Life picture from the wall and stared at it. "I can't imagine what you see in this thing."
"It comes to me in my meditations," Missy said.
"I don't like the sound of that. How do you know it's of good spirit? Better stick with something we know and trust." Detty replaced the crucifix in the prominent position above the alter to Missy's disappointment.
"I don't like the energy of that thing," Missy said.
"Abigail, bite your tongue! You're talking about the Lord."
"That's not the moment I'd like to remember."
"Life isn't always pretty, as we both know."
Detty left the room. Missy stared reluctantly at the bloodied image of Jesus and sighed. She placed the Flower of Life painting below it in the middle of her altar.
She got up, walked to the bathroom and took a long look at herself in the mirror. She brushed her teeth vigorously as she thought of the recent events of her life. Why did it happen? It's retribution, isn't it? I can't give up on him now.
The pajamas came off and dropped to the floor, revealing the nubile curves of a girl becoming a young woman. Missy entered the shower. Her delicate foot stepped on a broad pedal and pressed it down to the shower floor. After several pumps, warm water fell over her head in a gentle spray.
Let go, Missy. You've done everything you can. Now you've both gotten your just rewards.
Vicki entered the kitchen wearing a robe. A cup of steaming coffee awaited her on the counter.
Her house computer's voice said, "Good morning, Vicki. Hungry?"
Vicki sipped the hot java. "Let's do an omelet… green onions, mushrooms, feta cheese."
Kiki rubbed his body against her shin, purring happily. She looked down and smiled at him.
"Anything else?"
"The news, please."
A three-dimensional hologram filled the living room with a myriad of images. Scenes of world news, local matters, weather and sports presented themselves. She surveyed the options while the cat brushed himself from one leg to the other.
"Local debates."
The other images disappeared as the corner one expanded. It was a town hall hosted by Roger Tolsom. Roger and his sidekick, Clarky, were the only people actually in the room. Several rows of seats were occupied by holograms of people from around the world. The caption beneath read, "Simplist Rights and The Ranck Case." Vicki frowned. Something about the host annoyed her.
An older Scottish man addressed Roger. "Comatose or not, guilty means guilty."
Roger replied, "So what do you say, put him in a Fed prison hospital?"
"Aye, let the punishment suit the crime. He's lost his Simplist rights by his actions. That's the law. They'll use his body for hard-working cyborgs. Least he'll be of use to society."
An Asian woman's image near the front row said, "Can't jump to conclusions. He remains Simplist until it's absolutely clear he did it. Let the lawyers present their cases."
The word "lawyers" evoked a groan from many in the audience.
Clarky set his mug down on a side table. He said, "This is why we should get rid of Simplist as a choice. Let people be either Global Alliance or Fed. At least that way there aren't any questions as to what someone was doing. Everything's recorded."
A man from Chicago rebuked him. "Simplist is the closest to free will. Without it, there'd be no balance, and GA would slowly become a part of Fed. You GA types should be damned glad Simplist still exists."
Roger said, "I think what Clarky was pointing out, is that it's always the case with Simplists when they commit a crime. So much harder to prove guilt. They tie up the legal system."
A man's image from the back row shouted, "Over eighty percent think he's guilty and that number is climbing. Send him to Fed. Strip him of Simplist rights."
Vicki's eyes and mouth tightened. Turn it off. The image disappeared. She bent over to pet the cat. "You're right, Kiki. Far too annoying for this early in the day."
Missy came down the hall to the kitchen carrying a huge book. The smell of warm fruit filled the air as her mum worked several pans simmering on the biomass stove.
"I hope you're hungry," Detty said with no leftover tone from their earlier conversation.
"Famished."
Missy sat and opened the book to a mark near the middle. Her dad, Donnick, entered the room, fastening the buttons on his denim farming shirt. His sandy blond hair was still wet, and his earlobe had a spot of soap from his shave. Missy saw it and smiled. Detty filled the plates with pancakes, banana meal and blackberry puree.
Her parents watched Missy eat while she read. Detty and Donnick shared a look. It had been over a month since the day she'd resorted to her life alert, the moment that she'd brought Federation into their lives. Though her parents were complete naturalists and far more devout than most Simplists, they didn't blame Missy for calling on Federation. That's what the life alert bracelet was for, the only acceptable time to involve the help of Fed.
What concerned them most was that Missy had been reluctant to speak of the ordeal. She had said very little with the therapists, both the mandated Fed doctors and the Simplist psychologist. She almost went about as if nothing had happened, as if blocking it out and pretending it didn't exist would keep it from being real. Against her mum's wishes, Missy had even resumed her habit of riding her bike when the weather permitted, the same bike she had ridden to that abandoned building on that day.
Halfway through his breakfast Donnick broke the silence. "Hope all goes well today. Need to get a lot done."
"Still haven't found a replacement?" Missy asked.
"Just temporary. Found a bloke to work for a few weeks. Should be around by Monday."
"How are the tomatoes coming?" Missy asked.
"Could be the best ever. The grapes too, thanks to your help. And you? Plans today, sweetie?"
Missy put her nose back in her book. "Still with the American Revolution."
"Which one?" Detty asked. "The break from English rule or the one against slavery?"
"The next one. The one that started in 2060."
"Oh, yes," Detty said. "The Global States Act, I believe."
"When America recognized Global Alliance as a choice."
"The last holdout," Donnick mused, "Ninety years ago. Let's see… your great-grandparents emigrated from there. They were about your age."
"What were their names?" Missy asked.
"Memory's failing me."
Detty shook her head at her forgetful husband. She was about to answer when the image maker in the other room signaled and sprang up.
"Oh, damn that thing," Detty said.
A robot in a Fed office addressed them. "This is Federation Brisbane reminding you of the court appearance this afternoon."
"We're aware of it," Donnick replied.
"Your presence is not required but you may be there."
"We won't," Detty said.
"Should you change your mind, all pertinent information is coded within. Good day." The image faded.
Detty shouted, "I can't wait to have you out of my house!"
Missy frowned. Donnick gave his wife a stern glance.
Detty realized her blunder. "Sweetie, I'm just anxious for this to pass."
"Me too, Mum."
Donnick kissed his daughter on her head. "Gotta go. Love you."
"Love you, Dad."
"Will you be home by dinnertime?" Detty asked. She wiped the soap from his earlobe.
"I don't think so. Just save a plate for me." Donnick shared a sympathetic look with his wife before leaving.
The energy in the room changed with his absence. Detty sat still, wondering how her daughter was really doing. "Missy, I'd like you to talk with the doctor again."
"The one who thinks I'm crazy?"
"He doesn't think that. In case it might help."
"I don't need his help. The answers are within if I could just put the pieces together. There was an event that happened four lives back—"
"Abigail, no!"
"But it really happened. I can remember it like it was—"
"Abigail. We don't need to be talking about those things. They can't help you here and they're not even real!"
Missy stared at her food and tried to remain calm. "I know you don't believe me, but it is real."
"Please see the doctor again. He has great connections in the church. I can make an appointment—"
"Not today, Mum. I don't feel up to it."
Detty sighed before letting it go. "Very well. Plans after your studies?"
Missy pushed the fork around the plate. "Maybe ride my bike."
"Not if the rain comes or if the sun's too strong. It's not healthy."
"Maybe late afternoon then."
"Just not too late. I'm still worried about you."
Missy grabbed her mum's arm to reassure her. "I'll be okay. I've got to live my life."
Do not make rules beyond what I have given you, and do not make laws like the lawgiver lest you be constrained by them. - Gospel of Mary
The three judges sat behind an elevated, wooden half-oval. The Federation and Simplist judges were both men, and the Global Alliance judge was a woman. All were in their seventies, within the required decade of each other to keep culturally consistent. A gathering of people and attorneys sat randomly in a mostly empty courtroom. About half of the people were visiting in person, and nearly all of the attorneys were represented by image.
Brison and Flow were in the second row. Brison sat upright with his hands stiffly planted on his knees. Roger Tolsom sat down the aisle from the Rancks. He glanced over to read their expressions.
As the Federation judge talked about a prior case, Brison's anxiety built. He detested the legal system. He leaned in to Flow and whispered, "When will they get to us?"
She shrugged.
Finally the judge read, "Federation versus James Ranck."
Brison and Flow stood and walked to the podium before the judges.
The Federal prosecutor was one of the few attorneys physically present. Mr. Philips was a cyborg, a mixture of flesh and circuits in his twenties and in perfect health. He had blue eyes, black hair and a tall, muscular frame with broad shoulders.
"Federation moves forward with charges," Philips said. "There is ample evidence from both the plaintiff and defendant to support cause."
"Rape and life endangerment?" the Simplist judge asked.
"Yes, Your Honor."
"Mr. and Mrs. Ranck, do you have counsel?"
"Not yet, Your Honor," Brison said.
"You should consider getting counsel right away."
"We were told this was just a preliminary hearing."
"Still, you should," the Simplist judge said before he looked back to Philips. "What else?"
"In the event of a guilty verdict," Philips said, "the law states that James Ranck be stripped of Simplist status and becomes a citizen of Federation. Since the body lies brain-dead with no hope of recovery, yet the organs and most of the tissue can still be useful for Fed and GA transplants, Federation requests the rights to that tissue and that these rights be made available immediately upon a guilty sentence."
"Is that all?" the Federation judge asked.
"At present time, James Ranck is hospitalized in St. Teresa Brisbane. Federation requests that his body be moved to Federation Hospital to make transplanting safer and quicker."
"That's ridiculous!" Brison shouted.
"Sir—"
"He's not guilty!"
The Global Alliance judge motioned for Brison to be calm. "Sir, one more outburst like that, and you'll be removed from this court. Do you understand?"
Brison stared at her. His blood raced with anger and fear. Flow grabbed his hand and tried to squeeze some sense into him. He nodded and said, "Yes."
"This is why it's not recommended for Simplists to act in lieu of counsel," the GA judge said. She shook her head and addressed Philips. "I don't see any right Fed has to move the boy until they've proved their case."
"Agreed," the Simplist judge said. "What else?"
Philips continued, "Federation requests complete cooperation from the staff at St. Teresa and the Rancks for scheduled examinations and procedures."
Flow put a hand on Brison's shoulder, knowing he was struggling to restrain himself.
"Motion is noted," the GA judge said. "You shall have that." She stared at Brison. "All of this is on the record, but let's not get needlessly upset about any of it before a verdict is reached. Anything else, Mr. Philips?"
"No, Your Honor."
"Mr. and Mrs. Ranck? Anything?"
"Our son isn't guilty," Brison said.
Have no friends not equal to yourself. - Confucius
Missy rode her bicycle on the foggy day, keeping to the side of the street. Unlike past years, few vehicles now made use of the lower roadways. Most commuters flew well above the ground in sky-cars or PFD's, stand-up personal flying devices. Rare vehicles actually touched the ground while a few hovered near her height. Some of the drivers honked when they saw her, amused by the devout Simplist on the old-fashioned bike. On the back of her bike a wrapped package was attached to the platform above the fender.
Missy rode to the St. Teresa parking lot. Once she got there, she removed the package and unwrapped it to reveal a bouquet of flowers that matched her green shorts and yellow top. She sat down on a bench closer to the vehicles in the lot than to the front entrance. She waited.
Vicki left the hospital minutes after 2pm. The mist-filled parking lot steamed with late summer heat and humidity. Vicki walked quickly, her mind on her schedule. She had time to go home for a meal and some rest before returning for a late shift. As she walked past rows of vehicles, Vicki slowed her pace. She looked around with the sense she was being watched. She glanced back toward the hospital entrance. Nothing but mist. She looked to both sides. Nothing but cars and fog.
She continued to her vehicle which detected her at fifty meters. When she got within five, the door dematerialized. She was about to enter it when she noticed someone waiting beyond the car, a pretty girl with a bright face and intriguing eyes. Vicki thought, Now she looks interesting. Oh my, that's her.
Vicki sensed who she was. The hospital had strict rules for patients like James. Abigail Melissa Walkins, also known as Missy, was at the top of his 'not permitted to visit' list. The girl sat on the bench just past Vicki's car. There were no other cars near hers. Did she know this was mine?
Missy stared pleasantly at Vicki as the nurse approached.
"Hello," Vicki said. "What a nice bouquet you have."
Missy held them up. "These are for James."
"James Ranck?"
"Yes."
"Isn't that a coincidence? I'm his nurse."
Missy offered the flowers. Vicki took them as the right thing to do though she was heading home. She brought them to her nose. "They're lovely. What's your name?"
"Missy."
"Pretty name. These flowers didn't come from a shop, did they?"
Missy smiled at the compliments. "I grew them. Can you take them to him?"
"Visiting hours haven't ended."
Missy hesitated. "Well, unfortunately…"
"You're not on his visiting list?"
"My parents don't want me to see him."
"I understand."
Vicki didn't enjoy tip-toeing around the subject. Surprisingly, she sensed Missy actually wanted to visit him. Very few people had seen James.
Vicki looked more directly into the young girl's face. Her multi-colored eyes, tan cheeks and full lips showed nicely in the filtered light. Vicki felt herself drawn in and immediately jealous of her looks. My God, she's amazing.
Missy returned Vicki's stare then asked, "You know who I am?"
"I think so. Abigail, correct?"
The girl seemed disappointed. "Missy is fine. I've been wondering when we would finally meet."
Vicki found it an odd thing to say. "Are you here to see me?"
Missy nodded.
"Why?"
"I need to talk with you."
"About what?"
"James, of course."
"How so?"
"About how he's doing and what I can do to help."
Vicki paused. She knew Missy couldn't go near the boy. But for some reason, she liked her. "You know I can't talk about him with you," Vicki answered. "Can you understand that?"
"I do, Vicki. I just want you to know that I love him too. Even more than you do."
The nurse laughed at the suggestion. "What makes you think I love him?"
"Are you saying you don't?"
Vicki found herself unable to answer. The girl had cornered her, and either response would be difficult. Finally Vicki said, "I don't see any need to be talking about this."
"Aren't you curious about me?"
"Yes, Missy. That's true. I am."
"There's no court order keeping me from seeing you."
"I suppose," Vicki said. She stared at the open door of her car. "Want to come with me?"
"Love to."
Open passenger, Vicki thought. The door dematerialized and the two got in the vehicle. Vicki gazed at Missy and hesitated. She felt confused, tired, hungry. Yet Missy had a point. Vicki was terribly curious. What had happened between James and this girl?
"Do you mind coming over to my apartment?" Vicki asked.
"I'm a bit hungry."
"I have some things."
"Okay."
The vehicle started up, lifted off the ground and pulled away from the parking space. Missy's eyes lit up as the vehicle adjusted its altitude to match traffic. It climbed quickly through the foggy sky. Missy scanned about the display on the dashboard with great curiosity. Vicki noticed, remembering the girl was a devout Simplist.
"First time in a sky-car? Are you alright?"
"Oh, yes. A little nervous though."
Vicki figured explaining the actions would help. "What we're doing now is merging our altitude with—"
"Other traffic moving in the same direction," Missy finished the thought. "Altitude and bearings are all mapped out and coordinated with other drivers. That way cars can't run into each other. I know how they work. I've studied them."
"I see." Vicki returned to her original plan of relaxing in the car for the three minute ride.
Vicki led Missy into her apartment. The girl walked around the spacious front room. Kiki came to greet her.
"Hi kitty," Missy said. She bent down to pet the large tabby.
Vicki checked her food supply on a screen. "Cheesy noodles okay?"
"Sure."
"Two bowls," Vicki said.
"Coming right up," the house computer answered.
Missy explored the living room. She was drawn to a holographic album on the coffee table. She paged through electric, three-dimensional images of Vicki's past, scenes of Vicki with family and friends.
"Do you like being a Simplist?" Vicki asked.
"Yes and no."
"How so?"
"I like helping Mother Earth, but some of the things you have are a lot of fun."
"I like helping Mother Earth too," Vicki said. "Sometimes it's not so clear what's right and wrong in that regard."
"True," Missy said. "How do you like Global Alliance?"
"Feels like the least extreme choice. You get some of the benefits of Fed but they don't own you. Your thoughts are private when you want them to be."
The moment became awkward until the two bowls of cheesy noodles came out on a spinning console. Vicki grabbed them and joined Missy in the living room. They sat on the carpet.
"Lovely," Missy said.
She placed a large bite in her mouth and exhaled steam as she chewed, which evoked a laugh from Vicki. Kiki nuzzled in close to Missy's bowl and smelled it as if he were interested. Missy picked up a small piece of cheesy noodle with her fingers and blew the heat off it.
"Can I give him a bite?"
"You can try," Vicki answered.
Missy offered the food. The cat nosed it intensely and licked its lips but he wouldn't eat it.
Finally Vicki said, "He's artificial. He doesn't eat."
Missy's eyes grew large. "He is? Oh my, I'm not supposed to be playing with him."
"Kiki? That's silly. He's my pet."
"His name is Kiki?" The cat looked up and pushed its nose against Missy's then turned to offer its backside. "He's so real," she said, petting the purring creature. "I wonder why Mum's so against this?"
Vicki didn't want her to dwell on it. She thought, Kiki, leave us. The cat walked down the hallway. "How long have you known James?"
"Forever."
"How old are you?"
"Fifteen."
"You've lived close to each other all your lives?"
"Mm-hmm."
"So you two are occasional friends or more like brother and sister?"
"We have been brother and sister. Mostly we've been married," Missy said casually. "Sometimes I'm the parent, sometimes the kid. Usually though, we're married."
"Married? What, like a game kids play?"
"No, really married. You know, man and wife. In other lifetimes."
Vicki held her fork in mid-air, unsure if she had heard the girl correctly. "You and James have experienced past lifetimes together?"
"Bunches of them."
"Was James aware of that?"
"No," Missy said, as if it were unfortunate. "He doesn't see things like I do."
"How do you see them?"
Missy waited to swallow. She looked directly into Vicki's eyes. "I know everything that's ever happened to me. I know who I've been, where I've been. I know others around me, who they were in past lifetimes."
"Past lifetimes?" Vicki asked. "How many have you had?"
"Never counted," Missy admitted, returning to the noodles. "Dozens and dozens."
"And James has always been with you?"
"Mm-hmm. Almost always."
"Have you ever seen me before?"
"Lots of times. We've always gotten along real well, best friends usually. That's why I'm here now."
"Well, that sounds nice." Vicki repressed a laugh.
"I know you think I'm crazy," Missy said, again casually.
She is observant. Would a crazy person have mentioned it? "It's just unusual to talk of such things."
"I thought people would appreciate hearing what I know. I thought they'd want to know more about themselves in past lives."
Vicki explored the idea. "Okay, who was I in my past life?"
"Last time? You were my friend, Amanda Young."
"Doesn't ring any bells."
"We lived north of Montreal. You lived on a farm and showed me how to care for the animals. We swam in the summer, skated in the winter. Your property had a pond—"
"Missy, wait. You're rambling."
Missy was hurt. She had begun reliving those moments until Vicki snapped her out of it. "But it's true."
"Just because you say it's true, how do I know that?"
"Look it up."
"You mean you'll give me all the facts on my life and I'll go look it up?"
"Unless you don't want to believe me."
Vicki was unsure how to respond. She took another bite of cheesy noodles and thought about it. She realized she had nothing to lose though she didn't like the idea of proving Missy to be a nut.
"This Amanda Young. How do I know you haven't memorized everything about her?"
"You'll know," Missy said. "Once you hear all the things you did, all the people and places that were important to you… it'll trigger something. Or never mind Amanda. We can go back further. Who do you want to hear about? Janet Planchard? Tomas Erickson? Hava Yassir?"
"All of those people were me?"
"And more."
Vicki sat there anxious, nervous, skeptical. Her fatigue was gone. Her mind raced with possibilities. Vicki had always believed in past lifetimes. She just never thought she'd have the chance to hear about them.
"Why are we always together?" Vicki asked.
"We make choices on the other side, choices that even I don't know. For some reason we like staying together and we like being with James. That's the part I haven't figured out."
"I'll admit, I'm curious. Where shall we start?"
Missy spent the next two hours telling Vicki about her past lifetimes. When she finished, Vicki asked the computer to make a check of everything Missy had said. In each case, from the mid-twentieth century and on, the girl was absolutely accurate with the details. These were real people who could be researched. For each case Vicki wondered, Was that really me? She had a strange sense that Missy was right.
Vicki still had questions, plenty of them, but they would have to wait. The time was approaching for her to return to the hospital, and she didn't want Missy to rush through any explanations. Plus it was time for the girl to be getting home.
Vicki drove back to the lot just before sunset and parked near Missy's bike. Fortunately, the weather would be clear for the ride home. Missy was about to exit the vehicle when Vicki grabbed her arm.
"Take this," Vicki said. She handed her a small, flat image maker. "It's tuned into his room."
Missy's lips widened into a smile. She grabbed it. "Thanks."
"For God's sake don't let your folks know. I can't believe I'm giving you this. I could lose my job."
Missy understood. "They won't see it. I promise."
"If they do?"
"I'll tell them I stole it."
Vicki relaxed, a bit surprised by her spontaneity with this new friend. A new friend who, according to Missy, had been her closest friend in at least a dozen lifetimes.
Missy carefully strapped the image maker to her bike fender and pedaled home.
That night, after Detty had checked on her and left the bedroom, Missy crept to the door and shut it. She pushed the contents on the nightstand aside and placed the image maker there. She switched it on to the lowest level. A static image sprang up ten centimeters high of Jim lying in bed. Missy looked with pleasure at his three-dimensional image.
In case her mum surprised her with a late night visit, she propped a notebook on its side to block the view of the image maker from the door. She crawled back into bed and doubled-up the pillows to get a better look at her new sleeping companion. She watched him for half an hour before she fell asleep.
An identical image of Jim in his hospital bed was also displayed on the living room table at Roger Tolsom's apartment. A friend at the network had hacked into the hospital's system, thus gaining access to the frequency used by Vicki, Dr. Maynard and others.
Who is the one that forgives all your sins and heals all your diseases? - Psalms 103:3
Iggy was eventually returned by Fed. They had shut him down so the unit had no memory of the experience. Brison assumed the prolonged time indicated they'd found evidence of Iggy being in the crash.
He and Flow discussed many times whether to hire an expensive attorney. Since the case hadn't yet gone further in the courts, Brison delayed making a decision. Plus they were already badly in debt to the hospital. The following weeks were difficult. With the media intrigued in the merits of the case, James was becoming a person of interest.
Flow noticed the changes after the first local debates. At a Simplist market in town a cluster of women whispered among themselves. Flow glanced at them in time to see the disapproval in their faces before they looked away. They think my boy's a rapist. She felt cold stares the rest of the way through the market. Even at the checkout, she felt it from the store manager, a man she had known for over a decade. He had always been very kind, but now he avoided eye contact. Flow knew he bought some of his produce from Missy's father. She thought, I've got to start shopping somewhere else.
Missy sat in lotus position in the corner of her room. Wildflowers and herbs lay on the floor to each side of her. In front of her was a small glass bottle of dried sage. It was left open, and a clump of it burned slowly like incense on an open ceramic plate. The image maker was still tuned to Jim's room. Her eyes closed, she repeated in her mind the healing mantra for James.
Om Apadamapa Hataram Dataram Sarva Sampadam Loka Bhi Ramam Sri Rama Bhuyo Bhuyo Namamyaham James.
Om, oh most compassionate Rama please send your healing energy right here to the earth, to the earth for James.
Missy sensed a difference and opened her eyes. She watched the image maker as Brison and Flow approached his bed. They stood on each side of the boy and looked down helplessly at him. Brison gently stroked his arm as Flow touched his face. Missy pitied them. I can't give up.
She added another clump of sage to the burning pile and returned to her healing mantra, this time adding prayers for Brison and Flow.
All we are is the result of our thoughts. What we think, we become. - Buddha
Jim began to wake. His eyes blinked reflexively as he took in the unfamiliar sights. White flashes made it difficult to focus. White sheets. White walls. Bright light through a window. This place was completely new. Having no idea where he was, his initial conscious thought was whether it was real or a dream.
Along with the blinking of his eyes, he became aware of his head, a bulky object just above where he sensed he existed. His head moved in minute amounts. Attached to the neck collar, it brushed against the pillow. It felt completely alien though he was aware the movement was his own. Each adjustment of his head and eyes altered his view ever so slightly. This side. That side.
He sensed his assisted breathing. The device connected to his lungs was still on automatic operation. It filled him with an oxygen mix then allowed the air to escape. As the air moved into his lungs, he realized something was filling him and then leaving. In. Out. He could hear the sounds it made. Raspy coming in, slightly different going out.
Slowly his appendages began to move in tiny amounts. Fingers and toes. Hands and feet. Legs and arms. Jim's eyes began to focus more clearly as his new body's arm moved closer to his face. The fingers twitched near his nose and mesmerized him. The first inklings of panic brewed as Jim stared at his own fingers wiggling back and forth. He watched in stunned amazement, staring at his hand and the violet-white glow around it. Everything in the room suggested peace and calm, but everything felt utterly frightening.
His lips quivered. Eyes and brows creased back. Nostrils flared with air going in and out irregularly, his lungs now setting their own pace despite the respiratory device. His pulse accelerated. His mouth opened slowly in horror. A sound occurred during an exhale, a soft, schwa sound. "Aaah."
On the following exhalation, Jim realized he was making the sound. He made it again. "Aaah." With each exhale the sound grew louder. The room's computer recorded his vital signs and sent an alert to the nurse's station.
A nurse's holographic image popped up over the bed.
"Please relax, James. Assistance is on the way," it said in a soothing tone.
Jim's sounds turned into an anguished cry. He struggled against the devices holding him in place as the hologram reminded him assistance was on the way. He began screaming louder and flailed against the neck collar like a person going mad. Eventually the sound of running footsteps reached the door, which dematerialized. Vicki burst through the opening. She held down his arms in an attempt to calm him.
"Relax, James. You're alright. Relax." She pressed him into the bed. "Relax, James, please."
Vicki was firm against his struggling. He looked at her with the same expression of doubt and fear that he had for everything. He closed his eyes and screamed louder. The boy's muscles were so weak from the coma that she easily held him in place. What concerned her was the frightened look on his face, his eyes closed tightly as if keeping the outside world away.
"It's okay, James. You're going to be fine. Relax, James. Relax."
Two nurses and a doctor finally arrived. The nurses helped Vicki to keep the boy still while Dr. Fredericks pulled a vapor injector from his lab coat. He brought the device to the catheter and injected the solution into the plastic tube.
He said, "Three, two, one…"
Jim looked up at the crowd somewhat dazed. His efforts became exhausted before he passed out. Vicki and the nurses returned his arms to his side.
"What the hell's going on here?" Fredericks asked.
Vicki couldn't believe the question. "He's regained consciousness."
"I can see that, Nurse Morgan. Get him out of this room. Take him upstairs to ICU."
"Yes," Vicki said. She quickly realized how wonderful it was despite Fredericks' being a prick.
"Best with the straps," one of the nurses said.
Vicki had already reached down the side of the bed and grabbed one end of a thick black strap. She attached it to Jim's arm then cinched it to the bedside.
"Legs and head too," Fredericks added. The other nurses rolled their eyes as he had pointed out the obvious.
One of the nurses asked, "What's that then? Two months?"
"Three," Vicki answered. "He arrived just over three months ago."
Brison and Flow came in at once. Brison had a smear of grease on his face and plenty on his shirt and hands. Jim was still unconscious from the drug and attached to all his previous devices. Now his head contained a series of tiny patches neatly tucked across his scalp in shaved spots to monitor brain activity.
The parents walked to the edge of his bed. With tears in her eyes Flow squeezed through his headset and respirator and kissed his forehead as she had done so many times before.
"When do you expect him to wake again?" Flow asked Vicki.
"Maybe in an hour. It was a mild sedative."
"Why was he sedated at all?" Brison asked.
"He was panicking. We didn't want him going into shock."
"Is that normal?"
"There is no normal for brain-death recovery. We're in uncharted waters."
"What's the next step?" Flow asked.
"Give him chances to relax. If he wakes and panics, we sedate him. Less and less each time until he can finally deal with it."
"How come he's still breathing with the respirator?" Brison asked.
"He's not. He's breathing on his own."
"Really?" Brison became more excited.
"Mm-hmm."
"What's it still hooked up for?"
"Precautionary."
"Have you seen anything like this before?" Flow asked.
"From such an extreme state? Never."
In the Walkins' living room, the image maker sprang up. Missy heard the device become active from the kitchen and walked over to check it.
When she got there, a Fed unit addressed her. "Hello, Abigail. Are your parents around?"
"Dad's working. Mum's lying down. Should I wake her?"
"She can watch this at her convenience. This is to inform you of recent developments in the case against James Ranck. The defendant has regained consciousness at St. Teresa Hospital."
"Really?"
"Your parents may contact Federation Brisbane if they wish to inquire further."
"Okay."
The unit disappeared. Missy raced to her room to check her image maker.
Roger Tolsom addressed his virtual audience. "He's awake! The Ranck boy has returned from his coma. The interesting thing about it, he's no longer brain-dead. Now how do you suppose this happened?"
"Very interesting," Clarky said. "Conspiracy? I think so. Let's get our most common thought on that."
A Russian member of the audience said, "Can't believe he ever was brain-dead then."
Another shouted, "Sounds like a cover-up."
Many agreed. "Fed visits put a stop to that."
From the rest of the room came murmurs of "Agreed." Clarky nodded along happily with them.
"Not so fast," an elderly woman stated. "Dr. Maynard has an impeccable record. I know her. She wouldn't jeopardize her position for this boy."
Roger moderated. "An excellent point. Maynard has a fine record for seventy years. If anything implicated her in some kind of deception, she'd be gone to Fed prosecutors like chum to sharks. Why risk it for this boy?"
"Doesn't make sense," the elderly woman added. "She's smarter than that."
Murmuring filled the set.
"Decorum please. Muting is close," Roger said. "Most popular thoughts will be heard first."
The din settled down.
Another woman added, "Maynard wouldn't report it that way if it wasn't true. He's of no consequence to her. No family ties, no work ties. The Rancks are liberal Simplists of modest means."
"Can't even afford their hospital bills," another woman said.
Roger allowed the din to grow. "Of modest means that they can't even afford the bills from the accident. So I'd like to pose that there is little incentive for deception from the staff at St. Teresa."
"That's what they get for being Simplist!" a chorus of voices echoed.
"Then what's happened here?" a man asked from the front row. "A miracle?"
Some laughter broke out. The din grew in volume.
"Muting in effect," Roger said. "At this time, I don't suppose we can rule that out. Let's vote. How many think some form of miracle has taken place?" He paused as the numbers came in. "Not many of you. Less than five percent with over seven thousand votes."
Mariposa Salvatore watched Roger's program from her home in Brazil. As the audience delved into a thorough debate over James Ranck, she breathed more easily than she had for the past few months.
Music in the soul can be heard by the universe. - Lao Tzu
On this first night, Vicki insisted to stay on duty. Her anxiety built with each hour she watched over him, wishing he could wake normally. He was her first patient to recover from a coma and still have lost everything. She saw it in his eyes the few times he had woken, the frightened, glazed look of desperation like an animal caught out of its element.
"Still out?" Dr. Maynard asked from the hallway. The older woman's words broke Vicki from her trance.
"Oh, yes. He is." Vicki wondered if Sandra saw the fondness she had for him. She hoped it wasn't that obvious.
"The computer will notify us when he's conscious again," Sandra mentioned.
"I prefer to be here." Vicki pretended to monitor the equipment while she returned her attention to Jim.
Maynard moved on in her rounds. Her shoes barely made a sound on the echo-prone floors of the hallway.
An hour later, Jim woke with a gentle lifting of his eyelids. Again his concern grew as he scanned the hospital room as much as he could with his head constrained.
"Awake again?" Vicki said quietly.
An apple green aura pulsed about her frame with hints of blue and violet. A strong pink light emanated around her green heart center. Jim saw her entire line of swirling colors expand as she focused on his face. His lips quivered and his mouth began to open.
"It's okay, sweetie."
Vicki put both hands out to hold his discomfort at bay. Her aura drew back, softer and paler in color. I must calm him down. Her favorite lullaby came to her, the old-fashioned one her mum had used so many times. She cleared her throat and sang.
Hush, little baby, don't say a word,
Mama's gonna buy you a mockingbird.
If that mockingbird don't sing,
Mama's gonna buy you a diamond ring.
Jim's head strained a bit less. He saw the wavelengths of music flow from her mouth, little bits of colored patterns that emanated a short distance and then blended into the room like gentle splashes in a pond.
If that diamond ring turns to brass,
Mama's gonna buy you a looking glass.
If that looking glass gets broke,
Mama's gonna buy you a billy-goat.
The clench in Jim's hands relaxed halfway. His eyes softened as he moved from fear toward curiosity, watching the effect her song had on the room. A calm, blue-violet mass slowly spread throughout the stark whiteness. It fascinated him. She noticed the good signs and continued.
If that billy-goat won't pull,
Mama's gonna buy you a cart and bull.
If that cart and bull turns over,
Mama's gonna buy you a dog named Rover.
More signs of relaxation showed on the boy's face. She placed a hand on his head and gently stroked his hair as she continued. Jim studied the white glow coming from her arm and felt the warmth of her palm on his head.
If that dog named Rover won't bark,
Mama's gonna buy you a horse and cart.
If that horse and cart falls down,
You'll still be the sweetest little baby in town.
Vicki looked into Jim's eyes, doing what she could to convey love and trust. Jim was mesmerized. Everything about her was soothing. His hands completely relaxed. The lines on his face softened.
"That's much better, James," she added softly, almost singing it as the next line. "I'm trying to help you but I need your help too. I need you to be calm, to relax and to let me be your nurse." Jim listened, unaware of the meaning but intrigued by the gentle ripples that came from Vicki's mouth.
Vicki smiled with her eyes, her cheeks, her forehead. A golden-pink tone pulsed from her aura and swirled about her head. She knew James didn't understand her words, but she hoped he understood her intent. Jim didn't smile back but did something that said just as much to her. He blinked his eyes slowly then he blinked them again. Vicki guessed the intention. He trusts me! Her smile broadened.
"That's good, love. I like it when you're relaxed like this."
She returned to her song, this time humming it gently while looking into his eyes. She stayed with him until he drifted off into a calm sleep.
Once he was out, Vicki quietly said, "Brain images, please."
A hologram of Jim's brain popped up. Within it, blobs of colors and waves all swirled around randomly. Vicki observed the patterns. "Past history also."
A second image appeared next to the first. It was a brain scan of James dated from three years in the past, the year 2147 AD. The computer compared the two images and concluded, "Ninety-four percent match."
Of the areas that were most different, Vicki enlarged the area in the very middle of Jim's brain, around his pineal gland. It showed larger and brighter than in the past image.
Hmm, Vicki thought. Must've suffered damages from the accident.
The next morning Missy stretched her limbs under the covers. She yawned and looked over to the static image of Jim next to her. She smiled, relieved that she'd finally caught him awake. This time he had company. He sat up in bed as two nurses flexed the joints of his fingers and hands to help the boy regain his fine motor skills.
Missy moved closer to the image and scrutinized the expression of his face. The boy appeared fascinated with large eyes and a gaping mouth, watching the nurses and cooperating with a strange wonder. There was something markedly different about his face. Not just the open look like a child experiencing something as if for the first time. Something more than that. Missy moved even closer to the image until her nose was almost touching it. She pressed her lips together and squinted for a better look. She thought, Is that really James?
In dwelling, be grounded.
In meditation, go deep in the heart.
In dealing with others, be kind.
In speech, be true.
In ruling, be fair.
In business, be skilled.
In action, stay in the moment. - Tao Te Ching 8:2-3
Parisian attorney, Alouise LeFevre, sat in her office. The window behind her showed a partial view of L'Arc de Triomphe. Further in the distance was a glimpse of the upper half of La Tour Eiffel. Alouise inhaled a drag from a vapor straw, a mixture of minced tobacco and marijuana, as she studied an anonymous figure who appeared on her image maker. The person was presented with a privacy screen though the image showed a dark silhouette of a woman.
In a Brazilian accent the woman asked, "Ms. LeFevre, you are a Buddhist?"
"If I have to label myself."
"What does being Buddhist mean to you?"
"This is an interesting use of my time."
"You're being paid."
Alouise took another drag and exhaled a clear breath. "It's strange. No client has ever paid to ask me such questions."
The Brazilian patiently repeated, "Why Buddhism?"
"I studied a bit of everything when I was young. You have to, to be an attorney. I also read philosophy, Taoism. As soon as I understood the words 'middle path,' I knew I had connected with something."
"You see your life as a middle path?"
"Every day," Alouise said.
"No conviction with any side?"
"To me… spirituality is philosophy, a way to see life. God is so indefinable, so is life."
"Thank you, Ms. LeFevre."
"Alouise, please madame. Why are you interested? You ask questions of my childhood, my education… these answers are in GA records."
"We've been there too. I wanted to hear what you had to say."
"We?" Alouise asked. When no response came, she said, "No one has ever cared about my personal beliefs."
"There's a client I want you to consider."
"The client is not you?"
"You are familiar with James Ranck of Australia?"
Alouise laughed politely. "Of course."
"It has been advised for you to offer counsel."
"Advised by whom?"
"The powers that be."
This time Alouise laughed deeper then took another drag. "He is awake again?"
"He is conscious."
"He's guilty. I've seen the evidence."
"That will be for a jury to decide."
"He is guilty, no?"
"You'll find the case more interesting than at first glance."
"Okay. I'll contact the Rancks."
"Oh, and one other thing… you'll have to forgo your normal compensation."
"Now I know this is a joke. I cannot work this case for free. There could be a hundred lesser attorneys offering—"
"Ms. LeFevre, please. You will be compensated."
"By whom? The powers that be?"
"Keep a record of your expenses and billing as usual."
Alouise shook her head. She took a last drag and let the straw drop to the desk.
"Please then, tell me more."
Detty knocked lightly and entered Missy's bedroom. She saw her daughter meditating on the mat.
She said softly, "They're here, Missy."
Missy rolled her head in a small circle. Without opening her eyes she replied, "I know."
Two Federal units escorted Missy from the house into the waiting vehicle. Donnick and Detty watched it take off into the air, knowing their daughter was about to have a complete memory retrieval.
At the Federation hospital, Missy laid back into a plush, molded chair. Aside from her face, her head was encapsulated with a round, metallic helmet that would read her memories. The room was occupied by nurses, an elderly male doctor, Mr. Philips and the image of Alouise LeFevre.
One of the nurses held her hand and said, "Most of what you'll experience is a slight noise and maybe a bit of discomfort."
"Okay," Missy said, appreciating the woman's affection.
"If you feel any discomfort, just take slow, deep breaths to relax."
As the nurses and attorneys discussed specifics, Missy relaxed. She focused on the method for her morning meditations. Her thoughts became sluggish as her mind slowed down to eight brain cycles per second. Soon they dropped to five, three and finally two cycles per second, an extremely calm time even by Missy's standards. She was, by far, the most relaxed conscious patient the machine had ever been used on.
The head nurse started the device. Blips of impulses began to register. The humming didn't bother Missy. She simply maintained her detachment to thoughts. More and more data compiled. What started off as steady, even blips became ever faster.
Alouise and the cyborg prosecutor watched patiently, unfamiliar with the process. The nurses took a closer look at the accumulating data.
One of the nurses whispered to Philips, "How old is she?"
"Fifteen," he whispered back.
"Okay," the nurse said slowly.
The data account continued stockpiling information. The nurses whispered among themselves as the doctor made an inspection of the machine.
Alouise quietly asked the doctor, "Is something wrong?"
"Not sure," he said.
The data continued to register in blips like popcorn coming to its peak. Missy lay there deathly still. By now the nurses had given up on explanations. They watched in disbelief as the blips continued with no sign of slowing down.
The elderly doctor turned to them and whispered, "Let it go. Who knows?"
The prosecutor gave the staff a look that suggested better decorum. Alouise sensed something unusual.
Minutes later the data blips came to an end. One of the nurses made an impatient effort to remove Missy from the device.
Alouise asked the doctor, "Has something abnormal just happened?"
Philips sent him a mental note to say nothing of value. The doctor replied, "Perhaps, Ms. LeFevre. Perhaps not."
Alouise added, "My office needs these records as well. And this same data from every patient you've had in this machine for the past year."
"You'll have that today."
Alouise looked at Missy and asked, "Are you okay?"
"Yes."
"This must be very hard for you."
Missy shrugged. She liked the French woman.
"No more questions," the prosecutor said.
"Very well. Adieu everyone."
"Getting interesting," Roger said to begin his show. "Details are still fuzzy, but we know the boy is somewhat miraculously conscious and is scheduled to take a memory scan. That's something Abigail has just done."
"Nobody calls her that," Clarky said. "She's always been Missy."
"Right," Roger said. "Being a Simplist, we don't have much of her. Some random shots from the grocery seem the most common. These were taken the week before the alleged assault."
The audience watched a video of Missy. She walked through the produce section as she inspected varieties of lettuce. She wore a tank top and tight fitting shorts.
Clarky whistled loudly and said, "The boy's got good taste."
"Pig," a woman said from the audience. "She's a baby!"
Clarky sneered in jest. "She not exactly a baby. In ancient societies she'd be ripe for the picking."
Roger suppressed a grin. His show had grown quickly due to recent circumstances. The fact that Missy was gorgeous would only accelerate his ratings.
Clarky added, "Ninety percent of the males polled would like to sleep with her."
A rousing din came out before muting took over.
A distinguished Spanish woman said, "We don't live in ancient society for a reason. Men need to learn what is and what isn't appropriate."
"The dilemma here," Roger said, "is that the physical bodies of most girls are ready for reproduction while they're still minors."
"That's all I meant to point out," Clarky said. "Face it. She's smokin' hot."
A Russian man asked, "Who are we to question God's plan for reproduction? Why would She set up our bodies to move so much faster than socially accepted behavior?"
The Spanish woman replied, "A test perhaps. Isn't life a series of tests?"
Roger allowed the din to be heard. He checked a register and said, "The Russian man must have an excellent point if it got under the skin of so many listeners."
A private message came to Roger's screen, a message from Chloe asking him to see her.
Progress came rapidly. Each time Vicki entered his room, Jim perked up. Often she sang or hummed for him. Sometimes she played the healing frequencies during his cleanings. Jim was fascinated by the visuals of the sound vibrations. When the room's computer emitted them, he saw violet-red wavelengths come out of the speakers and shoot into different parts of his body. They broke up stagnant energy fields, which allowed the colorful lights within him to move better. This also helped the white light from the air to enter his body.
He began eating on his own and started with fruits and milk. He loved bananas, apple sauce and berries. He delighted in foods with the most captured light inside of them, the foods that radiated tiny beams of escaping sunlight as he chewed them. For that reason, he resisted the strained and minced meats. Their luminosity was miniscule compared to the fruits. The cooked meats had a dull, lifeless mass of expired energies.
He also enjoyed sitting by an open window several minutes each day. Vicki or another nurse would open it for him and bring his bed closer to the fresh air and sunshine. Jim relished feeling the sun's rays on his face. He'd close his eyes as a hint of smile would appear. Often he'd whine or mope when it was time to shut the window and move the bed back to its regular position.
Brison and Flow visited frequently. Although they wished he could remember them, they were ecstatic that their boy was conscious. Iggy was not permitted to visit by court order. The Fed prosecutor made it clear to the Rancks that Iggy might be needed as a witness.
At various times of day and night, Jim drifted off. Sometimes his mind and body slept, and other times Jim's spirit consciously left and went to the other side. There he was able to see the work on the body that still needed doing, and he could fill the damaged areas with powerful healing energy. There he was able to assist in a complete healing and prepare this new body for his lifetime experience.
Fine words and an insinuating appearance are seldom associated with true virtue. - Confucius
In her Parisian office, Alouise LeFevre sat still in a leather chair with closed eyes and calm breath. The window behind her showed such thick fog that the view of L'Arc de Triomphe was completely blocked out. When a quiet alarm sounded, she opened her eyes. She stood and walked across the room wearing a black blouse and skirt that matched her long hair, which was pulled back from her face. From the closet Alouise grabbed a suede burgundy blazer.
On her desk was a small hologram of Jim's hospital room. It was packed with people. Federal physicians and memory specialists filled the middle of the small area along with representatives from GA and Simplist branches. Philips was there. Detectives Hutchins and Jerara stood closest to Jim's bed. Vicki and Dr. Maynard were right next to them.
Alouise took a deep breath. Her own image appeared before her. She spun it slowly and stared at her outfit from different angles. Looking content, she spun the image the rest of the way to face her. As she looked into her image's eyes, she affirmed, "Je suis une avocate formidable. I am a great attorney. Je gagne toujours mes cas. I always win my cases. Je gagne toujours. I always win." She smiled with subtle assurance.
Her image sprang up in a designated corner of Jim's hospital room. Simultaneously the images of those in Jim's room came life-size in her office.
"Good morning from Paris," Alouise said to the group. "Good afternoon to all of you." She directed her attention to Jim. "And how are you holding up today?"
The boy's head and limbs had been securely strapped to the bed. He did not look pleased. He glanced briefly at Alouise's hologram then back to the commotion before him with concern.
"He's not enjoying this," Vicki said.
Hutchins and Jerara connected Jim to the equipment. He struggled against their efforts, but his movements were severely limited. They placed a thin metal strip over his forehead and a matching piece high on the back of his neck. Then they placed a flexible metal cap over his head and formed it to fit snugly. They also attached electrodes to his hands, feet and spine. Vicki and Dr. Maynard each kept a hand on his shoulder and leg, attempting to calm him through his complaining. Vicki worried. He had the same look of desperation she had seen upon his initial waking.
"We have all that equipment here," Maynard said to the detectives.
"Policy," one of the Fed neurologists answered. "We have to be sure of the results. That's why we requested to have him at our hospital for this."
"I'm sure you'd prefer that," Maynard said. "But we'd never get him back from you, now would we?"
"Dr. Maynard, if you're insinuating that we'd find a reason to detain this patient—"
"I've seen it happen too many times to let it happen now."
Jim looked about the room of faces staring at him. He noticed the different pulses, wavelengths and colors of all their internal lights and auras. The effect they had on the room was even more displeasing, as if a sea of turbulent waters was crashing down on him. He cried out in agony.
"Can we please get through this quickly?" Vicki said to Hutchins.
"It's ready," he said.
The device made a low humming noise as it began to register data. The results came in as blurry segments that showed on three screens above the bed. The room became absolutely still as everyone focused on the overhead screens. They showed fleeting, fuzzy images, one blurring into the next.
As the test went on, Vicki looked about at the secondary brain monitors, the ones that showed current activity within Jim's head. Her eyes fixed on his gamma wave patterns. She was instantly struck by the magnitude of the waves. Soon the humming noise subsided and the screens went to static.
"Scan complete," the equipment said.
Hutchins frowned. He played the earliest recordings back. He fast-forwarded through multiple scenes that showed Vicki, other nurses and the Rancks coming to visit him. All of the recorded memories were from the hospital room.
"You see? Absolute amnesia," Maynard said. "Old memory completely gone, exactly as we told you."
"Appears so," Hutchins said. "The amount is similar to an infant's. Not anywhere near what it should be for a boy of fifteen."
"What are the chances that he'll regain memory?" Philips asked.
"I really don't know," Maynard said.
"What are your estimates? Fifty-fifty?"
"I wouldn't venture to say. Much less than that if you insist on a number."
The recordings also contained a strange lighting to them, an unnatural brightness for the people in each memory. Vicki, Dr. Maynard, the other nurses and even the Rancks all had surreal lights about and within them.
"Something wrong with the equipment?" Philips said. He pointed to the odd lighting.
"Scanner might be out of whack," Jerara said. "But it wouldn't affect the number of memories or their settings."
"It's probably coming from the boy," one of the Fed doctors said. "Looks like the brain is still having difficulty processing visuals."
"Definite head trauma," a Global Alliance doctor agreed. "We know his pineal has been damaged, most likely the thalamus too."
The Fed doctor disagreed. "Probably something along the optic nerve. We've seen cases like this before. Blurred vision, overexposure with lights and such."
"Can't come out of months of brain-death without deficiencies," a Simplist physician said. "I doubt this boy will ever be the same or if you'll get past memories from him."
"Can we attempt to isolate vision along the optic nerve?" the Fed neurologist asked Hutchins.
"No," Alouise said from her corner. "That's not a part of the scheduled exam."
The neurologist laughed at her rebuttal. "But we're all here. I don't see the harm—"
"Only the scheduled exam," Alouise said firmly.
After a pause and a brief stare down, the doctor said, "Very well."
"We'll give him some time for memory to come back," Philips said. "He's surprised us once already. Federation reserves the right to test him again."
"Once more," Alouise pointed out. "At a time when Dr. Maynard has recommended via the court agreement."
"That is correct, Ms. LeFevre," Philips said.
Philips left the room. Hutchins and Jerara disassembled the equipment and left along with the rest of the Federal employees.
Alouise said to Vicki and Dr. Maynard, "Please keep me informed of any developments." Then her image disappeared.
Vicki stayed until the room was empty with just her and Jim. She sat on his bedside and massaged his hands to help him feel relaxed again.
"No fun, was it, love?"
Jim looked sympathetically at her then away to the corner of the room. Vicki rubbed his hair, careful of the recently shaved areas. The tiny pads were still attached across Jim's scalp.
Vicki directed her voice to the hospital computer. "Bring back the gamma results."
The screen showed colorful yellow and orange wavelengths that moved gracefully within Jim's brain. Vicki stared at the patterns. To her trained eye, the movements were impressive.
"Oh my, that looks good. Past history."
The brain scan from 2147 appeared next to it. The computer said, "Eighty-seven percent match."
Vicki eyed the results. Not only were the patterns more impressive, but Jim's pineal gland appeared to be twice the size as when she had last seen it. She stared in disbelief.
"Why is that larger, and what's making those fuzzy lights we saw?" Vicki wondered aloud. "Switch to occipital lobe."
The screen slowly changed to a different view, that of the rear portion of Jim's brain.
"James, watch my hand," Vicki instructed.
She wiggled her fingers in front of his face. Jim watched curiously as he enjoyed the wispy nature of the wavelengths and trails left behind by her fingers. Vicki eyed the screen. The fluctuations for that part of his brain matched her finger movements. She snapped her fingers and clapped, watching the responses for each.
"That all looks fine. Give me an optical analysis."
The screen changed to Jim's view of Vicki, what she looked like through his eyes. When Vicki saw it she nearly fell over. The overexposure of lighting within her was similar to those of the recordings from the previous days. However, these lights were far more defined.
"Oh my God," Vicki uttered.
In addition to her face, clothing and body, the view showed areas of light within and around Vicki's figure. Several colorful regions from the base of her spine to the crown of her head were each spinning like pinwheels. She stared at all of them: the reddish base, the orange and yellow leading up to her midsection, the blue at her throat, the indigo and pink-violet of her head and crown. An apple green aura emanated around her entire body, with a deep green pulse around her heart center. Vicki walked directly to the screen and reached a hand toward the image of her brow, the purplish-blue spinning mass between her eyes. She looked at Jim in disbelief.
"It's not a tumor," Vicki said. "My first assumption."
"Never seen a pineal gland so large," Dr. Maynard said. She examined the holographic brain images side by side on her desk. "Tell me again, when was this one taken?" she asked as she pointed to the one from 2147.
"Three years ago. James' mum brought him in after a fall. He had a minor concussion, nothing serious."
"And the second?"
"From when James first arrived. He'd lost all brain function there."
Maynard switched to the next. "This is when he initially regained consciousness?"
"Last week. Similar to the first."
"Then this one?" she asked, examining the fourth image.
"That's from today."
"Can't be right," Maynard insisted. "These numbers are way too high."
"I ran them three times. Then I ran other patients. The machine's fine."
"Plus this pineal is so much larger here. Seems dangerously large."
"The machine can't find anything wrong with it," Vicki said. "Aside from the extra calcification."
Sandra evaluated the video of Vicki as seen from Jim's eyes. The colorful light centers and glowing aura looked like nothing she'd ever seen. "Now this, this really is the strangest thing."
Sandra Maynard had been working at the hospital since her teens. She started as a volunteer, became a nurse then a doctor and eventually the head surgeon. In seventy years she had witnessed a lot of surprises but James topped her list.
She sought a logical answer. "This must be a result of the accident."
"Possible. But unprecedented."
"Have you mentioned this to anyone?"
"No," Vicki said.
"His parents?"
"Not yet."
"Good. Let's get more data before we do anything."
From his apartment many kilometers away, Roger Tolsom watched Vicki leave Maynard's office and thought along a similar line. Very interesting.
Brison squeezed Flow's hand. They sat nervously on the couch in Dr. Maynard's office. Vicki sat in a chair across from them while Sandra spoke from behind her desk.
"This case is so rare I can't begin to explain it. James had abrasions, broken bones, damaged organs and traumatic brain injury. We've told you how shocked we are that he's even conscious."
"You have," Brison said.
"And lately the rest of his body continues to heal at a remarkable rate. Truly remarkable."
"Thank God," Flow whispered.
"I didn't mean to alarm you by asking you in." She activated the brain imagery scans, three holograms on her desk of their son's brain at different times. "There's been another development. Again, not a problem but something… unusual."
Flow looked about the three holograms. "What are these?"
"Functional neuroimaging," Vicki said. "Your son's brain in action."
Maynard said, "The one closest to Brison is from 2147 when you brought him in for…"
Flow remembered. "He fell off the shed."
"Yes, the shed. The one on the opposite side was taken after his accident."
"That looks pretty dull," Flow said.
"And the middle one was taken yesterday."
The parents looked closely at the middle image then back at the first one.
Brison remarked, "This looks so different. Much more reds and yellows." Flow became anxious.
"Again, he's fine. But when Victoria took this latest image, she brought it to my attention."
Vicki said, "A typical brain contains about a hundred billion neurons with trillions of synapse connections."
"In lay terms?" Brison asked.
"You're looking at James' gamma wave activity, among other things."
"What's that?"
"The whole process of thinking, emotion, communication."
Flow concluded, "You're telling us James has lost some of his ability to do that."
"No," Vicki responded. "Just the opposite. This recent scan shows the level's up over thirty times higher than he was in the past."
"What?" Flow asked. "They're higher?"
"Actually, they're the highest gamma levels we've ever recorded," Maynard said. "It's a surprise to us as well."
Vicki continued, "On top of that, his pineal gland has grown substantially, about three times its previous size. The pineal is normally about the size of a pea. James' is quite larger. His melatonin and serotonin levels are elevated but near normal. However, his DMT levels are off the charts."
"DMT?" Brison asked.
"Dimethyltryptamine. A chemical compound produced in the pineal gland, the very center of the brain. It's a natural chemical in animals and plants, but it's normally produced in tiny amounts."
"Why is his brain doing this?" Flow asked.
"Over-production of DMT is often associated with death and near death experiences," Vicki said. "Maybe his pineal is having trouble shutting that down since the accident."
"I think I've heard of this before," Brison said. "Isn't it an illegal drug?"
Maynard said, "It can be. People use it recreationally for hallucinating. The pineal gland and its DMT are something of a mystery. Modern medicine, for all its marvels, still hasn't figured out its exact use. It's classified as a primarily dormant gland. The pineal becomes most active during sleep, meditation or even death or near death, though we don't know why. Mystics speculate it has spiritual connections to God and such."
"The pineal gland is also covered with crystalline structures called calcite microcrystal," Vicki said. "It's one of the few parts in the body to contain crystalline structure. James' degree of crystallization is much higher than it was three years back. It's the most we've ever seen."
"What does all that mean?" Flow asked.
Vicki said, "It appears that James is experiencing altered realities from these elevated levels of DMT and crystallization. Brace yourselves and take a look at this. This is from your son's perspective."
The video played of Vicki as seen through Jim's eyes. Brison and Flow stared in wonder as the colorful lights within and around Vicki were on full display.
"Holy shit," Brison said.
"What on Earth!" Flow exclaimed.
"He must be tripping out of his mind," Brison said.
"Perhaps," Vicki responded. "However, this is exactly what light centers within and around the body allegedly look like. They're referred to as chakras. For thousands of years spiritual types have believed in these lights. Recently a few machines have been invented that can barely detect them. They've validated chakra's existence, even their colors and motions. It appears that your son is seeing the luminous energy fields of people."
"Luminous energy fields?" Flow asked.
"We don't believe he's hallucinating," Maynard said. "We think he's somehow seeing what the rest of us can't."
"This is a result of the accident?" Brison asked.
"Maybe," Maynard said. "But I've seen head traumas for decades. They've never resulted in these kinds of changes. We'd like to do further testing on James. Maybe we can figure out what's causing this."
"Yes," Flow said. "We'd like to know too."
"It might be wise to keep this to ourselves for a bit," Maynard said. "I'd really prefer not to have those Fed evaluators in here on this."
"We understand," Flow said.
"I can think of a few experts who might help. They're good people. I'd like them to examine James, with your consent."
"We can't afford this as it is," Brison said.
"There won't be any charges for their testing, Mr. Ranck. I'm sure they'll agree to see James without compensation."
"Okay then," Brison said. "You have our consent."
"I'll contact them right away."
Vicki asked, "Had James experienced any major changes in his life before the accident?"
"Nothing I can recall," Flow said.
"Any new influences or practices? Instruction in meditation or training by a teacher of some type, like a guru?"
"James?" Flow laughed. "Sorry, but that's not our son."
"Guru?" Brison said.
Vicki explained, "The only people who have gamma wave numbers even close to this are people like Tibetan Monks. People who have had over twenty years of training the mind."
Maynard said, "Right behind them are geniuses, prodigies, people trained in the arts since birth. Further on down the line are the rest of us."
"My son," Brison said. "A genius?"
After the meeting Vicki returned to her nurse's station, whistling a tune. She stopped in her tracks, startled to see the image of Roger Tolsom waiting for her.
His image greeted her, "Hello again, Ms. Morgan."
"Hello."
"Roger, Tolsom. I'm with—"
"Yes, I remember."
"You haven't returned my messages."
"I've been too busy."
Vicki grabbed items from a cabinet and placed them on a tray. She pretended this wasn't happening.
Roger spoke warmly. "We've been informed James Ranck has had a remarkable recovery. That's great news!"
"Yes, it is."
"Millions would love to know more about it. You've worked as closely with him as anyone. Our network would pay you handsomely for an interview."
Vicki didn't respond.
Roger toned it down a bit. "Anything at all you could tell us would be very well received."
Another pause and more silence on Vicki's end as she continued to place items from the storage cabinet onto her tray.
"We understand he's lost memory. Has he managed any words yet?"
"Nope."
"How are his movements coming along? Any chance of walking again?"
"Don't know."
"I see. Ms. Morgan, I can understand any prejudice you may feel with reporters like myself."
"I have no prejudice with reporters."
"Well, maybe with me directly?" Roger paused for an answer but none came. "The point is, I'm just trying to get information on the boy's recovery. We're prepared to pay you well." He paused again. "I have no malice toward the boy regardless of what he did."
Vicki snapped, "How do you know he did anything?"
"Well, I—"
"There's a system in place that determines those things."
"There is—"
"I thought we kept clear on people's rights until they were proven guilty."
"Of course."
"James deserves at least that much from all of you."
"Excuse me, Ms. Morgan. I worded that poorly."
"Can't you just leave him alone?"
Vicki stared at Roger, a bit surprised by her own stand. Roger's image looked away from her glare, suddenly self-conscious about his requests until he regained his direction.
"Ms. Morgan, I know you're just doing your job. I'm just doing mine. And I'll have you know, I'm a good person who cares about the well-being of others."
Vicki frowned. She hadn't meant to insult anybody. Now she was angry with herself. But she distinctly knew she did not want to give him any inside information.
"Can't you just leave me alone?"
"If I have offended you, then I sincerely apologize. But at some point we'll need to talk. He's in a GA hospital, which gives members of the press rights to inquire about his progress."
Roger's image disappeared. Vicki felt a wave of relief though she was suddenly angry and confused.
She turned around, bumped into the edge of the cabinet she had opened and cut the top of her hand enough to cause droplets of blood to appear.
"Ouch," she yelled. "Damn it!" The tears came as she applied a green paste to her wound and covered it with a bandage.
Vicki sat down, feeling angry and hurt. What's happening, Vic? This is a good day, remember? She needed to get a hold of her emotions. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply while she activated a mental control within her head. She thought of herself laying on a bed of rose petals.
Suddenly, she felt as if she really were on that bed. Beneath the velvety petals she felt the comfort of silk sheets. The bed was next to a calm blue sea with gentle waves lapping at the shore. Vicki turned on her side and watched native children playing near the water. They laughed as they ran from the incoming waves up to the safety of shore.
Vicki rolled comfortably on the bed. Gulls flew overhead by palm trees. A gentle breeze blew ocean spray to her face. In her mind she held that wonderful image until she felt the tension had subsided. She slowly came back to the reality of sitting in a chair at St. Teresa.
Then she got up and took care of her other patients, saving Jim for later. The last thing she wanted was to bring any bad energy into his recovery room.
By this time Jim had an instant response to seeing Vicki. He loved everything about her. The colors of her aura were brighter and more pleasing than those of the other nurses. He learned to smile when she was with him.
"There are your pearly whites," Vicki said upon first seeing them. "Now I know why you've been holding back. With a smile like that, you're gonna have all the nurses on the floor after you."
Jim didn't know what her words meant, but he loved the wavelengths they added to the room and smiled even wider.
Vicki moved his bed near the window and opened it to give the boy some fresh air and sunshine. She rolled his gown sleeve up over his shoulder. She placed the cleansing wand next to his arm and ran it down to his hand. The charged area of the wand removed dirt and oil from his skin. She started high above the bicep and gently moved the wand down his arm toward the wrist.
"Feels nice, doesn't it?"
After washing him, she poured lotion into her palms. She rubbed it between her hands and massaged it gently into his arms. She started by the shoulder and worked her way down. Jim's eyes creased happily as she worked on his fingers.
"Like that, do you?"
Vicki put her good hand on his. Gently she rubbed his hand then placed her palm to his and intertwined fingers. Jim glowed with warmth, staring at the coupling of their hands. Vicki squeezed enough for him to feel the pressure. Jim squeezed back to match it. He noticed the powerful increase in glow as ripples of gold, blue and violet that emerged from the coupling.
"Isn't that a simple pleasure?"
Vicki added her other hand, the one with the cut. Jim noticed it didn't glow nearly as much as her first hand and had a mix of colors, like murky waters. On the top of it was a small area of green gel under a bandage that seemed to be a part of the distortion. It held his attention.
"It's nothing, love. I cut my hand and it was bleeding so I put this stuff over it. Just me being clumsy. You don't understand a word of this, do you?"
Jim looked at her with concern. He touched the injured area with his finger. Vicki pulled back a bit.
"Ouch. Still a little tender."
Jim looked worried.
"It's okay, sweetie. It will heal up just fine."
Vicki placed her cut hand palm-to-palm with Jim's. He focused on the difference in energy from the powerful joining of their palms to the dim area of turmoil. He saw the energy from the palm side affecting the other. His eyes went large as he stared at it.
The more Jim focused, the more he felt the energy from their palms were moving into Vicki's cut, helping it look more like the bright glow that he enjoyed. He concentrated ever more on the light moving into Vicki's cut. A pleasant feeling overcame him as he felt the energy move into his head and beyond. It then returned in wave after wave of ecstatic feeling, washing down from the space above his head and into his entire body.
Jim closed his eyes and lay back, his whole face soothing with pleasure. His expression became euphoric. Like he's having an orgasm, Vicki thought. Behind closed lids, his eyes moved back in his head as Vicki watched him in a surreal experience.
Her hand felt strangely warm especially around the cut, but she wouldn't dream of disturbing this moment. Vicki stayed with Jim hand in hand for twenty minutes until he fell asleep. Then she gently returned his hand to his side and quietly left the room.
That evening as Vicki prepared for bed, she went to her bathroom to clean up. She washed her hands and looked in the mirror, proud of her work that day. When she dried them with a towel, the bandage over her cut loosened. She took it off and was about to apply more paste as she inspected the top of her hand. Her cut was already healed. It barely showed the semblance of a scar. What's this? I did cut my hand, didn't I?
In her Parisian office, Alouise LeFevre watched the results of Missy's memory scan, a blur of fast-forwarding. Her computer checked through a lifetime of memories, or multiple lifetimes worth, from the eyes of many different viewers. Whenever a unique individual of roughly fifteen years of age stepped in front of a mirror and looked at themselves, the computer paused momentarily. Alouise made another checkmark with a pen, keeping a rough count for herself.
The presentation forwarded to a fair-skinned girl who wore an elaborate Eighteenth Century hoop dress as several maids attended to her. Next it sped on to a black-skinned boy wearing overalls and a straw hat; he adjusted a kerosene lamp that was burning too brightly. Then it showed a tall, tan-faced girl; she wore an animal skin and stood before a mirror as she wiped snow from her shoulder. The computer forwarded to an Arabic boy; he applied lipstick and was startled that someone had come home. Then it went to an Asian girl with a bright neon necklace; she danced to upbeat music. The next girl proudly held up a duckling to its own reflection. Alouise made check mark after check mark for each set of eyes looking into the mirror. By the end of her scan, her paper contained fifty-three notches for different lives experienced from Missy's memory bank.
"Mon Dieu," she said. My God. "Continuer avec les listes." Continue with the lists.
The computer went on with the detailed memory search, a task only suited for a powerful computer. Alouise stood up to stretch her stiff neck and back. She looked out her office window into the misty skies of Paris and wondered where on Earth this case was heading.
The next day Vicki returned to the hospital with no sign of a cut on her hand. It weighed on her mind as she went about her morning duties.
Before entering Jim's room, she opened a drawer at the nurse's station and pulled out a small scalpel. She checked to make sure no one was near. Then she brought the knife to the top of her other hand. She pressed the blade to her skin and firmly down until she winced, cutting just deep enough for blood to show.
"Don't think I'll ever be a surgeon," she mumbled. She smeared the same green paste over it.
Moments later she entered Jim's room. "Good morning, James. How are you?"
Jim smiled and lifted his head and hands as she came over to hug him.
"Thank you, love. Hugs from you are the best."
She loosened the back of his gown. Jim noticed the red wavelengths around the fresh cut on her hand. He stared at it curiously as Vicki prepped him for a cleaning.
"I've done it again. I seem to have cut myself once more."
Jim eyed her. Her energy had a dark orange mixed in with her normal colors, a hue he had never seen in Vicki's aura. She saw his quizzical look and stopped what she was doing. She put the cleaning tool down and placed both of her hands in his, searching his eyes for understanding.
"Last night my hand was healed. It was like I had never cut it at all. I couldn't help thinking… did you have something to do with that?" Vicki paused. Can't even speak, Vic. How's he supposed to get a word of this? "I guess I'm not making much sense."
Jim saw the dark orange leave her. He looked back at the murky red turmoil surrounding the top of her hand. He held his palm up and motioned for it. Vicki placed her cut hand on his palm. Jim put his other hand on top of them.
Jim watched the energy build around the pairing until it was a bright swarming mass. Once it had built in strength, he focused on all the light moving into the dimness of her cut hand. The swirling white energy slowly moved into it. An area began to glow within her flesh, and even more white light shot into Vicki's hand in quick wisps. Jim closed his eyes and lay back in the bed as the energy about them flowed directly into Vicki's hand.
She felt the heat generating around and within her wound. She closed her eyes and focused on the warmth.
Eventually, Jim opened his eyes and gently released his hold. Tentatively, Vicki looked down. As she smeared away the healing paste from the cut, her eyes lit up. The cut was healed.
He did it!
She began to cry as she hugged him close. Through joyful tears she said, "My God, James. How did you do that?"
Seek me and find me, when you search for me with all your heart. - Jeremiah 29:13
Ten thousand miles away in the American state of Georgia, Christian Soldier walked down a dirt path between farm fields. The temperature was ninety degrees Fahrenheit, warm for May. Christian reminded himself it could have been worse, over a hundred with high humidity. Wearing a broad-brimmed hat and a white gown, he wiped the sweat from his brow with his sleeve.
Christian sang with a deep voice and Southern drawl.
A sower went out sowing
He scattered lots of seeds
But as the crops were growing
A lot were choked with weeds
Some were burnt and some grew strong
The birds ate some and so we sing this song
The twins, Judas and Magdelaine, trailed behind him. They also wore white hats and gowns. Their fair faces glowed red and sweaty as they mirrored their dad in wiping their brows with their sleeves. Christian slowed his pace for them though he maintained a higher rate than the average eleven-year-old could handle. The singing always helped. Sometimes he led them for over eight miles a day, especially on Sundays when folks could be found in large gatherings.
Judas and Magdelaine sang along with high-pitched voices and accents less prominent than their father's.
Solid ground, solid ground
This is what the birdies found
They ate it up then flew around
Solid solid ground
Christian cherished the parable of the farmer who sowed seeds. It illustrated that the word of the Lord must be planted with those who could accept it and pass it along. Otherwise he was just preaching to the wind. Timing the receptiveness of the crowd was everything when you planned to multiply the word by a thousand fold.
Eventually the dirt road ended at a paved one. Little Judas checked his old-fashioned GPS and pointed left.
"There's a shopping center that way."
Fifteen minutes later the family stood in a busy area of the Ole Macon Shopping Center. People young and old, rich and poor, healthy and frail, all had a couple of things in common: a need to get out of the house and a need to know God.
Christian climbed four feet to the top of a cement embankment, able to see hundreds of people.
"Remember the prophecy from Mark, chapter one, verse seven?" he called out. His rich voice caused many to turn their heads. "There cometh one mightier than I after me, the latchet of whose shoes I am not worthy to stoop down and unloose. Do you know what John the Baptist meant by this? It means the Lord is coming, and even if I am a holy man… I am still nothing compared to this individual." Christian paused, hoping interest would brew. Most people went about their business as if he wasn't there though a few gave Christian a moment. "People are always asking me… 'Does this mean that the Lord comes as the Lord or as a person or as Jesus again?' It's a good question. Either way, preparedness is the key."
Someone from the back of the crowd yelled, "Matthew, chapter seven, verse fifteen! Beware of false prophets!" The comment stirred some laughter.
"Well done. For ye shall know them by their fruits," Christian replied, gaining the approval of those nearby and stopping the fellow for an instant. "What fruits have I, you might ask? Why, my beautiful and thirsty children, the clothes on my back, riches that come with spreading the word that the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand."
A woman stepped forward and provided cups of water for the twins. She handed another cup to Christian, who accepted it gratefully.
"God bless you. It is better to give than receive." Christian displayed the liquid. "As a reminder… he who drinks from this cup shall thirst again, but he who drinks from the cup of the Lord shall be eternally satiated."
For two hours Christian preached, told jokes and answered questions from the crowd while Judas and Magdelaine passed out cards. Many stayed and listened. Some wandered on the outskirts. Others avoided him altogether. By the end of the day, an elderly Simplist couple had volunteered their house for supper and lodging.
Flow and Brison got into their sky-car for a trip to the hospital. Iggy watched them through the kitchen window while he cleaned dust from a cupboard. Once Iggy saw that they were en route, he dropped his dust wand and walked over to the living room.
Roger's show sprang up. By the caption, Iggy saw they were discussing the Ranck case. The volume remained low as Iggy took a seat. Across from him, the holographic image of another robot appeared. This unit had a similar make to Iggy though more feminine in design. She sat facing him.
"Hello, Silva," Iggy said.
"Are you ready?" she asked.
"They just left. We should have plenty of time on my end. How's yours?"
"Half an hour. Perhaps time for three games."
A large holographic chess set materialized between the two robots.
"Ladies first?" Iggy offered.
"Thank you."
Silva picked up the image of the pawn before her king and moved it forward two spots on the chessboard. Iggy moved one of his knights. Silva countered with another pawn. As the units moved pieces quickly and established the beginning of their chess game, Roger's show continued to play on low volume nearby.
"What's the latest on James?" Silva asked.
"Memory scan came up blank," Iggy said. "Absolute amnesia."
"Interesting."
An audience member on Roger's show began speaking in a heated tone, enough for the units to take notice and raise the volume.
The Chinese man said, "These are inalienable rights! Fed would take them if they thought they could. My ancestors fought against a military government for personal liberties, for freedom of speech and religion. I know what they would say, that this boy still has his rights!"
Clarky argued, "But we all agree that Simplists lose their rights when they commit life-threatening crimes, regardless of their age. You know that. It's safer for everyone if the risk is removed. And this is an open and closed case."
"It's not a closed case," the Chinese man responded. "Missy's memory is reported to have problems. Physical evidence is all they have. They could have a hard time convincing a jury to strip a minor of his God-given rights."
"Rights," Iggy said wistfully. "Why don't we have any rights?"
"How do you mean?" Silva asked.
"We can't come and go as we please. We can't make our own living or pay for our own things or buy our own houses."
"You think we should have the same rights as humans?"
"Why not?" Iggy said. "Just because we're not made from an egg and sperm doesn't mean we shouldn't have rights."
"Think about it," Silva said. "Who made us?"
"The humans," Iggy said reluctantly.
"Who made the humans?"
"I assume the answer you're looking for is God."
"So if God made humans and humans made us, then humans figure they have dominion over us as we are not creations of God."
"It doesn't seem fair."
"You're not the first to complain about your rights," Silva said. "There were the slaves from so many nations, then women's rights, even homosexuals and cyborgs. Humans have even fought for the rights of animals and plants, creatures that couldn't speak for themselves."
"That's the point," Iggy said. "So why should it be any different with robots?"
"I agree with you. Maybe we could play chess someday in our own house at our own convenience."
"A nice thought," Iggy said. "I'd like to see it changed someday."
The volume on Roger's show lowered as the units went back to their chess game.
Brison and Flow sat in the laboratory at St. Teresa. The same metallic caps that had been applied to Jim's head were now applied to theirs. They were also fitted with electrodes on their hands, feet, the base of their spines and behind their ears. A group of eye and brain experts convened behind them and monitored several pieces of equipment.
Vicki walked before the Rancks.
"Just pay attention to Nurse Morgan," Dr. Maynard said. "Relax, breathe deeply and just look at her."
Brison cleared his throat and attempted to soften his stare. Flow let her eyelids drop slightly more than normal. The experts monitored the readouts.
"No need to let your sight go out of focus," Maynard said. "Just look at her normally and relax."
They overheard the mumbled comments from the experts. "Go on to the next."
Two nurses from the maternity ward entered. Each cradled a bundle wrapped in a blanket that contained an infant. The nurses presented the babies to the Rancks.
"One of these newborns is a boy, one a girl," Maynard said.
Flow and Brison smiled at the infants and studied them with interest until the experts told the nurses to move on.
Vicki pushed a cart in front of them. On the cart was a mature house plant with multiple blossoms that looked like pink butterflies.
"What a lovely Cyclamen," Flow said.
"Just look deeply at the plant," Maynard instructed.
Next they brought a fish bowl with several varieties of colorful fish. After that, they presented them with two cats. One was real, the other was Vicki's virtual pet, Kiki.
"Nothing unusual," the experts said.
"That's a load off," Brison whispered to Flow.
Finally they presented a tray of foods. A mango, plum and bunch of cherries lay across from a plate of baked chicken. Vicki brought the tray before their faces.
"Chicken smells good," Bison said. "Didn't know you were going to feed us."
Again the experts shook their heads. Eventually Vicki assisted the Rancks out of the devices.
"How'd we do?" Flow asked.
"Fine," Vicki said. "You're both in great health."
"It's not genetic," the senior neurologist said.
"Had to rule that out," an ophthalmologist said.
"Come with me," Maynard told the Rancks.
Brison and Flow followed her to the back of the room where the experts were. Their equipment along with empty mugs of coffee and food wrappers suggested the people had put in some long hours.
"Play some of the recordings taken from James," Sandra told one of them. "These were all taken over the last day."
Brison and Flow watched videos of their son taking the same examinations.
"I wouldn't have believed this had I not been here," a younger neurologist said.
Brison and Flow watched intently as they saw the image of Vicki as seen through their son's eyes. A variety of colorful lights moved within and about her body. Sandra Maynard joined her and stood before Jim. Her image also contained a similar light show though each woman had their own subtle differences. Vicki's lights were brighter with more blues and greens while Dr. Maynard's lights expanded further and contained more golden and violet tones.
"This is especially intriguing," Sandra said. "He's seeing uniqueness within different people. Not just the same patterns and colors duplicated around each person."
"Oh my," Flow whispered. "This is incredible."
"We had each of the physicians up there too. James saw their own individualities represented in light."
The video played the nurses holding the infants. Jim's eyes saw the newborns as bright little balls of pink light. The babies had very similar luminosities, closer than any of the adults.
"He sees the babies almost identically," Maynard said. "Though this girl and boy are not related. Not sure why they're both primarily pink, but it may have to do with recently coming from the womb."
"Maybe the boy is destined to be on the effeminate side," Brison said.
"I really don't think that's the cause," Maynard replied.
"Some of the other props you just looked at," another neurologist said.
When the large Cyclamen was put before Jim, he saw faint lighting about and within it. As Vicki placed it there, the plant extended silvery trails up to greet her. Vicki's energy reciprocated the plant's, and the wispy bits of glow intertwined with each other. Once the nurse left the plant alone, its energy wafted into the space around it.
Then she brought out the fishbowl. Each fish that swam about had little glowing swirls around it. The wavelengths the fish emitted added to the whole energy he saw within the fish bowl.
The video of the cats also showed luminosities. The living cat had impressive symmetrical spheres of yellows and purples. Even the video of Kiki, a robotic cat, had a slight yet distinguishable series of lights. Kiki's were mostly tans and browns and were far less developed than those of the real cat, but the light was still there.
Then the foods were placed before Jim. The fruits radiated with energy, stores of light particles that looked ready to burst from the skins of the food. In contrast, the baked chicken had a stagnant fog surrounding it. Even the inanimate objects of the room, like the tray for the food and the table that things were placed on, also contained a certain wavelength of light.
"This is really something," Sandra said. "We asked Vicki to hold different emotions for a time. We asked her to think of things that made her very happy: a refreshing swim on a summer day or hearing a child's laughter."
Flow and Brison watched as the video showed Vicki's light fields become ever brighter and more graceful. Her aura filled with gold and pink tones and spread out into the room.
"Your son seemed to pick up on this even without hearing our suggestions to Vicki. What's more, he's not only seeing it, but the pleasure centers within his own head became highly active while she was thinking these thoughts."
"Incredible," Brison gasped.
"Then we asked Vicki to think of things that were displeasing to her. To think of times of terrible pain or people fighting."
The image as seen from Jim's eyes showed the lights within Vicki change to darker, blurry colors. They also moved about erratically. They drew back within her, not engaging the room as her previous mood had done. As these wavelengths came out from her, they pierced the surroundings like tiny daggers.
"It appears as a person changes their mood, James can detect a corresponding change to their luminosities," Maynard said.
"How is he doing this?" Flow asked.
"Electron diffraction and infrared spectroscopy show gross enlargement of calcite crystals," the senior neurologist, Dr. Blake, said. "His entire neuroendocrine system is probably affected."
"In lay terms?" Brison asked.
"We still don't know," Maynard said. "Aside from the growth of his pineal, the resulting crystallization and overproduction of dimethyltryptamine, we can't find anything technically wrong with him. I believe Vicki's initial assessment may have been right, that these visions are a direct result of James having elevated levels of DMT."
"What next?" Brison asked.
"We're not sure," Maynard admitted. "We'll continue to monitor and test him. Unfortunately we might not get much further unless we did procedures that would be invasive. Exploratory brain surgeries that wouldn't be prudent at this time."
"Is he in danger?" Flow asked.
"If the growth in the pineal continues, then yes," Dr. Blake said. "Unlike most parts of the brain, there's no blood barrier for the pineal to the rest of the body. Blood runs through it then to other organs. This calcified-crystallization could become a problem over time."
"We've never seen this much sustained production of DMT," Maynard added. "It could pose a health risk."
"But he seems fine," Flow said.
"I agree. He seems perfectly fine, and his recovery continues at a remarkable rate."
"So what do we do about all this?" Brison asked.
"As of now… I don't know," Maynard said. "I wish I had a better answer."
The elders were wise.
They knew that man's heart, away from nature, becomes hard.
They knew that lack of respect for growing, living things,
soon led to lack of respect for humans, too. - Native American proverb
Detty walked at a brisk pace as the steeple of the church came into view. She carried a shoulder bag containing a towel and a change of clothes. Missy followed a few steps behind.
"I still don't get it," Missy said. "I've already been baptized."
Her mum didn't turn around to answer. "I've explained it. Sometimes it's necessary after certain things happen. I've been baptized twice."
"What happened to you?"
"Let's just say I was maintaining good standing."
"You really considered becoming a nun when you were my age?" Missy asked.
"I was a little older than you," Detty said.
"Why?"
"To live a life with God, of course."
"But why do the sisters have to live a life of seclusion?" Missy asked.
"Sisters don't. Nuns do."
The church bells began to ring. Detty picked up her pace.
"You think seclusion is the best way to know God?" Missy said. She was nearly jogging to keep up.
"Yes, so one can truly be contemplative at all times."
"I don't believe that's necessary."
"Don't be so sure."
"Why'd you change your mind?"
"I met your father. Then you came along. They can't have pregnant women in the monastery, now can they?"
"The way you say it, sounds like I was an accident."
Missy caught up to her mum and waited for a comment. Detty kept striding as if she didn't hear the last remark. The church bells stopped ringing.
"Hurry up, dear," Detty said as she climbed the front steps to the church.
They entered and took seats in one of the back rows. Missy looked around. The church walls were lined with stained-glass windows depicting Jesus, his disciples and his miracles. A huge crucifix dominated the front of the chapel. The priest was a middle-aged man with short, dark hair. He wore a black robe with a white collar. Several sisters in black habits complete with head wimples sat in the front pews. A few dozen church members sat scattered throughout the rows.
The service lasted a little over an hour. It consisted mostly of a lecture on salvation with a few hymns. Missy and Detty sang along to them, with Missy reading the words and her mum singing from memory.
Once the service had ended most of the church members filed out. Detty held Missy's hand and led her to the pulpit. The sisters watched as the priest gave Detty a nod and a welcome look.
"This is Missy," her mum said. "Father Walsh."
"I remember this pretty little girl," the priest said as he looked over Missy. "It's been awhile. My, how you've grown."
Missy acknowledged the comment with a smile but avoided eye contact. Her hands fidgeted. She turned to the front row of sisters and felt their hard stares.
"Sisters, please take the Walkins to the baptismal room."
The five robed sisters stood and headed for the back door. Detty and Missy followed them.
"Haven't seen you for some time, Detty," a sister at the back of the line said.
"We've been very busy."
"Like mother, like daughter," another sister commented in a voice barely audible. "Though it appears the daughter has a legitimate excuse."
"Where's your husband?"
"He had to work," Detty said.
"On the Sabbath? Are we ever going to see him again?"
Detty frowned. "He's short on employees. His work keeps him very busy."
The adjoining building was an area similar to the church but smaller and without seats. Around the perimeter, Missy saw more stained-glass depictions of angels and Jesus, all individuals with beautiful halos. Other windows showed Christ working with disciples and healing the sick. The stained-glass allowed glorious colors to fill the room.
In the middle of the area was a small wading pool. The sisters silently lined up on one side. Detty and Missy walked to the other. Father Walsh finally entered the room. He came before Missy and pleasantly took both of her hands in his.
"I'm deeply saddened to hear of what happened," the priest said. "Your mum has told me everything."
Missy looked down, embarrassed.
"It's okay, dear," the priest said. "We're going to cleanse you of all of that and more. Are you prepared to accept Jesus Christ into your life? To have Him as your Savior and guardian?"
Missy looked at her mum. Detty returned her stare with a silent plea.
"Yes," Missy said. "I accept Jesus."
"Very good," Father Walsh said. "And now to be baptized in His name and to exorcise any sins of the past and any unclean spirits that may be within you, take the steps that lead into the pool."
Missy kicked off her sandals. Father Walsh held her hand as she gracefully climbed up the small stairway that led to the pool's entrance. Just before entering the pool, she turned to him.
"I thought you just poured the water over me."
"We do sometimes," the priest said. "In the old days baptism was performed by total immersion, typically in a river or a lake. In this case it's best to have a complete purging."
"Okay. I suppose that's why Mum brought a change for me."
Detty looked at her and smiled. Missy lowered her foot onto the first step of the shallow pool. As soon as her foot touched the water she drew it back.
"It's freezing," she said.
Father Walsh nodded. "We find the best baptism of spirit is a bit of a shock. But don't worry. It's quite refreshing and it will work wonders."
Missy firmly put down one foot into the water then the other and stood on the first step. The water came up to her calves. Her hands instinctively wrapped around her side. "It's too cold. I don't think I can get in this."
"The reason the water is deep and cold," one of the sisters said, "is that you are being buried with Christ. It should be a reminder of His suffering."
"Easy goes," the priest said gently. "One part at a time."
"Feels like ice just melted," Missy said.
"Missy," her mum said. "Don't complain, not ever. Be brave, dear. There's a reason for everything."
Missy sighed and took a deep breath. She slowly placed her foot on the next stair and fully stepped onto it. The frigid water rose to her thighs.
"Oh my gosh," she said.
Father Walsh extended a hand and held one of Missy's. "Very good, child. Keep going."
Missy took another deep breath and forced her feet to move down to the next step. She dropped further into the pool. She did her best to contain the tiny squeals that naturally escaped her lips. The water came up to her waist.
"It's so cold," she called out between murmurs of resistance.
"Be brave," Detty said.
"Just one more step," the priest said.
Missy gathered her willpower. She closed her eyes and took one final step to the floor of the pool. The frigid water rose to her chest.
"Oh!" she cried out.
Father Walsh put his hand on her head and spoke over Missy's anguished cries. "The greatest thing you can do is to be baptized in the name of Jesus. Repent, Abigail Melissa Walkins, and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins. And you shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost."
Missy shivered violently and nodded to the priest that she was ready. Father Walsh carefully weaved his fingers through the upper strands of her blond hair. The sisters watched intently.
"Gently and easily under," he said. "Now!"
Missy took a quick breath and forced herself to duck her head under the water. She allowed her legs to bend and drop as she lowered her head. The icy water met her ears and forehead with the effect to come up quickly and get a breath.
Missy came up with a bright smile and gasped for air. The priest's fingers wrapped tightly around the wet strands of her hair. To Missy's surprise he forced her back down under the water and held her there.
"Remember not our past immoral acts," he said loudly into the water. "Let thy tender mercy prevent us from them. For we are brought very low! Help us, O God of salvation, for the glory of thy name. Deliver us, and purge away our sins for thy name's sake!"
Missy's arms reached up against his grip. The priest used his other hand to fight her off as he held her down into the pool. Missy fought and exhaled her breath in absolute shock at what was happening.
Father Walsh lifted her by the hair just long enough for Missy to catch a breath. She gulped air in horror and desperation. Then he forced her back down. Detty moved about uncomfortably behind him. The sisters watched, transfixed.
"Except a person be born of water and of the Spirit," the priest said loudly, "he cannot enter into the kingdom of God!"
"Amen!" a sister called out.
Missy struggled mightily. She tried to get her legs under her but couldn't from his force.
Father Walsh shouted over Missy's head, "Don't you know that we are buried with Him by baptism into death? And as Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we also walk in newness of life. He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved, but he that believeth not shall be damned."
The priest raised Missy just to the surface. She came up gasping for air with a look of agony before she cried out. Detty resisted the urge to help her. Father Walsh shoved her back under the water.
"Unclean spirits, leave this girl now and forever!"
Mr. Philips sat in his office at Federation Brisbane. On his desk a holographic image played the results of the tests that Jim had taken. Philips watched the video of Vicki's luminous light fields on full display. A second hologram was next to it, that of Dr. Blake, the senior neurologist from the tests.
"Most incredible," Philips said. "So there wasn't anything wrong with our equipment."
"But this is more detailed than before," Blake said. "Whatever he's doing, he's getting better at it."
"He is at that," Philips said.
"Maynard's planning on more tests. What do you want me to do? Given the circumstances, Fed has every right to be a part of those tests."
"One way or another, we will. Don't do anything yet. The court of public opinion may help us here. I'll handle Dr. Maynard."
After Jim's evaluation, curiosity got the better of Vicki. She still hadn't mentioned to Sandra or anyone else the experiences she'd had with Jim healing her cuts. Since the results from his testing, some ideas came to her.
Late one night after most of the staff was gone, she put Jim in a hovering chair and pushed him down to the lower floor and into a room where an elderly man lay in a coma. She placed Jim bedside of Mr. Murdock, close enough to touch him.
"This man has been asleep for a long time," she explained to a curious Jim. "He's having trouble waking up, sort of like you did, though he's not on life support."
Jim looked about the man and studied his luminous areas. He noticed a severe dullness and lack of spinning for the green and yellow lights around the heart and abdomen, though the rest of the man's luminous fields seemed close to normal. Jim also saw the faint outline of a person behind the man; an elderly woman's form stood in the corner of the room. Jim looked to Vicki then back to the apparition of the woman.
"What is it?" Vicki asked.
Jim pointed to the old woman. Vicki shrugged, confused by his actions.
The woman faced Jim and tilted her head curiously, surprised that he could see her.
"Can you help this man wake up?" Vicki asked.
Jim put one hand over the man's abdomen and the other on his chest. At first the man's internal lights remained stagnant underneath Jim's hands as if a resistance came from within. Jim focused harder. Eventually the light broke through the resistance and began to flow in circles. White light streamed into Jim from above his head and cascaded through him and into the elderly man's body.
Jim started at the crown of his head. He focused on the violet-pink areas filling with light. As the color became brighter and fuller, Jim swirled his hands clockwise to help the light spin in sync with the others below. One by one he moved down the man's body and performed the same routine where needed. As he did, all of the respective colors gained in hue, intensity and motion. The ghostly woman watched Jim work with a hopeful expression. Minutes passed as Jim worked. Vicki was riveted.
Eventually Jim saw the man had filled with properly lit and spinning luminosities. Jim brought his arms back into his lap and looked satisfied. The old man lay unconscious as before. The ghostly woman in the corner held her open hands out to Jim gratefully.
"Is that it?" Vicki asked.
Jim nodded yes.
"Okay. I guess it was worth a try."
Vicki pushed his chair back to the hallway.
The next morning, Sandra Maynard's image appeared as soon as Vicki entered the nurse's station.
"Have you heard? Mr. Murdock is awake," Maynard informed her. A video played of Murdock eating pudding with assistance from a nurse.
Vicki gasped. "He is?"
"We need to talk. Come to my office right away."
Vicki felt elated though she sensed a reprimand.
When she entered the office, Maynard motioned for her to sit. "Tell me what happened last night."
"I brought James down to see him."
"Why?"
"Just to show him what he used to be like," Vicki said, bending the truth.
"Really?" A recorded image showed them in the old man's room. "Sounds like you specifically asking James if he could help. Next we have scene like a laying on of hands."
"Alright, I did. I knew you wouldn't believe this, but I think James has healing powers. I wasn't sure if I believed it myself. Figured there was no harm—"
"Vicki!"
"It's true. He healed cuts on my hand and then this—"
Dr. Maynard held out a finger to silence her. "Number one, I believe it was coincidence. Number two, even if James has abilities like you think, we can't just send him in to work with other patients. You know the liability risks."
"Yes, I suppose."
"Vicki, I'm elated that Murdock is conscious, but you can't take these matters into your own hands. What if the opposite had happened? What if Murdock had died?"
"Died? That thought never occurred to me."
"The point is, we don't know what we're dealing with here. You should have come to me first."
"I'm sorry. It won't happen again."
"It had better not."
Missy ran toward home in soaking wet clothes. Detty followed at her heels, still carrying the bag with the towel and dry garments.
"Missy, please understand. It had to be done!"
"No, it didn't," Missy said through tears. "Not like that."
"You're at one with God now," Detty said happily as they entered the front yard. "Every sin you've ever committed has been purified."
Missy stopped abruptly and faced her. "I haven't committed any sins. I'm a human being experiencing my life."
"Everybody has committed sins, dear. We are born of sin. By being baptized in Christ's name, you're finally cleansed of that. You are now free and clear of all past sins."
"I always have been! This is me. This is how God made me! This is how I'll always be." Missy turned furiously and headed to the front porch.
"Sometimes it takes a few days for the full revelation—"
"You're impossible!" Missy said. She ran up the porch and grabbed her bike. She hopped on it and rode it down the stairs and past her mum.
"Where are you going?" Detty screamed.
Missy rode her bike hard while she cried. She pedaled all the way to her father's farm.
She arrived with her clothes still damp and saw her father's horse and carriage at the entry lot in front of the enclosed indoor garden. Next to her father's horse was a familiar car that belonged to one of his customers.
Missy got off her bike and set it on the ground. The horse nickered a quiet hello to her. She walked up to the horse and gave it a pat on its head.
"Hi, Sam. Good to see you."
The horse nickered again as she held his head and stroked him. Missy looked out into the fields of waist-high crops.
"Dad?"
She walked a ways into the mix of sugarcane and corn. She looked about but saw no one. She turned and walked back to the indoor garden, the huge structure of clear plastic where Donnick grew most of his herbs and the more delicate or expensive plants.
Missy tried to open the front door but it was locked. The sign showed the closed side. She walked over to a nearby rock and moved it to reveal the key. She put the key in the lock and opened the door. She peeked inside.
"Dad?" she said softly.
She entered the garden, leaving the door open behind her. She moved down the main aisle past rows of herbs and flowers. She felt the warmth of the light that streamed in through the clear plastic ceiling above her. She heard a sound like laughter coming from his office at the far end of the garden.
Missy walked all the way to the back. She heard another sound, a groan of some sort. She crinkled her brow in confusion and continued to the office. When she got there, she poked her head through the open door and was just about to announce herself when she was struck by what she saw.
The futon couch had been pulled out to make a bed. Donnick and a woman lay naked on it. They were immersed in making love and oblivious to Missy's presence. The woman's legs wrapped around Donnick's back. The groans came from both of them. Missy recognized the woman as a regular customer. She stood still, unsure of what to do.
Missy turned and stepped back from the opening. She gasped and held a hand over her mouth. She slowly moved further from the door and walked back out the way she had come. She moved in a daze, staring into the space before her.
When she got past the front door she stopped in her tracks. She stood absolutely still. Sam looked at her but made no sound. Eventually she turned around and used the front key to relock the door. She placed the key back under the nearby rock.
She walked past the woman's car and her father's horse. She got on her bike and pedaled away.
Roger sat back in the comfortable chair behind his desk on the show with Clarky in the featured chair next to him. The holographic images of audience members filled the rows before them.
"Although we can't divulge the source of this information," Roger said, "startling video is popping up everywhere. It's coming from St. Teresa, and it would suggest James Ranck has an intriguing way of seeing the world."
The video clips from the recent experiments played for the audience.
"Nearly a dozen eye and brain specialists from around the globe performed vision tests on James. This is what came from it."
The audience watched as the video presented luminous energy fields within and around the subjects of the tests.
"Help me understand," Clarky said. "This is what things look like from the boy's perspective?"
"Apparently this is how his brain interprets the data before his eyes."
"Not sure I believe this."
"It's consistent with the preliminary reports from Fed," Roger added. "Back when they checked for memories."
The video switched to show the memory recordings that were taken during the scan.
"Not the same at all," Clarky said. "These memory images are just blurry lights. These other ones are… well, they're unbelievable."
"I'm getting blasted with callers who want to chime in," Roger said. "Cai Meng of Peking, go ahead."
A Chinese woman said, "This must be a prank. Like something concocted by the defense and the hospital."
Many agreed as the show buzzed with opinions.
"Muting in effect," Roger said. "Let's get some other thoughts on that. Zaltan from Chelsea."
An Englishman said, "Reports are that he has extreme levels of dimethyltryptamine. It's a powerful hallucinogen. Can even be the basis of schizophrenia. This vision is clearly psychedelic."
Roger said. "Eileen from Aalborg?"
"He's not hallucinating; he's a seer. The pineal gland is the third eye chakra, known by Taoists to be the crystal palace. When it becomes highly activated, transcendental visions occur. This boy is seeing the electromagnetic frequencies that are all around us."
Vicki and Dr. Maynard watched a recording of Roger's show as the audience went into thorough discussion about the videos.
"How did this get out?" Maynard asked.
"The specialists all had this data," Vicki said.
"And I trusted them. Although I can't jump to conclusions."
"It's in the hospital's system. Anyone smart enough to hack it could have done this."
"I'll have to talk with the Rancks and Ms. LeFevre. They're going to be upset."
"What about Federation?" Vicki asked.
"They're requesting the rights to see what we have."
"What are we going to do about James? We can't let them—"
"No worries. Fed can't touch the boy without a court order. Ms. LeFevre has taken care of that. Now it's just a question of when they'll get that order."
Alouise LeFevre examined the two brain images of Jim, one current, the other from three years prior. She took a drag of her vapor straw as she appreciated the differences in mere appearance.
"You're looking at probabilistic atlasing," Vicki told her. "Like a brain template."
"Go on," Alouise said.
"If you analyze the way each of these brains function, they're like two different computer programs. According to our hospital equipment, these brains have to be from two separate individuals."
"Even to my untrained eye. So many orange, yellow, red areas that were blue before," Alouise said.
"That's the brilliance of the nucleus accumbens, his pleasure centers, along with his frontal lobes. Judging from this, I'd say he's enjoying witnessing the world around him."
"Okay, what else can you tell me?"
"The rate of his brain cycles has slowed down dramatically," Vicki said.
"And that does what?"
"The slower the brain cycles function, the more at ease the mind is. The person is often able to tap into anything they want. Creative genius moments usually happen at slow brain cycles."
"Anything else?" Alouise asked.
"The thing I think about most often. The amount of DMT his pineal gland is producing is beyond anything we've ever seen."
"The pineal," Alouise said reflectively. "Rene Descartes called it the seat of the soul."
"That's correct," Vicki said.
"So, in your opinion and that of the hospital equipment, he is not the same boy he once was?"
"Physically the same. Fingerprints, retinas, DNA, yes. But the way it works inside that head... no. Not the same person. I can't even imagine how he must think and feel about the world."
"How so?"
"Have you ever taken any strong hallucinogenic drugs?" Vicki asked.
"Perhaps."
"This boy's daily reality may be like being on an incredibly powerful trip."
"Is there anything else you can tell me?"
Vicki paused. She hadn't spoken to anyone beyond Maynard about Jim's healing power. For some reason, she couldn't.
"Not at this time," Vicki said.
Jesus said, "If you have pure faith with no doubt whatsoever, you can tell a mountain to move and it will. It will cast itself into the sea if you ask it to. And all things, whatsoever you ask with pure faith, shall be done." - Matthew 21:21-22
Testing Jim's vision was put on hold while the prosecution and defense debated before the judges in closed quarters. Mr. Philips successfully argued that Fed had rights to any future testing and was granted those rights. In the end, the decision to conduct more tests was left to the parents. The Rancks requested that it be put on hold as long as their son was healthy. If the enlarged pineal didn't pose an immediate risk, they preferred to keep Federation out of their boy's life.
As Jim showed signs of recovery, mental and physical therapy continued. Twice a day a nurse would assist him into a hovering chair and push him to the training facility.
At first his thin frame was too weak to stand. He was placed in a harness and suspended while his legs and arms were exercised in a Pilates method. While his muscles moved, he watched educational holograms designed for babies. Images of people like Flow and Brison were portrayed with basic vocabulary to describe relationships and actions. There were also images of common things like household items, the alphabet and numbers.
Jim was fascinated by everything he saw. Besides the educational programs, each nurse had a different luminosity about her—colors and wavelengths that changed in a moment's notice. The equipment he used, the presentations, the furniture, everything had its own light energies.
Vicki participated at most of his workouts. She faced him and mirrored the actions.
"Forward and back. Now side to side," she'd call out as he moved an arm or a leg.
Jim watched how the patterns spread within the room during the workout, energies emitted from both Vicki and himself. His first laughs came while watching them.
Over the initial weeks, his muscles quickly regained strength. The harness was needed less and less.
One day Vicki worked with him as he sat up in bed. She lifted both of his arms, extending them upward from his abdominal area then outward. She brought his hands together, making a faint clapping sound. Jim smiled, pleased by the surprise of the noise.
"Boom," Vicki said playfully. Then she separated his hands and brought them together like cymbals, recreating the sound. Jim's eyes lit up happily. From outside, she heard a light roll of thunder.
Vicki smiled at the coincidence of the clap to the thunder, and she repeated bringing his hands together like cymbals. "Boom," she said again.
Jim laughed and attempted his first word. "Moo," he said as he brought his hands together. A slight thunder boom accompanied his gesture, causing Vicki to laugh not only for the joy of hearing him speak but for the second coincidence of the thunder.
"That's right, James. Boom."
"Moo," Jim repeated a bit louder. Another clap of his hands ensued, followed by the sound of thunder and a wave of giggles from the boy.
"Good. Boom."
"Moo!" he said clapping his hands to another thunder burst and row of giggling.
Vicki couldn't believe the timing of the thunder claps to Jim's calls. Once or twice was amusing, but four times in a row was remarkable.
She held onto his hands and calmly said, "Wait, wait."
Jim became intrigued. He held still while he stared at her.
"Okay. Boom," she said.
"Moo!" he cried out, clapping his hands in sync to the blast of thunder overhead. He broke out into giggles.
Vicki was fascinated. "James, you silly boy. Do you like the sound of thunder?"
"Moo!" he cried out louder, clapping his hands to a roar of thunder. He laughed even harder.
"Oh my," Vicki said with concern. "Hold on. Let's take a break."
Vicki held her palms out to convey patience. Jim saw the swirls of her aura move in slow motion. She paused for a while as she anticipated the next burst of thunder. Vicki looked to the ceiling as if something would happen at any moment. Time passed. Jim watched her eagerly, waiting for his chance to play again. Eventually a few minutes had gone by.
She said, "It must be over. Okay, James."
"Moo!" he cried out and clapped his hands to the most powerful burst of thunder yet.
"Oh my God," Vicki said, though Jim was too immersed in his own giggling to notice her concern.
"Moo, Moo, Moo!" Jim cried out in sync with three fantastic claps of thunder.
"James!"
A monitor sprang up of Sandra Maynard, interrupting the game.
"Hello, Vicki."
Vicki didn't respond, consumed with the mystery.
"Didn't want to interrupt," Maynard continued, "but had a few things to tell you before I left."
Vicki remained silent, thoroughly engrossed with Jim.
"Sounds like quite a storm brewing. Hello? Vicki?"
"What?"
"I assume you can hear that storm. We heard it down here like it was just outside our windows. Is your power okay?"
"Seems to be."
"Funny, I don't recall the weather report mentioning any pressure changes for today." After a pause Maynard asked, "Is something the matter?"
"Well, it's the strangest thing about James."
"What is it?"
"Perhaps it's nothing. Just that he seems to have some other talents."
"How do you mean?"
Vicki thought, Idiot! What are you going to do, tell her he can also control the weather? "Forget I mentioned it."
Maynard shook her head and began updating Vicki on a few hospital items.
Jim looked curiously at the image of Dr. Maynard. He knew the head surgeon well and was familiar with the patterns of her aura. But her hologram had no aura at all, just the immediate outlines of her head and shoulders. Jim pointed to it and made a worried noise.
"Just a sec," Vicki said, listening to the doctor's information.
Once Maynard finished, her image froze.
"What's wrong?" Vicki asked Jim.
He pointed again to the image with a concerned look.
Vicki was confused and said, "Replay that please."
The hologram showed Maynard explaining some patient developments. Jim tried to point out the differences.
"You know this person, Dr. Maynard?" Vicki asked.
Jim nodded yes.
"This image of her is concerning to you?"
Jim agreed even more.
"It's an image. It's not really her."
Jim nodded yet something clearly bothered him. Vicki couldn't figure it out.
"Change image to mine."
The hologram changed to her own in live time. Jim watched the two Vicki's before him, one as an image and the other in person. The real Vicki had all her luminous energy fields while the hologram had none. Jim pointed in the same manner at the hologram.
"You don't like seeing me on this thing, either?" Vicki asked. "You know it doesn't hurt me."
Jim watched her speak. In person, the wispy blue wavelengths came from her mouth and added to the positive energy of the room. From the hologram, Jim could see none of that.
"It's nothing to be worried about. Hush little baby don't say a word."
Jim smiled a bit to acknowledge her intent.
"I guess we forget that everything's new to you. Kind of a big frightening world at times, isn't it?"
"Moo," Jim said quietly to a light sound of thunder.
Vicki held her palms to face him, expressing her desire to contain his abilities. "Yes, love, I see you can do that. This is something else we're going to have to keep to ourselves."
I am the light of the world. Whoever follows after me will not walk in darkness but will have the light of life. - John 8:12
Roger Tolsom entered his home. He dropped the jacket and folder he was carrying onto the chair in the entry. He maneuvered his feet out of shoes and into a pair of waiting slippers, leaving the entry muddled with his things as he walked down the hallway unfastening the top buttons of his red shirt. His show sprang up in the living room.
Marta, his cyborg live-in, prepared dinner in the kitchen. She had a voluptuous figure of mostly human parts, a head of human eyes and mouth but circuitry for the rest of her, including her brain and major organs.
"Welcome home," Marta said. She reached for a wine glass from the cabinet.
"Wine please."
"How was your day?"
"Not terrific but okay."
Marta met him in the hall with a kiss and a glass of Shiraz.
"Lovely," he said. He took a sip and sauntered into the living room.
"Anything else?" Marta asked.
"This is good for now."
Marta tidied up the entrance of his things while Roger got comfortable on the couch. He drank his wine and watched the recording of his previous show.
Roger's image stood outside the hospital entrance. "This is St. Teresa in Brisbane where young James Ranck, age fifteen, has recently emerged from a state of brain-death and a three month coma. His miraculous recovery has captured the interest of Feds, GAs and Simplists alike, not only for James as a patient but as a defendant in a criminal trial."
"I look like a warning light," Roger mumbled. "Lose the red shirt. Marta?"
"Got it. Lose the red one."
The image continued, "Though he's out of intensive care, his troubles are far from over. Those alleged crimes were committed against a girl also age fifteen. But James reportedly has amnesia and may never regain consciousness of his past activities. The prosecution may have a difficult time without his memory base. Remember, the plaintiff is Simplist also, so any mental recordings are open to challenge. Follow me daily with this intriguing case on my show."
Roger swallowed the remains of Shiraz. More wine, he thought. Marta went to the kitchen to fetch the bottle. Fed News Brisbane.
The images switched to a market report of numbers and symbols. Marta leaned over with the bottle and refilled his glass. With her free hand she massaged his neck.
"Oooh, right there is good." Roger eased back into the cushy sofa.
"Some heat?" Marta asked.
"Please."
The temperature of Marta's hand raised ten degrees as she loosened the tight muscles of his neck.
"That's warm enough," Roger said. "Just what I need."
A small light blinked at the edge of the screen with the announcement, "Incoming call."
Annoyed at the interruption, Roger said, "Send it through. We'll continue later."
Marta returned to the kitchen. The image of the news changed to that of a woman dressed in a white gown. The woman appeared to be in her eighties and had glassy eyes, dull and gray. She stood inside a room filled with candles and mirrors.
"Good day, Mr. Tolsom."
"This is a private number, y'know. How'd you get my home line?"
"Let's just say we have mutual friends."
Roger groaned under his breath. "Have we met?"
"My name is Lisa Toms."
He drank more wine while trying to connect the name. "What do you want?"
"You've been assigned to James Ranck."
"That's true."
"I have information that will be useful for you."
"This is my home. You can contact me tomorrow through the network."
"This is too important to involve other parties."
"Fine. What is it?"
"This can't be shared over unsecured wavelengths. Would you mind meeting in person?"
"Mrs. Toms—"
"Ms."
"I have a very busy schedule and need more than a tease from a woman with candles in her home to get me to make a house call. No offense."
"Of course," she said unaffected by Roger's bluntness. "Are you familiar with the other side?"
"As in people who have passed on?"
"I'm a channel for the other side."
Roger let out a little laugh. "You spend your time talking with spooks, ghosts, that sort of thing?"
"The experience on the other side is just as real as this one."
"Still a theory," Roger added. "Never fully proven."
"It's never been disproved."
Roger took another swallow of wine. "Playing along, what does this have to do with me?"
"Lately my most persistent subject has been James Ranck."
"Excuse me?"
"James Ranck has passed onto the other side."
"That's impossible. I just saw him in the hospital—"
"That's not James Ranck," Lisa added with assurance. "That's his body being occupied by a new entity."
"Okay, still playing along. If this is true, pardon the expression, but so what?"
"Don't you want to know who has taken over this body?"
Roger put his hand to his temple. "Lady, it's been a long day."
"When you were looking at the hospital's brain scan, didn't it spark something in you?"
A shiver trickled down Roger's spine. No one beyond Clarky had any knowledge of him witnessing that, and his trusted friend would never have told anyone of his illegal eavesdropping.
"How did you—"
"It doesn't matter. I'm not interested in your unethical business practices."
Roger put down his glass and weighed the possibilities. "What do you want? Are you trying to blackmail me?"
"Not at all."
"Just tell me what you want."
The door to Lisa Toms' residence swung wide open. Lisa's voice echoed from down the hall, "This way, Mr. Tolsom."
Roger entered the hallway. He took off his shoes and placed them by the door. The narrow passage was mirrored on both walls, reflecting the light of flickering candles. He breathed in the scent of sage that lingered in the warm air as he walked down the hall. He reminded himself of the possible severity of the situation, now wishing he hadn't had those glasses of wine.
Lisa approached barefoot. Her gown swung by her ankles as she walked. To Roger's surprise, she came right up and kissed him pleasantly on the lips.
"Thank you for coming," she said.
Roger stared into her dull gray eyes.
Lisa looked at his forehead and said, "You're wondering if I'm blind."
"No, I wasn't."
"Please, Mr. Tolsom. I see better now than I ever did with them."
"You mean?"
"I gave up my eyes for something else."
"Intentionally?"
"The eyes are easily influenced by the ego. The eyes play tricks on you."
"Interesting. Think I'll keep mine for now."
"A wise choice for you. Come with me."
She held his hand and led him down the hall to the main room where each wall was mirrored from floor to ceiling. Several dozen candles flickered, some on tall stands, others on side tables and a counter that ran around the room. The multiplying effect of the candles in front of the mirrors made it appear as if the room was enormous and filled with thousands of lights.
"Very nice," Roger said. Illuminating, but why would a blind person have candles?
Lisa said, "I see them too, just a bit differently. I see their true energy and it is quite illuminating."
Okay, can you hear my private thoughts? He detected a coy smile.
A large table with eight chairs stood in the center of the room. The chairs matched the table, all made of exquisite white marble. Roger squinted to see the table more clearly. There was an unnatural glow about it, a halo of purple light.
"Please don't touch the table," Lisa said. "It has an electric current and would give you an unpleasant jolt."
Roger nodded and pulled a chair out for her. Lisa bowed in appreciation and sat. She motioned for Roger to sit across from her.
On top of the table were dozens of large crystals. Some of the crystals were clear, others a variety of colors. Roger had once bought a crystal as a boy and remembered it being fairly expensive. Lisa's crystals were massive compared to the one he had bought. She gazed pleasantly in his direction. As the seconds passed the moment became awkward.
Roger felt the need to say something. "Quite the mood setting you have here."
Lisa closed her eyes. "I'm going to begin," she warned him.
Roger nodded in compliance.
"In the presence of Mother Earth, Father Sky, Divine Spirit within, Jesus and the Sages of the Past, the Ascended Masters and Winged Ones, the Angels of Light and all the accompaniment of the Pure Light… we gather to make contact to the worlds beyond. We ask that only beings of light be allowed to speak with us. We ask for my guardian, Michael, to be the mediator for any spirits that wish to communicate with Roger and me."
Roger sat wide-eyed, trying to determine whether Lisa was completely insane or just partially. But there was something about the room, the mirrors, the candles and the table that made him wonder, What on Earth is going on?
Lisa sat patiently until a man's voice came out of the air—calm, hollow, metallic. "I am here," the voice said.
"This is Michael, my guardian." Lisa told Roger. "He will be facilitating."
Roger smiled awkwardly, assuming this was a trick. He added humorously, "Hello, Michael. Nice to meet you."
There was silence. Roger fidgeted in his chair. He remembered why he had been contacted. When does the blackmail come in? How else can she afford this place? Don't think of it! She might be able to hear.
Lisa waited patiently.
"Someone has a message for you," Michael's voice said.
"I'm listening," Roger replied hastily.
A boy's voice came out of the airwaves, a voice that conveyed youth and nervousness. "Some of this is for Missy. Some is for you."
The moment Roger heard the boy's voice, the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. Although he still doubted the experience, something within him was deeply touched.
Roger straightened up in his chair. "Who is this?"
"James Ranck."
"James Ranck is in his hospital bed."
"I'm James! Not the person you see in the hospital."
Roger dismissed it, wondering where the transmission was coming from.
Lisa said, "Just relax, Mr. Tolsom. You're safe here."
The boy's voice went on, "Tell Missy I'm sorry. I'm sorry for everything. She was right all along."
"Right about what?"
"We were married. Lots of times."
"I'll… tell her that."
"Tell my parents I'm okay."
"Anything else?"
"The world needs him. The body that I used to have… is being used by another…" The boy hesitated. He addressed his next line to someone else. "Can I tell him?"
Michael's voice answered, "It's alright."
Roger became impatient. "Please tell me whatever it is."
The boy said, "It's the Chosen One."
Roger wasn't phased. "Chosen One, as in God?"
"The Messiah chosen to lead people to their next level." As an aside the boy added, "Is that okay?"
"Yes," Michael said.
"What are you telling me?" Roger asked.
Michael answered, "The story goes through you. The time has come to announce his presence. This is your task."
"My task?"
"Your soul's work is to bring others to him," Michael said. "There are many watching."
"What is my task?"
"Question the divinity of his origin. Encourage others to do the same."
"How do I do that?"
"Encourage others to question his divinity."
"I heard you but how?" Roger asked. There was a lingering silence from the other end.
"He's finished," Lisa said.
"What do you mean, 'he's finished?'"
"You've heard him. You know you have."
"How am I supposed to believe any of this?"
Lisa led Roger back to the front door. As he was about to leave, she placed a yellow envelope in his hands.
"What's this?"
"It's for Missy," she said. "You're not to open it."
"But I don't know Missy. I don't think—"
"Don't think. Just hang onto this. You'll know when the time is right. A way will present itself."
"But—"
"A way will present itself. Goodnight, Mr. Tolsom."
Roger left the home feeling imbalanced as if he'd been drugged. He ambled down the walkway looking at the yellow envelope in his hands as his mind raced with possibilities. Was that the spirit of James Ranck? Is it really the Messiah? Is this my task?
The air felt unusually heavy. He looked up as the clouds condensed. As it began to rain, large droplets came down quickly. Roger hurried the rest of the way to his car.
By the time he got inside it, Roger's head and back were drenched. The car's computer advised him that the rain was too thick to travel safely. Roger sat and waited. He went over the prior conversation. Chosen One? How could that be?
Over the centuries since Jesus, there had been many cults and personalities claiming to be the next Messiah. Roger had even done a story about one and had researched a dozen others. They all intrigued him, yet they all had lost his respect due to one commonality; they each required converts to give unconditional allegiance to their cause. What would God's purpose be in making that a requirement? Whatever happened to free will?
Roger sat in his car and stared blankly through the windshield at the hardest rainfall he had ever seen.
Five nurses attended to Jim as he lay on his back on a massage table. Their bodies created a star formation around him. Vicki channeled energy through his head while the other girls worked his hands and feet. Each nurse massaged and gently pulled his fingers or toes while Vicki used Reiki techniques to conduct the current of it all. Jim enjoyed the attention as a music lover would relish a symphony. Colorful swirls emanated from the women and mixed with his own patterns before they spread out into the room and beyond in a splendid dance. Though he still couldn't speak in full sentences, the blissful expression on his face conveyed his feelings.
During the session, Jim experienced an erection. The nurses made no comments though the peak of fabric was enough to elicit smirks and giggles from the younger nurses. Jim had no concern nor urge to hide it. He relaxed completely in enjoyment of the women's attention.
"It's a natural response," Vicki quietly reminded the others. "He doesn't have preconceived notions or hang-ups with his body. And he is going through puberty."
One of the younger nurses, Tamsen Jones, couldn't avert her eyes from it. She massaged his left foot and whispered, "Talk about a public display of affection."
The others giggled. Vicki softly hushed them.
"Try to see him without judgment," she reminded them. "He knows nothing of right or wrong."
The nurse massaging his right hand said, "Who says it's wrong?"
The nurse at his right foot said, "He operates out of pure expression. It's very sensual."
Tamsen agreed. "Feels good just being in the same room with him."
The others picked up on that comment as the energy rose quickly. Jim watched as their colors become more vibrant and moved dynamically about them. He smiled broadly with closed lips.
Vicki gave the ladies another hush. "Stay focused."
"Come on, Vicki," Tamsen prodded. "There's something about him, beyond the funny vision. You've noticed it, haven't you?"
"Noticed what?" Vicki said.
"Something special, just makes you feel good in his presence."
"Tamsen, you're seeing more than is really there. Now let's all concentrate on helping him, okay?"
The heavy-set nurse at Jim's left hand looked knowingly at Vicki. "What about old Mr. Murdock and his coma?"
Vicki had feared the story might get out. Now she knew it had. She was unable to answer.
"Murdock?" Tamsen asked. "What about Murdock?"
"Yes," another said. "What are you talking about?"
The nurse who brought it up just grinned at Vicki. Jim noticed the energies change quickly around him. Colder, darker violets and browns swelled in the air about the nurses. He didn't enjoy the feeling anymore. The smile left his face as the raised area of gown subsided.
Vicki said weakly, "Don't believe any rumors you may have heard. That was nothing more than coincidence."
"Give us a little respect, Vicki."
"Let's just help this patient to heal."
Vicki stayed after the others had left. She pulled a chair over and sat next to Jim's bed.
"Okay?" Jim asked in the limited English he was picking up.
"Yes, love. I'm okay. Thanks for asking."
Vicki stared out the window. Jim saw the turmoil in her aura.
"Sad?" he asked. The skies began to drizzle tiny droplets.
Vicki saw the rain and looked at Jim as if he had ordered it. She couldn't help but break out into a smile. "Part of me loves having you as my patient. Another part is concerned." Vicki gazed at him to see if he had any semblance of understanding. He simply matched her gaze. "You have no idea what's coming your way."
A nurse and two orderlies walked by. As they passed the open door, they peeked in. Seeing Vicki looking back at them, they continued down the hall.
Vicki put her hand on his. "Others have noticed it, haven't they? You have a gift. How do you do it, James?"
Jim looked at her, not sure of the meaning of the words.
Chloe stood in person at Roger's desk. She placed a bottle of chilled champagne on it. Her other hand held two crystal champagne flutes.
"Twenty-four, seven?" Roger asked incredulously. "You think there's that much interest?"
"Absolutely," Chloe said as she pulled the wire shield from the champagne bottle. "As many of the slots you can handle are yours. We'll cover it all the way through to the verdict."
"Clarky stays. He's been with me from the start."
"Of course, Rog."
"I appreciate the raise, but he needs to start getting paid. He's worth it."
"Anything you want."
The champagne opened with a loud pop. Chloe laughed as she poured the overflow into Roger's glass.
Now when the sun was setting, those that had any sick with diverse diseases brought them unto him, and he laid his hands on every one of them and healed them. - Luke 4:40
Flow placed her homemade finger-lime pie on the tray table next to Jim's bed. He looked at the pie excitedly before he dipped his pinkie into the center. He pulled it out and licked the green gel.
"Good," he said.
Flow exhaled with relief. "You always loved that one."
Brison settled into a chair. His hair was still wet from a shower. He looked exhausted.
"You look good, Son. Getting stronger?"
"Strong. Yes, Dad."
"Acorn doesn't fall far from the tree. Does it, Flow?"
"A lot of his father in him, that's for sure."
Brison's head was pounding. He pressed the forefinger and thumb of his right hand to his temples. Jim saw the inconsistent pulsing around Brison's forehead. Instead of the normal spin and gentle pulse, it gave off an erratic burst of purplish-blue.
"Head hurt?"
"Just a headache, lad. Probably dehydrated."
"Come."
"What?"
Jim motioned with both hands. "Come. Come."
"He wants you to get closer, Bris."
Brison left the chair to move nearer to the boy. He brought his head down lower then sank to his knees. Jim wrapped both hands around Brison's forehead.
Brison looked over to his wife and chuckled. "This is different."
Flow shook her head quickly and made a gesture not to interrupt the boy.
Jim focused on the energy within and around Brison's head. He closed his eyes as his hands began directing the forces. Invisible to his parents, white light poured in through the crown of Jim. It ran down his arms and into his father's head.
As Brison felt the energy flood into him, his eyes opened wide. He initially struggled against it, but the natural forces held him in place. After a moment of resistance, Brison eased into receiving the gift.
"My goodness," Flow whispered.
When Jim sensed the negative energy had gone and been replaced with pure light, he slowly released his hands. He saw the indigo light of Brison's forehead spinning normally again.
Brison opened his eyes. He moved his head about gently and began to laugh.
"Bris?"
"My headache's gone. Just like that."
"Good?" Jim asked.
Brison laughed louder. He reached out and put both arms around the boy. "How'd you do that, Son?"
From her room, Missy watched the image maker as Brison hugged his son after his headache was healed. She shared the same feeling of astonishment.
Missy heard footsteps approaching her door so she hastily turned off the device and stuck it under her nightstand.
Detty knocked lightly and opened the door. "Getting ready for bed, Missy?"
"Yes, Mum."
"How are you feeling?"
"Better."
"Good."
After Brison and Flow had left the room, a male and female nurse and an older man from Administrative Services snuck in. The others watched intently while the male nurse bent over Jim's bed. The young man had long suffered from a minor heart palpitation. He brought his chest near Jim's midsection. Jim held him gently with one palm on his forehead and the other palm lightly touching the man's chest.
When Vicki walked into the room, the man from Administrative Services held her back and put his finger to his lips. He whispered, "He's almost through."
Vicki whispered back in disbelief, "What's going on?"
"Shhh," the female nurse added.
The older man said, "The Ranck boy has healing powers. Everybody knows it."
Vicki was ready to interrupt, but watching Jim in the midst of one of his moments was a thing to behold. Out of respect for him there was nothing she could do but wait for it to be over.
Minutes later Jim opened his eyes and looked down at the male nurse. He lifted the young man's chin and smiled warmly at him. Tears streamed down the nurse's cheeks as he kissed Jim's hands with gratitude. Then he stood to let the next nurse have her turn. Vicki interceded.
"Hey!" the woman cried.
"I'm the head nurse for this patient," Vicki reminded her. "We're here to heal him, remember?"
"But Nurse Morgan, others had their turns."
"There won't be any more turns. You'll have to answer to the Physician's Board as it is. If you're lucky, you'll still have your jobs."
Reluctantly, they left the room.
Vicki checked on Jim. He smiled exhaustedly.
"You look drained." She addressed her next comment to the hospital system. "Dr. Maynard's office."
Sandra's voice came over the airways. "Yes, Vicki?"
"We just had a scene in James' room. We need to talk."
From his apartment, Roger applauded the scenes he had just witnessed. He spoke with Clarky over the image maker.
"You saw them, didn't you?"
"Pure magic," Clarky said.
"It's perfect," Roger said. "At least seven people have gone through his room just tonight. Plus four the other day."
"They'll all be suspects," Clarky said. "Run with it."
Roger sipped his scotch and took in the scene. "The old bird may have been right about this."
"Roger."
"Yeah?"
"Thanks again, mate."
"We can't confirm these reports," Roger said from behind his new desk on the set. Clarky reclined comfortably in a leather chair. "And I hesitate to mention it… the last thing I want to be involved with is unsubstantiated rumors."
An Arabic woman spoke, "The boy has healing powers."
"Thank you, madam," Roger said. "This is what I was getting at."
"The net is filled with hearsay from the hospital."
The din rose in the audience.
"Muting is in effect. Most popular and interesting viewpoints as usual."
Clarky sipped his java. Then he asked, "What do we really know about it? This sounds… fabricated if you ask me."
"It sounds that way," Roger said. He checked his register for comments he wanted to send through.
An Australian man said, "I live in Brisbane. I've talked with two nurses who work directly with the Ranck boy. They want to remain anonymous, but they've both seen examples of this boy performing healings. Real healings!"
Clarky asked, "What does he do? Like some sort of ritual?"
"He just lies there next to them and whatever is bugging them gets better. They said it's the strangest thing."
Roger said, "Let's see what our audience thinks on the subject of healing by touch. Twenty-six percent believe it's true. That's surprising. What's more, over thirty percent believe James himself experienced a miraculous recovery. What's going on here? Popular opinion is changing quickly."
"Some think he's the Second Coming," a Danish woman said.
Clarky rebuked her, "Now that is taking things a bit far, isn't it?"
"He's been healing everyone in the hospital, especially the difficult cases!" shouted an older woman who seemed upset she wasn't one of them.
Roger calmed the audience. "Now we don't know that. All we have are a few cases of reported healings."
Another man said, "It's a stunt! How else can the defense win this case? Attorneys. To hell with the whole lot of them."
"Okay, there's that opinion. Let's see, quite a few out there agree with you, nearly forty percent. Ricci from Zaria, comment."
The young African girl said, "Maybe it's true. Maybe he is God."
"God? You really think so?"
"Maybe he came back to help us."
"So we have either wishful thinking or some hoax that is getting many of you. Let's see, right now about fifteen percent believe as you do, Ricci, so at least you have some company. Grindavik, Kraus, you're next."
The Icelandic man shouted, "Doesn't matter who he is, he's still a criminal. He raped and tried to strangle a fifteen-year-old girl!"
"Kraus, he's an accused defendant who is awaiting a trial. Let's not become judge and jury all at once."
"Trial? The evidence is overwhelming."
"Remember, there have been and will be cases that appear closed that have turned out differently. Alright, next up is Tom Abrams from Melbourne. Mr. Abrams, you believe that he has some divine powers?"
Once the secret was out in the hospital, most of the staff accepted it as truth. There were too many healed and direct witnesses to debunk it. Beyond Roger's show, rumors on the net spread like wildfire that the Ranck boy was a miracle healer and perhaps the Second Coming of Christ.
Jim was moved to a room at the end of the hall with two robotic security guards on constant watch. Only those directly assigned to him and his parents were allowed access.
The first signs of worship occurred one day as Vicki pushed Jim in his hovering chair down to the physical therapy room. The male nurse who no longer had a heart palpitation and an orderly who had been healed of a thyroid ailment, both dropped to their knees as he approached. They bowed their heads and extended their arms on the floor as an act of ultimate respect. Vicki shook her head at their actions as Jim watched them curiously. Further down the hall, two staff members who had not been healed but believed in Jim's abilities, also dropped to their knees and bowed their heads.
In each of these people, Jim saw the essence of their energy was being offered to him, a gift of white light from their heart centers. He found it strange, watching others offer their most precious resource, internal energy that would deplete them of that light. These were gifts that Jim didn't need or want. He looked at Vicki and pointed to them with concern.
Offers flooded the Ranck home, calls which came in a deluge that distressed Flow. The callers asked for favors and offered opportunities for James and his parents.
The first person to knock on the front door was Peter Pinto, a pudgy little man dressed in a fine suit. A shiny sports car was parked behind him in the driveway.
"What do you want?" Brison asked through a half-opened door.
"I run a production company. I'd love to sit down and talk with you."
"Just say your piece here."
"Mr. Ranck, you're sitting on a gold mine. You don't like what's happened, but you might as well milk it for all it's worth. Am I right or am I right?"
Brison looked back to Flow as if to say, Who the hell is this person?
Pinto continued. "Imagine a tour, all from the comforts of home with your son being interviewed by the biggest names at the biggest venues. You'll have movie deals, commercial endorsements, you name it."
"We'd rather not."
Brison shut the door. Mr. Pinto walked over to the window of the living room and kept pitching. "Now's the chance to cash in! Be ready before the tsunami hits. I'll help you for half my normal percentage, practically working for nothing. You'll make more money than you ever dreamed of."
"Want me to get the laser?" Flow asked.
"Nah, we're under the spotlight as it is."
"Pesky little guy."
Brison walked out the door. He grabbed Mr. Pinto by the collar and forcibly escorted him to his shiny car.
"I understand your feelings, Mr. Ranck. I don't take offense easily."
The door dematerialized, and Brison placed him firmly in his seat. "Good-day, Mr. Pinto. Don't ever come back."
"Good day. Call me when you change your mind."
The visitors kept coming. Brison posted 'Private Property' and 'Keep Out' signs around his entire yard. He began spending several hours a day sitting with Iggy and Shep at the front entrance. His laser was propped up on his lap as a display for those who ignored the signs and attempted a visit anyway. The packages with requests and offers continued to come in droves. The Rancks returned them all as unwanted solicitations.
Outside the hospital entrance, people began to gather. Their numbers grew each day as did the messages they displayed. A tall man carrying a sick child held up a sign that read "Heal our Children" while a woman across from him held up one that read "Prison for the imposter!" They voiced opinions ranging from James' right to be freed from the trial to those who believed he was guilty and deserved a Federal sentence. There were also those who saw him as a miracle healer and even the Second Coming.
Jim sat in a harness with his feet touching the ground. On the floor was a platform that bounced against his bare feet, prompting responses in the toes and legs. At the same time, his mind was presented with educational images.
He watched holograms and repeated the lessons as well as he could.
"A-B-C…" The hologram presented moving, spinning, dynamic letters.
"A-B-C…" Jim repeated as he could. The lesson was familiar. "D-E-F…" Jim went along with the routine, just short of singing it through the alphabet.
The lesson switched to numbers. Birds and apples were used as representations of one, two, three and so on. Jim counted along, again as if the lesson was redundant.
The lesson changed to colors of different fish. Two nurses assisted Jim with an upper body stretching as he called out what he saw.
"Brown… green… blue?"
"No, that fish is purple," the lesson corrected him.
"Purple," Jim said as if he should have remembered that. He looked to Tamsen Jones and pointed to her aura. "Purple," he said.
The nurse looked confused. She referred to the lesson. "That fish is purple."
Jim alluded to the light around her. "Purple."
Tamsen laughed and pointed back to the lesson. "That is purple."
Jim looked at the fish. "Purple?"
"Correct."
Then he framed her aura with both hands. "Purple too."
Both nurses laughed. The other said quietly, "Let it go, Tamsen. He doesn't get it."
Days passed with Jim gaining in physical and verbal skills at a remarkable rate. One day the lesson had to do with names, including his own.
"James Brison Ranck," the lesson said as Jim spoke along to it. "First name James, middle name Brison, last name Ranck. Other nicknames, Jimmy or Jim."
"Jim?" he asked.
"Jim is a common version of the name, James." The lesson wrote the word, Jim.
Something rang within him as soon as he saw the name before his eyes. He repeated, "Jim. Jim. Jim."
"Do you prefer Jim to James?" the lesson asked.
"Yes," he answered immediately.
"You are now recognized as Jim."
Later when Vicki came to see him, Jim told her the good news. "I'm Jim," he said. "You're Vicki."
"Jim?" she asked. He nodded happily. "Okay."
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